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Abstract

The present investigatior was an attempt to examine the
characteristics of Hispanic (including limited-English proficient)
students referred for special education services during one school year
(1983-84) in several large urban school districts with large minority
populations. |In addition, an attempt was made to examine the
predictive ability of various statistical models with respect to the
eventual diagnostic outcomes of students in the sample.

Since one of the specific interests in this study was to examine
the referral, assessment, and placement outcomes of large districts in
the Scuthwest with sizable populations of LEP/NES children who
potentially qualify for special education, districts selected for
participation had to meet two criteria. These included 1) the size of
the district (10,000 or more total enrollment), and 2) the numbers of
Hispanics enrolled in special education placements for the mildly
handicapped (200 or more Hispanic students in EMR and LD placements).
Based upon these criteria, three districts were selected. In addition,
a fourth, extremely large school district, which was divided into eight
separate, relatively independent, administrative regions was inciuded
in the study. Five of the administrative regions from this large
district participated in the study, and were considered as "districts"

for the purposes of analysis.




File data in each of the school districts was collected for all

Hispanic students who were referred for special education placement
during the period July 1983 through July 1984 in each of the
participating districts. A comprehensive data collection instrument
was developed in order to record all data regarding background
characteristics {family information, language background, etc.),
referral information, assessment dat;, IEP meeting information, and
diagnostic and placement decision;. This data was gathered on a total
of 1319 students ranging in grade from K to 12. Because the vast
majority of the students for whom data was collected were elementary
school students, the present analyses focused on that group of
students.

Descriptive information on the school districts in the study
suggested that the majority of the referrails were in the early
elementary graqes, were male, and were forn in the U.S., while the
majority of parents were born in Mexico. Virtually all of the students
spoke or were exposed to either Spanish only or bilingual home
environments, but only about a fifth of the sample had been in ESL or
bilingual classes prior to referral. About a third of the sample was
classified as Fluent-English Proficient by the schools. Few of the
students had significant early medical problems, although pre-referral
grades were low and in many cases previous use had been made of the
resotirce specialist program before an "official’ referral.

The most frequent reasons for referral were low academic
achievement and reading problems, but about 22% of the referrals were
for poor oral skills. The most common assessment instruments used in

assessment were the WISC-R and the WRAT. Over half the sample was
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assessed in English only. The most frequent eventual diagnostic
classifications were learning disabled (63% of the sample) and language
impaired (20% of the sample). Together, these two categories accounted
for over 80% of the total classifications.

A predictive analysis using path analytic procedures was used to
examine the factors leading to an eventual classification as learning
disabled or language impaired. The constellation of factors in the
model accounted for about 40% of the variance in the dependent
variable. In addition, there appeared to be two "‘tracks' leading to
the eventual classification, one for diagnosis of learning disabilities
and one for a diagnosis of language impaired. Interestingly, the final
path model accounted for 40% of the variance in spite of the absence of
individual assessment data such as |Q scores, test data, grades, etc.
The results were discussed in terms of previous research on second

language acquisition and educational decision making.
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FINAL REPORT--LONGITUDINAL STUDY ! REPORT

Examination of Special Education Decision Making with Hispanic
First-time Referrals in Large Urban School Districts

Introduction

Educational practice with language minority childrenr in American
public schools has been historically problematic. For example, there
are a number of indicators such as grades, dropout rates, teacher
evaluations, scores on standardized tests, etc., that reflect
underachievement and academic failure on the part of linguistic
minority students (Duran, 1983; National Commission on Secondary
Education for Hispanics, 1984; Hispanic Policy Development Project,
1984). Although the exact causes of this diminished level of
achievement continue to be debated by social scientists, there is
l.ttle debate regarding the validity of the indicators.

The relatively recent attention to the participation of language
minority students in special education reveals that educational
practice in this domain has been no less problematic (Mercer, 1973).
There are a number of complex issues related to the education of
language minority students suspected of being handicapped which have
been brought to light primarily through court cases involving placement

oi' these students in special education (e.g., Larry P. v. Riles; Diana

v. State Board of Education). For example, charges of discriminatory

placement practices reflected in disproportionate representation of
minorities in special programs, charges of the negative impact of

categorization and labeling, and charges of biased assessment practices

and procedures are among the crucial issues that have received a great

deal of public scrutiny in recent years.




One of the consequences of the increased awareness of this problen
has been a number of legal and policy changes at tae federal, state,
and local levels during the last ten years which deal specifically with
educational practice related to minority (especially language minority)
children. For example, federal law requires a larger role for the
parent in the assessment and placement process. In aduition, there are
a number of safeguards designed to decrease the numbers of minority
students inappropriately placed in special education when the reason
for poor academic progress is due to unfamiliarity with the language
and culture of the public schools. These include testing in the native
language, consideration of cultural differences in the assessment
process, etc.

At the same time that educational policy has been developed to
attempt to address the unique needs of language minority students in
the public schools, there have been sometimes dramatic changes in the
types of students served in large inner-city public school settings.

In some areas of the United States, for example the Southwest, there
have been rapid changes in demographics due primarily to increasing
immigration and to the movement of nonminority students from inner-city
to suburban schools. In light of these important changes, i.e., policy
changes focused on language mincrity students, and rapidly increasing
numbers of language minority students requirjng appropriate educational
service, one interesting question is the manner in which districts in

this situation are meeting this unique challenge.




I. Review of Related Research

The present study is an attempt to examine the referral,
assessment, and placement activities of se;eral large urban school
districts with respect to Hispanic (including limited English
proficient) children. In order to provide some context for the present
research, an understanding of previous work on areas related to the
study is necessary. Therefore, the discussion on the following pages
is organized to provide a brief introduction to these issues in the
following fashion. First, the issue of non-biased assessment will be
addressed, as it has received a Qreat deal of attention in the
educational and psychological literature focused on minority students
and represents a Key pcint in the process of special education
placement. Following this, the discussion will shift to the issue of
disproportionate representation in special education placements, as it
is considered to be one of the consequences of inappropriate assessment
procedures. Next, the issues regarding the potential stigmatizing
effects of categorization and labeling will be considered as this is
one of the hypothesized consequences of inappropriate placement in
special 2ducation. Finally, this section will conclude with a
consideration of the previous research on decision making in
educational settings.

Assessment Practices and Procedures

One of the major arguments by writers in the area of non-biaced
assessment is that standardized assessment instruments are culturally
and linguistically inappropriate for use with language minority
children since such stendardized tests have been designed for and

normed on populations of non-minority children. It is been further
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argued that personnel who are not of the same linguistic/cultural

background as a given minority student yet who engage in psychological
and educational assessment lack the appropriate linguistic and cultural
knowledge and sensitivity and consequently render inaccurate
interpretations of observed behavior. It is important to note that
although most of the attention has been focused on school psychologists
engaged in psychological assessment, these issues are not unique to any
one discipline but are similar across professional domains. Thus,
issues of the adequacy and appropriateness of tests and testers apply
equally to psychologists, speech-language specialists, and
instructional personnel invelved in the evaluation of children referred
for special educational assessments.

In the late 1960's and early 1970's, members of various minority
groups challenged traditional assessment and diagnostic decision making
practices by bringing suit against various educational systems. School
districts were charged with discriminatory action in the placement of
minority childien in special education programs. Resultant litigative
decisions found standardized test procedures and instruments typically
used by school districts for placement purposes to be racially,
culturally, and linguistically discriminatory when test results were
used as the sole basis for special education eligibility and placement

decisions (Larry P. v. Riles, 1972, 1979; Diana v. State Board of

Education, 1970, 1973; Covarrubias v. San Diego Unified School

District, 1972). Although these cases, and others 1ike them, resulted
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in a general moratorium on the use of standardized 1Q tests as the sole
criterion for special education placement decisions, the Diana case
(1970, 1373) was of particular importance for children from Spanish and
other language minority backgrounds,

The Diana case was brought before federal court on behalf of
Spanish speaking limited-English proficient students who's placement in
special education classes for the retarded had been based on
standardized 1Q testing in English. The court ruled that determining
the intelligence of children who are unfamiliar with the test's
language or the culture that underlies the test items amounts to
discriminatory assessment and decision making practice. The case
resulted in a series of stipulated agreements which required school
districts to (1) test children in their native language, (2) retest
language minority children previously placed in special programs using
non-verbal intelligence tests, (3) develop test norms applicable to
specific ethnic groups, (4) develop plans for revised testing programs,
(5) explain disproportionate representation of minorities in special
education classes, and (6) develop transition programs to help students
return to regular education classes after decertification as mentally
retarded.

Heavily influenced by the litigation of the early 1970's, P.L.
94-142 (20 U.S.C. 1401 et. seq.) was designed to provide due process
and a variety of other procedural safeguards intended to assure
non-discriminatory assessment and placement practices for all children
referred for psychoeducational evaluation in the public schools.
Included in this set of comprehensive lzgal mandate are elements which

nave particular importance for the assessment of language minorities.




For cxample, there is a requirement that testing materials and
procedures used for evaluating and- placing students in special
education programs be selected zand administered so as not to be
culturally or racially discriminatory. Further, procedures must be
administered in the child's native language or mode of communication
and must be valid fer the purpose for which they are used. In
addition, assessments must be conducted by credentialed personnel who
are trained and prepared to assess cultural and ethnic factors
appropriate to the student being assessed.

The non-baised assessment mandate at the federal level represents
formal recognition of the problem of assessing language minority
children. Prompted by such recognition, educators have attempted to
rectify assessment and decision making errors relative to language
minority handicapped children. One general type of responses has
focused on the design of cultural and linguistically appropriate tests
as well as on personnel preparation, but to dste there are no simple
solutions to such a complex problem. At any rate, an examination of
non-biased assessment, especially for school-based practicioners,
requires consideration of the purposes of testing, types of tests
used, and interpretation of test results. Zach of these will be
briefly considered in the following sections.

Purpose of testing. Testing can be conducted for a variety of

reasons. One major purpose relates to the institutional need for
categorizing children in order to qualify them for special service and
to qualify for categorical funding. Other purposes relate to the
identification of suspected problems in a given child, planning of an

individualized intervention program, and evaluation of intervention
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outcomes. It quickly becomes apparent that there is a great deal of
diversity regarding the possible uses of assessment data. With respect
to this point, Plata (1982) has argued for distinguishing testing for
categorization/pia;ement purposes and testing for purposes of
educational programming, Further, Bernal (1977) has emphasized that
"'testing is to be done with assessment in mind"® (p. xii). Similarly,
others have convincingly argued that assessment should involve a
diagnostic-iﬁtervention process (Mercer & Ysseldyke, 1977) wherein
historical-etiological infcrmation and currently assessable
characteristics inform intervention plans which in turn lead to given
levels of outcome. With language minority children, a complete
diagnostic-intervention modnl incorporates all four elements. In
operationalizing such a process, Tucker (1977) outlined a comprehensive
individual assessment for possible mildly handicapping conditions and
included a nuﬁber of relevant information sources. Observational and
other background data, language do&inance data, educational assessment
data, sensory-motor and/or psycholinguistic assessment data, adaptive
behavior data, medical and/or developmental data, personality
assessment data, and intellectual assessment data represent categories
of information which should be included in a compiete assessment of
language minority children referred for special education placement.
While such a proposed plan makes intuitive sense, whether a
comprehensive model of assessment and all its components are used in
practice is remains an open question.

Types of tests used. Results of a number of research projects

(e.g., Matuszek § Oakland, 1979; Thurlow & Ysseldyke, 1980; Ysseldyke,

Algozzine, Regan, Potter, Richey, & Thurlow, 1980) indicate that
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decision makers from a variety of professional backgrounds tend to use
a restricted set of information in making placement decisions. In
general, achievement and intelligence test scores are the most
frequently used sources of infermation.

Although 1Q and achievement tests are used extensively in
educational decision making, Ysseldyke, Algozzine, Regan, Potter,
Richey, and Thurlow (1980) found that assessment personnel typically
ignore the technical adequacy of tests :u making diaénostic decisions
about students referred for special education serQice. Ysseldyke,
Algozzine, Regan, and Potter {1979) also found that the first
instruments (usually the WISC-R or the Bender-Gestalt) selected for an
assessment tended to be technically adequate whereas later selections
lacked such adequacy. Across groups, professionals not only lacked
information about test adequacy but they judged inadequate tests as
technically adequate as well. Sucih findings suggest that assessment
may be a routinized process influenced more by previous traditional
practices and other everyday constraints such as time limitations than
by consideration of the unique needs of ei .a i?dividual case.

Interpretation of results. lInterpretation of assessment findings

is a particularly important issue for language minority children since
performance on standardized test instruments is frequently influenced
by linguistic and cultural factors. A central issue-is the validity of

the test in question, since in the case of language minority children,




the question remains whether performance may be attributed to
unfamiliarity with the language and culture represented in the test as
opposed to the skills or abilities the test claims to measure,

One recent study with language minority children which bears on
this question was reported by Cummins (1984). This study was designed
in pert to investigate “the ways in which psychologists and teachers
decide whether an ESL child's problem was due to English language
difficulties or to some type of learning disability" (p. 19-20). By
noting student scores on the WISC-R and recommended placements, Cummins
was able to infer the implicit reasoning in decisions made. He
proposed a number of inferential paths related to how examiners
accounted for linguistic and cultural minority background.

In general,lit was concluded that decision making did not appear
to take linguistip and cultural differences into account. Testing was
typically conducted in English, and it was apparently assumed that
because children had acquired enough English to converse in informal
settings that psychoeducational assessment of learning abilities could
be accurately conducted in English. On the occasions when non-English
languages and cultures were considered in decision making, those
factors were interpreted within a deficit model, and it was assumed
that cultural and linguistic differences were the cause of learning
.problems.

Similar findings were reported by Matuszek and 0akland (1979) in
their study of factors that influence decision making with language
minority children. Their results indicated that psychologists most
often base their decisions on 1Q scores, achievement test scores, SES,

and class achievement, whereas teachers base their decisicns on class
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achievement, test achievement, 1Q, self concept, and adaptive behavior,
0f most importance to the present discussion, however, linguistic and
cultural factors did not contribute significantly to decision making by
either group. It appears that in spite of non-biased assessment
mandates, interpretation of child performances where cultural and
linguistic differences are involved remains problematic.

One of the initial factors which led to an examination of the
issues related to non-biased assessment was the disproportionate
representation of minority students in special education classes. In
addition, continued evidence regarding disproportionate representatiox
nas been used to suggest the failure to implement meaningful changes in
assessment procedures on the part of school districts. The next
section, therefore, briefly considers the work that has been done on
the issue of disproportionate representation.

Disproportionate Representation

Charges of disproportionate represer tation of minorities in
special education classes are based on the population parity notion
that representation in special education programs should be in the same
proportion as representation in the population at largc. Mercer's
(1973) landmark study in Riverside called initial attention to the
disproportionate representaticn of Mexican-American and Black children
in classes for the educably mentally retarded and she suggested that
minority students were found in special education classes for the
mildly handicapped at a higher than expected rate. Such findings have
stimulated a great deal of public scrutiny through a number of Tengthy

court cases (e.g., Larry P. v, Riles; Diana v. State Board of

Education) which resulted in various remedies to eliminate
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disproportionate representation of minorities in special classes for
the mildly handicapped. Litigation ultimately led to the passage and
implementation of P.L. 94=142 (20 U.S.C. 1401 et. seq.) which was
designed to protect the rights of all handicapped children referred for
special services,

In spite of court orders tc the contrary and the legal safeguards
embodied in P.L. 94-142, representation of ethnic groups in some
special education classes persists as a problematic issue (Comntroller
General o% the U.S., General Accounting Office, 1981; Twomey, Gallegos,
Andersen, Williamson, and Williamson, 1980). The U.S. Department of
Heal th, Education and Welfare, Office of Civil Rights Survey of
Elementary and Secondary Schools (1978), vielded data which indicated
that for the educably mentally retarded category, Asians, Hispanics,
and Whites were underrepresented, American Indians Qere slightly
overrepresented, and Blacks were sharply overrepresented. In the
learning disability category, Whites were placed in almost exact
proportion to the national average for the category, whereas Blacks and
Asians were somewhat underrepresented, Hispanics were somewhat
overrepresented and American Indians were sharply overrepresented.
Finn's (1982) reanalysis of the 1978 OCR data supported charges of
continued disproportion of minorities in special education on a
national basis. In California, the State Department of Education
recently reported continued disproportionate representation of Hispanic
children In special education classes in several districts in the
state.

In spite of the above findings, more recent OCR data (u.s.

Department of Edugation, Office of Civil Rights, Civil Rights Survey,

Jors s
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19805 1982), suggests that minorities are represented in programs for
the mildly handicapped in almost direct proportion to their
representation in the reporting districts. With respect to this-point,
Christenson, Ysseldyke, and Algozzine (1981) investigated factors
related to referral for psychoeducational assessment and found that
potential threat of litigation influenced the referral process. In
general, educators were aware of legal implications surrounding
disproportionate representation and actively responded by maintaining
appropriate ethnic proportions in special programs,

Although such a finding explains recent proportionate ethnic
representation, it is important to note that demographics refiect only
population distribution, and relevant issues related to the quality of
educational assessment and decision making for the purpose of
appropriate service provision are overloonked, Achieving population
parity certainly represents compliance with legal mandates but the
process of educational decision making and appropriatenass of
placements remain unclear.

The concerh with the issue of overrepresentation has received much
attention from school administrators, parents, court appointed
monitors, and others. One of the prime reasons for the interest in the
the amount of representation of minority students in special education
classes is directly related to the hypothesized negative consequence(s)
of such placement. The most widely investigated of these potentially
detrimental factors is the stigmatization due to tabeling. The
following section will briefly work on this topic,

Categorization and Labeling

The practice of labeling handicapped children has been the subject

of considerable controversy in recent years. The controversy has
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primarily focuséd on the potentially biasing and detrimental effects of
labels on mildly handicapped children, including the stigma surrounding
school-based labels. The most visible arena in which this controversy
has been debated has been in the courts. As an example, allegations of
the negative impact of labeling have surfaced in a number of court

cases involving minority children (e.g., Diana v, State Board of

Education; Larry P. v, Rile;). One of the central issues is the
decision regarding the point at which the possible benefits of special
education placement are outweighed by the potentially stigmatizing
effects of such a placement and the accompanying label. |In the case of
minority students, the courts appear to have largely accepted the
arguments regarding the stigmatizing effects of certain categories of
special education placement.

Althought many have argued about the potentially QFgative effects
of labeling, others have suggested that the labels themselves are not
inherently evil (Lieberman, 1980). Rather, it is how stereotyped
thoughts and attitudes evolve from them that is at question, since
labels function as metaphors for'va]ues and prejudines (Smith §
Polloway, 1979). Clearly, the application of labels must exist in a
given social context. In educational settings, the nature of labels
can be viewed from several perspectives. [n one sense, labeling
represents one aspect of a larger administratijve process. Children in
need of special assistance outside of the regular classroom must be
identified, referred, assessed, classified, and placed in appropriate
educational programs. From this point of view, the label represents a
summary statement, a resolution, of the classification process (Smith &
Polloway, 1979). Further, classification of students from special

o
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education serves as an administrative vehicle for providing service,
since fiscal reimbursement to districts depends on categorical
assignment (Gutkin & Tieger, 1979; Lieberman, 1980; Smith & Pol loway,
1979). In this regard, classification and attendant labels * -ve the
Purpose of providing large amounts of money to local education agencies
as well as creating an accountability base for state and federal
governments (Gutkin & Tieger, 1979).

In addition to the administrative function, labels serve political
purposes as well. By providing a common identily to a group of
children, categories and labels provide points of reference for parents
and advocacy groups (Gutkin & Tieger, 1979). Labels thus become the
"tools of vested interest groups' (smith & Polloway, 1979, p. 526) as a
given group attempts to define reality from it's own perspectives.

Since labeling seems to serve a number of functions within an
educational context, categorical judgements regarding the desirable or
the undesirable consequences of labeling is unlikely to be a profitable
undertaking. However, any discussion of labeling requires an
understanding of the meaning and interpretation attached to a given
label.’ The particular meaning attached to a label, which governs the
educational response to that label, depends upon the operating models
and theoretical conceptualizations which drive school-based practice.
Therefore, the major models which have been used to describe such
practice will be briefly outlined.

The most commonly used conceptual framework which operates in
special education is based upon the medical model (Mercer, 1973).
Within this framework, it is assumed that abnormalities are

biologically-based, within-child characteristics. Such characteristics
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are assumed to exist independently of whether they are reéognized-by
others or not. In terms of practice, the medical model suggests that
diagnosis should consist of a search for the underlying cause of
abnormality, and that remediation should address the cure of the
pathology identified. The model further assumes that abnormality is
normally distributed in the population and identification of persons
with various abnormalities stands as a statistical issue.

in special education, the medical model has contributed to
Practices designed to search for pathology, or to find confirming
evidence in support of the reasons for referral (Mehan, Hertweck, &
Miehls, 1983). Since treatment is prescribed in relation to identified
pathology, remediation needs to account only for the abnormal condition
identified. The act of labeling abnormality thus becomes the correct
naming of an identifiable condition. Little concern is therefore
focused on the impact of the label on individuals, since the label
merely describes what the person in question. The ethical code of the
medical model demonstrates relative lack of concern regarding label ing,
namely overlooking a patholegical condition is a more serious error
than mistakenlv suspecting pathology.

Although the medical model prevails in special education practicz,
much of thr research designed to explore labeling implicitly assumes a
competing conceptual framework, a social system model (Mercer, 1973).
This model is based on the concepts of social organization and social
control and assumes that abnormality is referenced in the expectations
of a social system. Abnormality is thus seen as social deviance, «.r
behavior which violates the norms of a particular social system, as

opposed to an individual, invariant attribute. Since the judgment of
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deviance is an interpersonal assessment regarding behavior, abnormality
cannot exist unless it is recognized by the social system. Norms are
not biologically based but are datermined by value systems within a
social and political process. In contrast to the medical model,
falsely labeling a person as deviant is a more serious error than
falsely labeling a person as normal. Within this framework the process
of labeling as well as the social impact of such labeling are central
concerns.

Although the medical and social systems models prevail in special
education practice and research, an alternative model has been
proposed. The pluralistic model (Mercer, 1973) was designed
specifically to address the issue of ethnic diversity in educational
decision making. The pluralistic model references judgements about
normal and abnormal to a child's own sociocultural group. Under a
pluralistic model it is assumed that all sociocultural groups have the
same biological potential for learning but that sccioculturzi
background has an effect on opportunity and motivation to izarn. It
is further assumed that existing achievement and intelligence tests
measure only prior learning. in order to estimate a child‘s potential,
assessment perscanel must compare the child with others who hzve had
the same opportunity and motivatio: for learning. The pluralistic
model is completely culture bound in that children are ranked relative
to their own sociocultural group. Consequently the model yields
multiple normal distributions, one for each many sociocultural
patterns. Scholastic potential is viewed as an attribute of the person
but such potential can exist unrecognized since it must be revealed by

holding sociocultural factors constant. Uisder a pluralistic model,
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emphasis is on estimating learning potential, and underestimating a
child's potential is a more ser{ous error than overestimating
potential.

Comprehensive reviews of research have been written regarding
labeling in special education (e.g., MacMilla~, Jones, & Aloia, 1974).
It has been suggested that most of the research conducted in the area
of labeling has been flawed by methoéological problems and difficulties
in isolating the effect of labeling from effects of other variables.
Researchers have conceptualized their studies as investigations of
labeling per se, but since most studies have been conducted in
naturalistic classrocm settings, the effect of the label is confounded
by differences in class placement, student-teacher ratios, curriculum
and the like (MacMillan et al., 1974). Consequently, littie conclusive
evidence has been demonstrated regarding the effect of labels on
students, either directly in terms of changes in self-concept or
indirectly in terms of other's reactions.

One aspect of labeling which has received some attention recently
relates to the origins of labels within the process of referral for
special education assessment. Mehan, Hertweck, Combs, and Flynn (1982)
conducted a study consistent with a social systems approach to labeling
and specifically examined the origins of categorical labels. They
videotaped classroom events which included students who had been
referred for psychoeducational evaluation. Once taping was completed,
viewing sessions were held with the referring teacher. During viewing
sessions, teachers provided information about their classrooms and the

reasons why the target child has been referred.
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Data derived from these viewing sessions were analyzed in terms of
the type of reasoning teachers engage in and the implications of
teache” reasoning for labeling children. From the data reported by
Mehan et al. (1982), it appears that teachers respond to child behavior
based on bureaucratically defined categories and procedures for
processing students through the system:

What starts as a '‘teacher's puzzle," a é}oblem with the education

of a child that cannot be solved immediately, becomes transformed

and increasingly refined as it is represented by more and more
stable institutional categories. When the teacher asks special
educators for help, the “puzzling student" becomes a “referral
student,' a member of a loosely defined, but institutionally
consequential category. With the administration of standardized
tests and decisions by a placement committee, the “referral
student' becomes a "'learning disabled" (LD) or "educationally
handicapped'' (EH) student. The official category LD or EH becomes
both a social fact about the child and an object with a fixed,

stable meaning for the school. The official category takes on a

life of its own . . . even though it is a social product of its

own practices. Because official categories are divorced from the
lived experiences of classroom 1ife that spawned them, what starts

as a specific learning problem can be transformed into a

generalized deficiency. . . . Educators conclude that students

who display "'poor reading comprehension" must also have other
academic deficiencies, poor peer relations, and a complex of other
factors because these factors are institutionally associated with

the specific learning disability (Mehan, Hertweck, Combs, & Flynn,

FRIC 19825 p. 317). A~
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It seems clear that the categorization and labeling process
orig{nates with a teacher who experiences difficulty in teaching some
students. However, it is likely that individual differences in
teachers' perceptions, tolerances, and attributional systems might also
influence the extent to which they refer some children but not others.
Such a notion has been supported by research in the areas of
temperament (Thomas & Chess, 1977; Thomas, Chess, & Birch, 1968) and
teachability (Keogh, 1982; Kornblau, 1972). For example, Thomas,
Chess, and Birch (1968) suggested that behavior disorders arise when a
child's temperament, or behavioral style, is mismatched with the
environment in terms of expectations, attitudes, or resources. In a
similar vein, Kornblau (1979) argued that teacher's judgments regarding
the teachability of children relates heavily to child temperament and
the interaction between children and teachers. In that regard, Keogh
(1982) demonstrated that temperament accounts for approximately 50% of
the variance in judgments of teachability whereas [Q accounts for less
than 1%.

With respect to minority children, Ysseldyke, Algozzine, Regan,
Potter, Richey, and Thurlow (1980) reported that educational decision
makers have greater expectations that minority children will
demonstrate handicapping conditions. Certainly such expectations cculd
lead to differential referral patterns with language minority children
that may be related to factors other than cognitive, intellectual or
academic characteristics of the child. With respect to the models
which have been described above, the labeling framework suggests that
deviance (e.g., the designation "mental retardation") is determined as

much by the social system in which the ''deviance" is observed as by the
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"deviant' behavior itself. On the other hand, the medical model
framework suggests that deviance can exist undetected and is an
inherent characteristic of the individual. In school based
psychological and educational assessment, reliance on standardized
tests which measure only child-based characteristics would suggest a
medicai model orientation. On the other hand, the inclusion of
environmental ly-based information would suggest a more social
systems-based approach. Failure to take into account the special
cultural and linguistic characte “istics of students, as indicated by
the predictive power of these variables alone with respect to
diagnostic category or placement, would suggest the use of a medical
model orientation in school practice.

Given the concern on the part of educational researchers as well
as policy makers for the outcomes of educational decisions, especially
with respect to minority students, it is important at this point to
survey briefly the work which has been done in the area of educational
decision-making. The following section, therefore, will present the
major models which have been used to guide the work in this area, as
well as some of the research which has been carried out.

Models of Decision Making

Special education practice, by necessity, has traditionally
required that decisions be made about students to be served. However,
interest in special education decision making has intensified in recent
years, particularly since the passage and implementation of P.L. 94-142
(20 u.s.C. 1401). Governing special education procedure, the law
formalized the decision process and mandated a series of steps for

identifying and placing children in special education programs. As
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noted earlier, at least part of the motivation for the passage of this
legislation was due to tﬁe disproportionate placement of minority
students in certain types of special education classes.

Within the parameters of the federal law are specific, outlined
procedures regarding decisions about referral, screening,
classification, identification, placement, instructional planning,
pupil evaluation, and program evaluation. In addition to these
decision points, one of the major elements of the mandate is that
decision be made by groups or teams of educators.

The existence of mandated decision points in special education
procedure provides an opportunity to examine how decisions are made by
educators within the organizational context of the school. Such
decision making assumes a position of major importance in the case of
minority children since the accuracy and fairness of decisions made
regarding students from minority backgrounds has been questioned
(Mercer, 1973), as noted earlier.

In recent years, the field of bilingual special education has
emerged as a service area to meet the needs of children who qualify for
both special and bilingual education programs (Baca, 1980; Figueroa,
1980). One concern in bilingual special education is to guarantee
language minority limited- or non-English proficient children the
special education rights specified in P.L. 94-142, with particular
emphasis on educational interventions which account for students!
linguistic and cultural differences. Given the concern for the
educational careers of minority and limited-English proficient
students, identification and understanding of decisions made on their

behalf becomes a critical element in the achievement of appropriate
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service for children requiring bilingual special education service.
One approach to work on decision making, including work in educational
deciston making, has been an examination of the models which can be
used to guide decision making activities. The major models, and the
ways that these have been applied to examine educational practicés,
will be examined next.

Rational models. Rational models evolved from classical

microeconomic approaches to decision making that are intended to
prescribe an analyti= procedure for achieving a predetermined goal of
prof it maximization (Lee, 1971). Such models are designed to specify a
logical problem solving sequence which includes: 1) defining a problem
under consideration, 2) reviewing alternative courses of action
available, 3) considering the consequences of various alternatives, and
L) selecting the alternative which will yield the best results {Duncan,
1973; Elbing, 1970; Hall, 1982).

Traditional rational decision making theory is based on the
pre-specified objective of maximization. It is further based on
assumptions of a rational decision maker who has complete knowledge of
all possible sets cf consequences as weil as perfect knowledge of
available alternatives and perfect knowledge of the consequences or
payoffs associated with each option (Allison, 1971; Duncan, 1973; March
& Simon, 1558). Given such assumptions, guidelines set down for
decision making according to traditional theory will lead to selection

of the maximum payoff in every case. Due to the assumption that all
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alternatives and consequences are known and can be accounted for in
decision making, traditional theory has been referred to as
comprehensive rationality (Allison, 1971; Mehan, Hertweck, & Meihls,
1983).

Although comprehensive rationality approaches can account for
decisioris made under conditions of certainty and risk, such approaches
cannot account for decisions made under conditions of uncertainty where
all possible variations in decision conditions are not known (Duncan,
19735 Luce & Raiffa, 1957). Since conditions of certainty do not exist
in most naturalistic situations requiring decision making, traditional
comprehensive rationality may not be the most suitable for studying
real life decision making (Duncan, 1973).

In response to the failure of traditional comprehensive
rationality to account for decisions made under conditions of
uncertainty, researchers have proposed theories of bounded rationality
.(March & Simon, 1958; Simon, 1957; 1972) as variations on traditional
theory. In theories of bounded rationality the basic assumptions of
traditional approaches are modified: The perfect knowledge assumption
Is rejected in favor of the recognition of man's inability to compile
and compute all alternatives and associated outcomes in even a simple
decision situation. Bounded rationality theory holds that an
individual's capacities are restricted because it is impossible to know
or be able to account for all possible alternative choices and their
associated consequences (March & Simon, 1958; Simon, 1957, 1972).
Further, the maximization objective of traditional comprehensive theory
is replaced by satisfaction wherein a decision maker develops an idea

of what constitutes satisfactory behavior and then searches
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sequentially until s/he finds an alternative which equals or exceeds
the satisfactory standards (Allison, 1971; Duncan, 1973; Simon, 1957,
1972).

Comprehensive rationality approaches tend to be used in economic
and mathematical decision making situations whereas bounded rationality
models are typically used in situations where heuristic methods are
applied in searching for plausible satisfactory alternatives (Simon,
1972). Such situations include clinical problem solving and medical
decision making (Elstein, Shulman, & Sprafka, 1978), and educa*ional
decision making where medical models frequently apply (Mehan, Hertweck,
& Meihls, 1983; Potter, 1982).

In spite of believed applicability of bounded rationality mcdels
to educational situations, such models have not been used extensively
in special education decision making research. Some researchers have
deliberately rejected rational models on the basis of a belief that
such formulations do not accurately apply to decision situations in
special education (Ysseldyke, 1979). Other researchers (Mehan,
Hertweck, & Meihls, 1983) have used rational models to guide the design *
of their work, but have concluded that formal theories of rational
decision making do not apply to every day decision making in schools.
Still other researchers (Fenton, Yoshida, Maxwell, & Kaufman, 1977)
nave used related portions of rational theory as a framework for
designing legally based models of decision making in special education.

Legal models. P.L. 94-142 (as well as state and local pclicy
making bodies) mandates a series of procedures which must be followed
in educational practice with handicapped students. Based on mandated

steps, some researchers (Fenton, Yoshida, Maxwell, & Kaufman, 1977;




25

Mitchell, 1980; Thouvenelle, Radar, Hebbeler, Brandis, Halliwell,
Madar, & Hanley, 1980; Ysseldyke & Thurlow, 1980) have developed legal
or procedural models ot the special education decision making process
and other researchers (Mehan, Hertweck, & Meihls; 1983) have
interpreted their results within procedurally~based models.

Fenton, Yoshida, Maxwell, and Kaufman (1977) proposed a model of
decision making for special education which was based on the notion
that rational decision making involves defining the problem, generating
alternatives, and selecting a solution. These decision making
components were combined with a number of logical steps involved in
minimally fulfilling decision making responsibilities specified by law
to yield the proposed model of effective decision making in special
education. The mod-1 consisted of a series of activities considered to
reflect the three problem solving components of rational decision
making. Defining a problem was reflected in contributing and
interpreting information. Generating alternatives was reflected in
proposing alternatives, suggesting student needs, using student needs
as guidelines for judging alternatives, and suggesting instructional
models. Selecting a solution was reflected in evaluating alternatives,
participating in making a final decision or finalizing decisions,
setting evaluation criteria, setting dates for review, and assigning
responsibility for Implementation.

In a similar vein, Ysseldyke and Thuriow (1980) developed a 15
step model of the specia! education assessment and decision making
process. The model was developed from a review of literature regarding
team decision making and IEP development but relied heavily on legally

mandated procedures. The steps included in the model were pre-referral
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interventions, referral, review of referral, appointment of assessment
team, parental permission to assess, assessments, re. .w of assessment
results, eligibility determination, contacting parents iter
assessment, development of IEP, placement decision, parental permission
for placement; development of strategies to implement the IEP,
implementation of program, and progress evaluation.

Mehan, Hertweck, and Meihls (1983) interpreted the findings of
their ethnogrpahic study of special education decision making within a
legal/procedural framework. They described the process as moving
through a series of steps including referral, consideration of
referral, appraisal of need for assessment, assessment, re-appraisal,
evaluation of need for placement, and placement.

Results of studies designed within a legal model framework
universally demonstrate that mandated procedures are not followed in
special education practice. Fenton et al. (1977), Mitchell (1980),
Thouvenelle et al. (1980), and Ysseldyke & Thurlow (1980) all described
the special education decision making process as ineffective when it
was compared to procedures mandated by law. However, Mehan et al.
(1983) suggested that it was ''unnecessary to posit a gap between some
ideal model and actual practice'" (p. 285). Rather, they argued that
there are a number of 'good organizational reasons why institutional
decision making occurs in the way that it does' (p. 285). Their
suggestion that identifiable variables operate to constrain decision
making in special education underscores the major weakness of legal

models., Such models represent a set of procedural requirements that




27

lend themselves better to evaluative compliance checks than to
explorations of factors that influence decision making in special

education.

Information processing models. Information processing theotists
have addressed decision making under the rubric of problem solving.
Such theorists hold that "any task aiming to attain some goal
constitutes a problem.'" Consequently a wide variety of activities,
including special education diagnostic decision making, can be
considered under information processing notions of problem solving.
Further, because the focus in information processing approaches is on
factors or variables that influence problem solving and decision
making, such an approach is particularly useful in educational research
designed to explore influences on decision making.

A basic assumption in all information processing approaches is
that humans have a limited capacity to process information,
particularly in the domain of memory. Consequently, decision makers
actively select, organize, and synthesize information in an effort to
compensate for limited capacity. Thus, rather than v}ewing selective
processing of information as a breakdown in the process, this model
proposes this selectivity as a normal and expected part of the
activity. This selectivity would only be inappropriate if the
selectivity in the decision making activity systematically and
continously penalized certain students. In the case of minority
students, for example, this selectivity might include ignoring
linguistic and cultural considerations in the decision making process.

One model of problem solving in educational settings, from an

information processing framework, has been developed by Shavelson in
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his model of teacher decision making (Shavelson, 1978; Shavelson &
Stern, 1981). (Recall that teachers most often represent the first
link in the special education referral chain''). Like other
information processing approaches, Shavelson's model is based on the
assumption that teachers are active agents who select, organize; and
synthesize large amounts of information about students and about the
instructional situstion in order to make decisions about how best to
teach particular children.

included in the Shavelson model are important types of information
that might influence teachers' decision making, including information
about students, nature of the instructional task, and individual
differences in teachers. Information about students, or child
variables, include factors such as ability, behavior, participation,
and background. Instructional task variables include factors such as
subject matter, topic, and objectives., Teacher variables include
factors such as beliefs, attitudes, and knowledge or concepts of
subject matter.

The large amounts of information subsumed under each category are
synthesized and simplified through the use of heuristic strategies and
judgments regarding attributions of the cause of student behavior.
Attributions ultimately lead to pedagogical decisions about the
student. Constraints on decision making are also imposed by
organizational factors related to the institutional structure of
schools, and such institutional constraints exert pervasive influence
on the process.

Shavelson's model was designed to explain classroom teachers'

decision making and the model has been applied to investigations of
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decision making in classro-m teaching situations (Russo, 1978). But
the notion of active decision making and factors included in the model
easily apply to other educational decision making activities as well,
including the decision to refer or not to refer a student for special
education placement. In addition, the model has relevance to others
involved in the chain of educational decision making, including school
psychologists, speech-language specialists, and other assessment
personnel engage in similar processes of information selection,
organization, and synthesis. It is clear that factors such as child
variables, clinician variables; task variables, and organizational
variables play an important part and infiuence decision making in
assessment as well as a variety of other educational activities. In
the following paragraphs, work which has been carried out on decision
making will be examined, in spite of the fact that only & small part
of the research has involved minority and language minority students.

Prior Research in Educational Decision Making

As was pointed out earlier, in recent years the role of decision
making has recelved a great deal of attention from researchers and

practitioners in special education. In special education practice,

there are a large number of key decision making points which may have
an impact on a student's academic career. In those cases where a
learning problem is suspected, a series of decisions must be made

rel ated to referral, screening, assessment, classification,
identification, placement, instructional planning, pupi! evaluat.on,
and program evaluation. While educational diagnosis and assessment
with any child is an imprecise activity (Ysseldyke, 1979), the

additional ambiguity introduced into the assessment and decision making
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process with language minority children may lead to bias, misdiagnosis,
and misplacement. Given the concern with the long-term educational
careers of language minority students, understanding of the process
through which important educational decisions are made on their behalf
is important.

One of the key features of the current legislative mandates is
that in cases where a learning problem is suspected, decisions must be
made by groups or teams of educators. P.L. 94-142 specifies that the
case of any student referred for special education placement must be
individually considered by a team of educators and diagnostic personnel
at an IEP (individual education program) meeting. In terms of the
group process, required steps imply a rational model of decision making
and involve a typical problem-solving sequence which includes 1)
defining the problem under consideration, 2) reviewing alternative
courses of action available, 3) considering the consequences of various
alternatives, and 4) selecting the alternative which will yield the
best results. Under the legally-based assumption that the |EP team
setting is the site where decision making occurs, a number of studies
have been designed toe examine specifically and directly the group
decision making at this level. Many of these studies have consisted of
naturalistic observation of committee meetings (Goldstein, Strickland,
Turnbull, & Curry, 1980; Mehan, Hertweck, & Meihls, 1983; Patton, 1976;
Thouvenelle, Radar, Hebbeler, Brandis, Halliwell, Madar, & Hanley,
1980; Ysseldyke, Algozzine, & Thurlew, 1980). However, other
methodologies have been employed, such as the use of mail survey
techniques (Fenton, Yoshida, Maxwell, & Kaufman, 1977). For the most

part, these studies have attempted to describ. decision making at the
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level of the group involved. In general, these and other studies have
found that the patterns observed do not correspond to the four steps of
the rational model. Rather, findings suggest that:
® Decision making is distributed across time and people
¢ |EP meetings are held to ratify decisions made prior to the
meeting
e Decisions are often based on factors other than child
characteristics
® |EP meetings are used to present previously made decisions to
parents to secure consent
Given the above findings regarding decision making patterns, many
investigators have interpreted educational decision making as
ineffective and flawed. This is primarily due to comparing observed
practices with the theoretical ideal embodied in rational models-
Taking a slightiy different approach, Mehan et al. (1983) employed
an ethnographic approach to study special education decision making
within the context of he school socia’ system. When the process of

decision making was studied from the perspective of the participants,

it was found that there were a number of ‘''good organizational reasons'
in the form of "“everyday constraints' to explain how teams come to make
decisions in the ways that they do. In essence, the study indicated
that often, seemingly senseless or even inappropriate decisions were in
fact iogical responses to institutional constraints.

In addition to those studies which have attempted to examine group
decision making, a number of studies have been conducted to investlgate
decision making by individual team members. For the most part, these

studies have been designed to identify and explore factors which
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influence group decisions. Such research includes Fenton, Yoshida,
Maxwell, and Kaufman's (1979) investigation of team members' knowledge
and understanding of team goals, Gilliam's (1979) and Knoff's (1983)
studies of the perceived influence of various team members, and
Yoshida, Fenton, Maxwell, and Kaufman's (1978) study of team member's
participation in the satisfaction with the team meeting. Other studies
have explored the types of information educators actually use in making
decisions (Matuszek & Oakland, 1979) or information that team members
believe influence their decisions (Ysseldyke, Algozzine, Regan, Potter,
Richey, & Thurlow, 1980).

Overall, the results of these studies indicate that team members
do not have.a clear notion of team goals (Fenton et al., 1979), that
disproportionate influence of members occurs in team meetings (Gilliam,
19795 Knoff, 1983), that degree of participation in a meeting is not
necessarily related to satisfaétion with the group process (Yoshida, et
al., 1978), that team members believe that objective, child-based
characteristics influence decisions (Ysseldyke, et al., 1980), and that
most assessment personnel rely on .rmal and nonstandardized measures
in evaluating children for placement (Matuszek & Ozkland, 1979).

While prior research in special education decision making has not
focused extensively on language minority children, some findings have
beering on that population particularly with respect to placement
decisions. Mehan, Hertweck, and Meihls (1983) noted that some programs

appear to operate in competition. In particular, special education and
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bilingual education programs represented alternative choices for

placing language minority students. Such a situation was also noted by
Tymitz (1983) as a programmatic issue affecting the evaluation of
bilingual special education programs.

Additionally, changes in special education placement data can be
i