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Abstract of the Dissertation
Academic Standards and Students with Disabilities:
School Practitioners’ Perspectives of Pedagogical
Strategies and Systemic Practices
Leading to Academic Success

This case study investigated evidence-based teaching strategies and systemic
practices that support positive academic outcomes for students with disabilities. Equity in
educating students with disabilities is paramount and reflected in the legislation of the
past five decades. The Institute of Education Sciences in partnership with special
education interest groups, universities, and governmental agencies is active in soliciting
educational research that targets pedagogy and practices that enhance positive student
outcomes. Current research supports the use of qualitative studies in collecting data that
reflects practitioners’ perceptions as they must locate and implement research-based
teaching strategies (Brantlinger et al., 2005; Odom et al., 2005). Cook, Tankersley, and
Landrum (2009) suggest that “EBPs [Evidence Based Practices] should interface with the
professional wisdom of teachers to maximize the outcomes of students with disabilities”
(p. 380). A review of the literature supports the findings in this case study.

Using qualitative research tools in the investigation provided an opportunity to
explore research-based strategies and practices that practitioners in a Midwestern junior
high school used and found effective in supporting academic success on state
standardized assessments as well as in the classroom. A gatekeeper facilitated access to

the research site. Twelve practitioners were interviewed, formal and informal

observations were conducted, and documents were reviewed in collecting and



triangulating data. Member checks were conducted when participants reviewed respective
transcripts and responded with changes or clarification. Fidelity to confidentiality was
carefully maintained through a coding system. In vivo codes assigned to categories and
subcategories were used to identify themes.

The findings in the study were reflected in the literature. Teachers and
administrators stated that an inclusive school climate that embraced a collegial
commitment to supporting all students in achieving positive academic outcomes was an
integral part of the school culture. Commitment to using strategies gleaned from staff
development such as literacy, technology, and data analysis enabled practitioners to
monitor and adjust teaching strategies to meet the needs of students with disabilities.
Teachers identified leadership as important in providing support needed to implement
new teaching strategies, providing opportunities to share ideas for the betterment of the
school, and providing leveled reading materials and other resources needed to support
positive academic outcomes for students with disabilities. The principal supported
teachers by scheduling team planning time in addition to personal planning. The extra
planning embedded in the daily schedule provided an opportunity for teachers to reflect
on pedagogy, discuss student strengths and challenges, and plan collaboratively.

The descriptive analysis of this case leads to an understanding of teaching
strategies and practices that practitioners in a Midwestern junior high school used to
support positive academic outcomes for students with disabilities. This study contributes

to the field of special education by capturing involved peoples’ perspectives.

Vi
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Overview

One of the cornerstones of American democracy is the belief that every child is
entitled to a free and appropriate public education. Legislation and statutes outline
requirements that guide equitable access to educational opportunities and experiences.
Legislators interested in education design laws that drive educational reforms that
demand increasingly higher levels of academic achievement for students. Since the
passage of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2002 and the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 2004, local education agencies must provide
teaching strategies and practices that support positive student academic outcomes. “While
IDEA focuses on the needs of individual students, and NCLB focuses on school
accountability, both laws share the goal of improving academic achievement through
high expectations and high-quality education programs” (U.S. Department of Education
[DOE], 2007, para. 7).

Schools are required to reach federal and state benchmarks that result in adequate
yearly progress (AYP), regardless of students’ limitations, advantages, or disabilities.
Underperforming schools are penalized if their students consistently fail to show
academic growth as required by NCLB. Lack of student achievement means loss of
funding and a threat of more serious sanctions. To avoid penalties and to operate within
federal and state regulations, school practitioners sort through a myriad of school reform

initiatives, teaching strategies, and curriculum requirements to find the combination of



pedagogical strategies and systemic practices—actions that are spread throughout the
school system, that meet the educational needs of students with disabilities. .
Problem Statement

Over five decades of federal legislation have brought schools to where they are
today in providing special education services to students with disabilities (see Appendix
G). Social equity and civil rights are concepts included in laws that require that schools
provide equitable educational opportunities for all students regardless of disabilities or
giftedness. “Schools are not only accountable for overall student achievement, but also
for the achievement of low-income students, students from each major racial and ethnic
group, limited-English proficient students, and students with disabilities” (Education
Trust, 2004, p. 1).

Commensurate with federal regulations, the ultimate goal is that all students reach
proficiency in reading and mathematics by the year 2014. New paradigms need to
incorporate the connection between national and state reform policies and translate
policies into effective school practices that support student academic success (Heneveld
& Craig, 1995). With federal and state mandates requiring AYP and participation of
students with disabilities in state standardized assessment programs, practitioners must
implement research-based pedagogy that supports achievement for students with
disabilities on state content and performance standards. “Public education is held to be a
democratic institution that provides equitable access to educational opportunities and

experiences” (Clair, 2006, p. 6).



Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to identify pedagogical strategies and systemic
practices that practitioners perceive as effective in facilitating academic success of
students with disabilities in both the classroom and on state standardized assessments.
Students with disabilities in this study are those with a specific learning disability (SLD),
emotional disability (ED), and other health impaired (OHI).

Through consistent practice, educators at a junior high school in the Midwest
have been successful in using pedagogical strategies and systemic practices that
supported academic success for students with disabilities. Schools with similar
demographics as the one in this study struggle to meet federal and state benchmarks and
proficient student outcomes. Future researchers may incorporate the results of this study
to determine academic performance indicators that support success in the classroom and
on state standardized assessments to provide equitable educational opportunities for
students with disabilities. A high quality study must begin by “examining what works,
identifying good schools, asking what is right, here, and whether it is replicable,
transportable, to other environs” (Lightfoot, 1983, p. 10).

Research Questions

How do school practitioners use practices and institutional characteristics to
support positive student outcomes? The overarching research question will be addressed
by examining the following analytic questions:

1. What strategies and practices do general and special educators perceive as

important in supporting academic success of students with disabilities?



2. How do school administrators support educators in using strategies that
promote academic achievement of students with disabilities?

3. What systemic practices support student academic success?

4. How do educators’ perceptions of effective pedagogy and systemic practices
compare to findings in scientifically based research (SBR)?

Potential Significance

There is a need to engage in quality research that provides the link between policy
and practice. The underlying issues of reform policy that address academic success for
students with disabilities are nationally important in both theoretical and practical terms.
Merriam (1998) noted:

Being able to trust research results is especially important to professionals in

applied fields, such as education, in which practitioners intervene in people’s

lives. No classroom teacher, for example, will want to experiment with a new way

of doing things without some confidence in its potential success. (p. 198)

If not for decades of reform policy, research-based pedagogy and practices for
students with disabilities would not be a topic of discussion today. National policies such
as NCLB require teachers to use SBR practices in their classrooms; however, there is a
concern about the lack of quality research in education (National Council on Disability,
2004; Odom, et al., 2005). The Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) is taking an
active role in defining evidence-based practices and admits that the gold standard (i.e.,
use of randomized experimental group designs) for identifying effective research-based

practices in special education is lacking (CEC, 2010).



While the law requires teachers to use evidence-based practices in their
classroom, the special education field has not yet determined criteria for evidence-
based practices nor whether special education has a solid foundation of evidence-
based practices. In addition, those teaching strategies that have been researched

are difficult for teachers to access. (CEC, 2010, para. 1)

The importance of the research-driven mandate in NCLB to identify evidence-
based practices was demonstrated when the Institute of Education Sciences (IES)
replaced the Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI) in 2002, a change
that required the IES to identify high-end research methodology to inform policy and
practice (National Council on Disability, 2004). “The mission of IES is to provide
rigorous evidence on which to ground education practice and policy” (IES, 2010, para.
1).

Another consideration involves students with disabilities as a subgroup in NCLB.
They have demonstrated lower performance scores as measured by state standardized
assessments than their nondisabled peers. No Child Left Behind clearly requires states to
close the achievement gap between students with disabilities and their nondisabled peers.
A report generated by the Center on Education Progress (CEP) by Chudowsky,
Chudowsky, and Kober (2009) indicated that students with disabilities were making
progress, however the achievement gap between students with disabilities and their
nondisabled peers remains very large. Margaret Spellings, former U. S. Secretary of

Education, said,



The days when we looked past the underachievement of these students are over.

No Child Left Behind Act and the IDEA Act of 2004 have not only removed the

final barrier separating special education from general education, they also have

put the needs of students with disabilities front and center. Special education is no

longer a peripheral issue. It is central to the success of any school. (U.S.

Department of Education, 2007, para. 6)

Standards-based accountability systems provide a means for making decisions
about which strategies increase student achievement (Feuer et al., 2002; Rentner et al.,
2003). “Schools are not only accountable for overall student achievement, but also for the
achievement of low-income students, students from each major racial and ethnic group,
limited-English proficient students, and students with disabilities” (Education Trust,
2004, p. 1).

Accountability is important in measuring academic achievement of students with
disabilities. All states have instituted accountability procedures for student achievement.
An example includes a restructuring initiative in Virginia in 1991 that focused on the
results of expecting high standards of student achievement through a transformation of
education at the school building level. Research and documented educational best
practices provided a foundation for restructuring. “The restructuring effort was designed
to encourage schools to investigate, experiment with, and document the success of
curricular, instructional, organizational, and structural transformations that best serve the
unique characteristics and qualities of their student population” (Abrams & Ridley, 1994,

p. 137). Other core concepts underlying the initiative were “accountability, program



evaluation, parent involvement and responsibility, the needs of the individual child, and
equity in educational opportunities” (p. 139).

Other examples include Indiana and Illinois. Indiana’s Accountability System for
Academic Progress “holds schools responsible for educating students based on high
standards and challenges them to continuously improve achievement” (Indiana
Department of Education [IDOE], 2006, p. 1). Indiana’s Statewide Testing for
Educational Progress (ISTEP) provides information relative to growth and weaknesses at
the student, classroom, school, and state levels (IDOE, 2006). Illinois Learning Standards
are intended to guide curriculum and instruction by using state content standards in math,
language arts, science, social studies, music, art, health, and physical education. The
Illinois Standards Achievement Test (ISAT) measures student learning and performance
(IMinois State Board of Education, 2006).

The challenge is identification of and accessibility to pedagogy and systemic
practices that support students with disabilities to meet the goals defined by federal and
state legislation to reduce the achievement gap between them and their nondisabled peers.
This journey is not unique to any one state, district, or school. It is a challenge for
everyone to recognize and embrace. The National Center for Education Statistics reported
that 13% of the 2007 to 2008 public school enrollment represented 6.6 million children
and youth with disabilities. Of those receiving services, 39% were students with specific
learning disabilities (National Center for Education Statistics, 2010). “It’s a challenge of
unprecedented proportions, particularly for the nation’s nearly 6.6 million children

receiving special education services” (Edwards, et al., 2004, p. 7).



Conceptual Framework

At the core of educational reform is legislation that influences improvement of
educational conditions and academic achievement. Along with that are questions that
highlight practical application of pedagogy and practices that support positive academic
outcomes for students with disabilities. During the past several decades, special education
reform has promoted increased accountability, higher expectations, and greater
accessibility to the general education curriculum. Ultimately, the educational community
is responsible for adhering to the law by implementing research-based teaching strategies
and practices that support student academic success in the classroom and on state
standardized assessments. Educators must access and implement SBR pedagogical
strategies that meet the academic needs of students with disabilities.

According to Heneveld and Craig (1995), “The real value of research literature is
evident when it is used to put policy into practice, to improve the quality of education,
and, more specifically, to raise student achievement” (p. 1). Understanding five decades
of policy under girds this study. Personal experience guided how I thought about the
problem (i.e., identifying and accessing research-based teaching strategies and practices
that support academic achievement for students with disabilities). The research literature
is limited in identifying effective teaching strategies and practices that are specific to
supporting positive academic outcomes for students with disabilities.

The policy is in place. The challenge is to access and implement effective

pedagogical strategies and systemic practices.



Philosophical Framework

The epistemological approach is constructivism. According to Patton (2002),
“Constructivists study the multiple realities constructed by people and the implications of
those constructions for their lives and interactions with others” (p. 96). The
constructivists' philosophy assumes that reality is in the minds of individuals, and truth is
the matter of the best-informed (Schwandt, 1994). By exploring practitioners’ perceptions
of effective pedagogy and systemic practices that support success in the classroom and on
standardized tests, multiple realities that surround these perceptions emerge, capturing the
participants’ construction of reality and facilitating a multi-voice reconstruction of
collective experiences (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Patton, 2002).

Data from interviews, observations, and reviewed documents manifested multiple
realities in the multi-voice construction of practical application of effective teaching
strategies and systemic practices that support academic success for students with
disabilities. Paying particular attention to human relationships in the educational setting is
listening not only with your ears, but also with your eyes. “Researchers seek to describe
and explain the world as those in the world experience it” (Merriam, 1998, p. 205).

Methodology

General descriptions of the research design, participants, data collection, data

management, and data analysis follow. Detailed information of the process is presented in

chapter 3.



Design

This was an exploration of a bounded system--a school. Qualitative research was
used to explore teaching strategies and systemic practices that support positive academic
outcomes for students with disabilities. Introductions, schedules, participant selection,
and permission to observe and examine documents were arranged prior to arriving on site
to conduct research and to capture the essence of practitioners’ perceptions of pedagogy
that supports academic success of students with disabilities. A single case study allowed
the flexibility to adjust and monitor the process of collecting data while using the
research questions as a guide. Peshkin (1993) stated, “There is no prototype qualitative
researchers must follow and no mold we must fit in to ensure that we are bound for the
right track” (p. 28).
Data Collection

The primary source of data collection was semi-structured interviews (see
Appendix C). Purposefully selected interviewees provided information-rich perceptions
of effective teaching strategies and systemic support practices used to promote student
academic success. Interviewees suggested key informants for further clarification and
understanding of enhanced collection of data. Formal observations of classrooms as a
nonparticipant observer and informal observations triangulated data collected through
interviews. Documents reviewed included report cards, accommodation checklists,
school improvement plan, and state report card. These documents yielded information
relative to state standardized test scores, educational and testing accommodations, teacher

comments, school goals and objectives, academic support, and student grades.
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Data Management and Analysis

Transcription of interviews took place after all were complete. Interviews were
semi-structured, facilitating the use of probes to increase understanding of meaningful
realities. A checklist was used to compare or contrast perceptions of general and special
education teachers (see Appendix D). Triangulation of data took place through
interviews, observations, and reviewed documents. | used codes to facilitate manipulation
of data and to maintain confidentiality (see Appendix F).

Delimitations and Limitations

Delimitations are the boundaries that limit the scope of inquiry. In this study, one
junior high school served as the site for data collection. The variable of interest focused
on practitioners’ perceptions of effective teaching strategies and systemic practices for
students with disabilities. A concern about successful academic transitioning for students
with disabilities from the junior high school to the high school was expressed in several
interviews. Exploration of this concern was not feasible because of distance and access.

That the research took place in one school, at a particular time, and under
particular circumstances limited the study. Because this study is a snapshot in time and
includes a small number of participants, inferences and generalizations are not
appropriate. The school administrator selected interviewees and classroom observations,
providing a small sample of the school population. The gatekeeper was a former
administrator in the school district. Interview responses may have been affected by his

presence during the interviewing process.
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Definitions of Terms

Listed in the following section are terms that frequently appear in this study or in
interviews.

Accommaodations are modifications of instructional delivery that assist students
with disabilities but do not alter content (Myers-Daub, 2003).

Achievement Gap is the difference in academic performance among student
groups (VDOE, 2005).

Adequate Yearly Progress is a minimum measure of improvement that school
divisions must achieve each year. “As defined by each state under section 1111(b)(2) of
the No Child Left Behind Act, [it] is the measure of yearly progress of the state and of all
public schools and school districts in the state toward enabling all public school students
to meet the state’s academic content and achievement standards” (U.S. DOE, 2002c,
Glossary section, para. 1).

Alignment is a correlation between academic content and required state
assessments that prepares students for state standardized assessments. “Curriculum
alignment ensures that students are taught the material subject to testing” (VDOE, 2005,
p. 5).

Best practice is what works most effectively in a particular situation or
environment. These are research-based or scientifically based if there are data to support
success in actual practice. If a practice has worked for someone within a given set of

variables, it is a best practice for them. What works for one teacher in an educational

12



environment with specific students may not work for others (Indiana Department of
Education, 2006).

Case study is “an exploration of a bounded system . . . over time, through
detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information [that are] rich
in context” (Creswell, 1998, p. 61).

Collaborative/Co-teaching Model involves a special and a general educator
sharing responsibilities for the students in the same classroom. The key to a successful
co-teaching partnership is equal responsibility and authority in planning and teaching all
students (McLaughlin, 2009).

Constructivism is an epistemological consideration that focuses on “meaning-
making activity of the individual mind” (Crotty, 1998, p. 58).

Cooperative learning is an alternative instructional strategy that involves students
working cooperatively to achieve a common goal. “The decision to depart from
traditional instructional arrangements and employ cooperative learning or partner
learning may be the single most effective step to facilitate the inclusion of a student with
disabilities” (Udvari-Solner, 1994, p. 61).

Curriculum-based measurement (CBM) quickly assesses student progress in basic
academic areas such as reading, writing, spelling, and mathematics. Teachers monitor
and adjust instructional strategies based on student academic progress reflected in CBM
(National Center on Student Progress Monitoring [NCSPM], 2010).

Direct instruction is “a systematic, scripted form of instruction emphasizing

lessons that are fast paced, sequenced, and focused” (Luke, 2006, p. 10).
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Division has the same meaning as district or system within a state and is the
smallest governing unit of public school; also called local education agency.

FAPE is initialism for free, appropriate public education for students with
disabilities at no cost to their parents (Myers-Daub, 2003).

Formative assessment is “a process used by teachers and students during
instruction that provides feedback to adjust ongoing teaching and learning to improve
students’ achievement of intended instruction outcomes” (Popham, 2008, p. 5).

Gatekeeper is one with an understanding of the research site culture who “can
gain entrance to the research site” (Creswell, 1998, p. 60).

Inclusion is placing students with disabilities in a regular classroom with students
their age. Students receive support services as outlined in the IEP by special education
teachers and specialists (Rea, 1997).

IEP is initialism for an Individual Education Program developed and revised
according to federal law for a student with an identified disability.

Highly qualified refers to teachers who have full state teacher certification and
demonstrated subject matter competency (Virginia Department of Education, 2005).

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) provides guidelines for
specialized educational services for students with disabilities (Cortiella, 2006).

Least restrictive environment (LRE) is placement of students with disabilities in
the general education classroom with nondisabled peers to the maximum extent

appropriate (OSERS, 2002).
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Local educational agency (LEA) is the local level of government responsible for
“either administrative control or direction of, or to perform a service function for, public
elementary or secondary schools” (U.S. DOE, 2002c, Glossary section, para. 9).

Key informants are “individuals who provide useful insights into the group and
can steer the researcher to information and contacts” (Creswell, 1998, p. 60).

Mastery measurement is a criterion-referenced assessment developed by a teacher
to measure a set of skills (Fuchs & Oxaal, 2010).

National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities (NICHCY) provides
information on disabilities for families, educators, and other professionals (NICHCY,
2010).

No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) is a public law enacted in 2001 with the goal of
improving the education of all children (Cortiella, 2006).

Policymakers “can include superintendents, local education agency officials, chief
state school officers, state higher education executive officers, state legislators,
governors’ educational policy advisors, congressional staff members, and education
association executive directors” (Clair, 2006, p. 23).

Professional learning teams work collaboratively on teaching and learning with a
common goal of increasing student achievement and their professional expertise and
knowledge (Regional Educational Laboratories, 2003).

Proven instructional practices are those that are consistently effective in

producing effects that work across many applications. “Proven instructional practices
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have been validated by scientific studies and examined by the larger educational
community” (McLaughlin, 2009, p. 101).

Regular education initiative was an initiative from the Office of Special
Education and Rehabilitation Services (OSERS) sponsored by Madeline Will in 1986. It
advocated combining general and special education students into one educational system.
In this setting, students with disabilities receive consistent and continuous instruction in
the general education classroom (Semmel, Abernathy, Butera, & Lesar, 1991).

Response to intervention (RTI) is a process that uses empirically validated
interventions for improving instruction and remediating academic weaknesses for
students who are at risk of failing. Intervention strategies based on effective teaching
strategies is a part of the RTI process “for making educational decisions based on . . .
students’ success or failure during specialized intervention” (Access Center, 2010, p. 8).

Scaffolding is an educational bridge based on what students already know to
arrive at something they do not know (Benson, 1997).

Scientifically-based research uses experimental or quasi-experimental research
designs that include random sampling. “Whatever the label or definition, however,
[scientifically based research] has its historical roots in the standards-based reform
movement with its emphasis on student achievement outcomes” (Clair, 2006).

Strategic learner is a student who “uses cues and strategies within his or her
learning schema; asks clarifying questions; listens, checks, and monitors his or her work
and behavior; and sets personal goals” (Beckman, 2002, p. 1).

Student with a disability is one who has
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(i) mental retardation, hearing impairments (including deafness), speech or

language impairments, visual impairments (including blindness), serious

emotional disturbance . . . orthopedic impairments, autism, traumatic brain injury,

other health impairments, or specific learning disabilities; and (ii) who, by reason

thereof, needs special education and related services. (Magill, 1999. p. 19)

Summary

Two concepts at the core of American democracy are liberty and equality
(Heineman, Bluhm, Peterson, & Kearny, 2002). Education is not impervious to either
concept. Legislators, both federal and state, develop laws that affect school reform. No
Child Left Behind outlines five basic principles: accountability for results, flexibility in
local control, more options for parents, highly qualified teachers, and an emphasis on best
teaching practices (U.S. DOE, 2006). The Individuals with Disabilities Act requires
access to the general education curriculum for students with disabilities. Current reform
emphasizes high levels of student achievement and accountability. Teaching strategies
and systemic practices are closely reviewed to examine the relationship between effective
pedagogy and generating positive student outcomes. According to Lyon (2005), effecting
meaningful change is based on sound scientific findings that translate into effective
instructional practices. Continuous change in meeting diverse needs of students with
disabilities and providing accessibility to effective pedagogical strategies is critical to

their academic success.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction

One of the challenges in educational research is identifying and using validated
practices that support academic success for students with disabilities. The current
message in education is that educators are to use research-based best teaching practices
with all students. No Child Left Behind legislation has clearly defined the requirement of
SBR and expectations for students with disabilities to reach academic benchmarks in
reading and mathematics by 2014. Paradigms that incorporate the connection between
national and state reform policy must include informed school practitioners (Heneveld &
Craig, 1995). With federal and state mandates requiring positive academic outcomes and
participation in state standardized assessments, schools must support academic progress
for all students.

When our students fail, it is very often because our systems of teaching, learning,

and assessment have been inadequate [for] their needs. . . . To ensure success, we

must move from the old, outmoded paradigm of teaching and testing to a new
paradigm of continual learning and improvement that is consistent with the

imperatives of today’s world. (Bonstingl, 2001, p. 2)

As early as the 1900s, Dewey (1944) espoused student-directed learning versus
teacher-directed learning as an effective teaching strategy. He was clear on the pedagogy
that affected positive academic outcomes for students. Fuchs (CEC, 2010) stated that 20
to 30 years of research practices have been established relative to behavior and learning

of students with disabilities. Fuchs stated, “Special education researchers, in partnership
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with practitioners, have been involved in developing evidence-based practice long before
NCLB” (CEC, 2010, p. 2). The current education gurus (e.g.,) Reeves, Marzano, and
Senge) have plenty of suggestions as to effective teaching practices. Yet the special
education community questions availability of research, consistency of criteria for
determining validated pedagogical strategies, and fidelity of implementation of those
strategies. Odom, the Otting Professor of Special Education at Indiana University, said,
“The field [of special education] is at a point where it is elaborating and identifying
practices that have evidence of being effective. There may be a lag between needing to
use [research] now and the research being accumulated and available” (as cited in CEC,
2010, p. 2). One of the conditions that inhibits academic success of students with
disabilities is the failure to identify and implement validated teaching strategies and
systemic practices that support their academic growth in reading and mathematics
Standards-Based Reform

Providing a quality education, maintaining standards, and requiring accountability
for students with disabilities has been an evolutionary process beginning in the 1800s to
the present (see Appendix G). From educating students with disabilities in a residential
setting (Haring, McCormick, & Haring, 1994) to the current inclusive educational
practices, many changes have evolved for students with disabilities.

Hehir (1994) stated that when the Education for All Handicapped Children Act
(EAHCA), PL 94-142, was passed, approximately 750,000 to 800,000 children were
being denied a public education. The statistics portrayed a dismal picture. Rist (1994,

December) added, “Yet our Fifteenth Annual Report to Congress on the implementation
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of the IDEA tells us that less than one third of disabled students attend school in regular
classrooms, a figure that has changed little since the passage of PL 94-142” (p. 10).

No Child Left Behind and IDEA requires equal access to the general education
classroom and requires high academic standards that include the subgroup of students
with disabilities. Cross and Joftus (1997) stated that setting academic standards
encourages (a) high academic achievement, (b) accountability for students and teachers,
(c) educational equity for students, (d) measurement of student achievement, (e) teacher
training, (f) appropriate curricula and teaching strategies, and (g) effective allocation of
resources. Kluth and Straut (2001) emphasized the importance of understanding
standards as they relate to levels of excellence and unique needs of all children. They
addressed standards by encouraging teachers to support and cultivate five conditions that
make academic standards inclusive for all students. Standards should (a) “be
developmental and flexible” (p. 43), (b) “have a wide range of assessment tools” (p. 44),
and (c) “allow equitable access to meaningful content” (p. 45). “Standards are a catalyst
for other reforms. . . . We have not done a good job of giving all students, particularly
those students with unique learning characteristics, access to an appealing, thought-
provoking, and stimulating curriculum” (p. 46).

Yet another consideration in standards reform and students with disabilities is the
achievement gap between students with disabilities and their nondisabled peers. Olson
reported in Quality Counts 2004 that the achievement gap between students with

disabilities and students in the general education population had widened.
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For example, 30 of the 39 states that provided complete data had an achievement
gap between special education and general education students on 4™ grade reading
tests of 30 percentage points or more. In Arkansas, lowa, Montana, New
Hampshire, Oklahoma, and Vermont, the gap was more than 50 percentage points

and gaps in 8" grade reading tended to be even worse. (p. 13)

Despite academic progress of students with disabilities, there is a large achievement gap
between general education students and students with disabilities in all states.

Two years later Smith (2006), who based his information on state and national
assessment reports, stated in Quality Counts: A Decade of Standards-based Education
that the nation was making significant gains in student achievement in the least-
advantaged minority groups, yet there continued to be a disparity in other areas. Smith
admitted that present outcomes were promising, but not entirely enough. He suggested
working “tirelessly for high-quality and challenging learning experiences for all students,
education environments that motivate students and teachers, and adequate time to help
students who need it to reach meaningful standards™ (p. 70).

Research Access and Implementation

Precise research informs well-designed policy that affects positive outcomes in
student achievement. Rist (1994, December) stated that policy research serves as
enlightenment for policymakers creating a contextual understanding about an issue,
building linkages between research and the issue, and educating other policymakers on
new developments. Research contributes to informed policymaking throughout the stages

of policy formulation, implementation, and assessment (Heineman et al., 2002; Lyon,
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2005; Rist, 1994, January) leading to the formulation of legislation that targets academic
standards and research to support academic progress for students with disabilities.

Scientifically-based research strategies and practices that influence positive
academic outcomes for students with disabilities is a requirement of NCLB (Feuer,
Towne, & Shavelson, 2002). Accessing and implementing effective SBR strategies and
practices is incumbent on schools, local education authorities, and state education
authorities (Housman & Bray, 2002).

Perception relative to research conducted in special education is varied. Some
groups agree that randomized control trial method of research is valid; other special
education researchers say it is only one method. “Because of the complexity of disability
population, other types of research can offer valuable information about the effectiveness
of a teaching strategy” (CEC, 2010, p. 1). Both research synthesis organizations and
professional associations are working to identify validated practices that are effective in
supporting positive outcomes for students with disabilities.

In special education, few strategies satisfy the gold standard of SBR. Obstacles in
conducting SBR in special education have slowed the process.

To date, the special education community has yet to develop systematic

guidelines for specifying the types and levels of evidence needed to identify a

practice as evidence-based and effective. The Division for Learning Disabilities

and the Division for Research have jointly published Alerts that have proposed the
degree of evidence that underlies certain practices, but these alerts have been

based on individual authors’ review of the literature. (Odom et al., 2005, p. 18)
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Scientifically-based research fulfills the rigor as outlined by the IES in
determining usability, effectiveness, and applicability of pedagogy and practices that
support academic success for students with disabilities (National Council on Disability,
2004). “The impetus for the move toward evidence-based research and practices
emanates from the Department of Education’s belief that [current] educational research is
often poorly constructed” (p. 45).

The Regional Educational Laboratory Program (REL), a major research effort
supported by the U.S. DOE, promotes “knowledge-based school improvement to help all
students meet high standards and to help the nation meet the National Education Goals”
(REL, 2003, p. 3). Consisting of 10 laboratories across the country, the REL program
facilitates research of best teaching practices and works to help educators understand and
use research to analyze and adjust teaching practices to meet the needs of diverse
learners. The REL program “brings solid research to critical areas of educational practice
and supports educators as they work to bridge the gap between research and practice in
their own classrooms, districts, and states” (p. 5).

The Institute of Education Sciences (IES), and U.S. Department of Education is
seeking proposals for new research.

Working in partnership with universities or research groups, states and districts

can get up to $1.2 million a year, over five years, to measure their progress in

implementing a wide range of education-reform efforts.
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Under the Special Education Research and Development Center, IES
wants to create a center to focus on school-based interventions for secondary
students with autism spectrum disorders. (Inside School Research, 2010, para. 2)
Providing research that informs educators of validated pedagogical practices is a
continuous process. In January of 2003, the CEC Division of Research developed a task
force to identify research methodologies in special education and establish quality
indicators for each methodology. The task force identified four methodologies (i.e.,
experimental group, correlational, single subject, and qualitative designs). They failed to
identify quality indicators specific to research in special education citing that special
education research is complex because of factors such as variability of participants (i.e.,
14 disability categories), educational context, and continuum of special education
services (Odom et al., 2005).

Research conducted by Bratlinger, Jimenez, Klinger, Pugach, and Richardson
(2005) highlighted the use of qualitative studies saying that qualitative research designs
“produce science-based evidence that can inform policy and practice in special
education” (p. 4). The goal of the researcher is to elicit understanding and meaning,
function as the primary instrument of inquiry and data analysis, use inductive reasoning
to analyze data, and report findings that are richly descriptive (Merriam, 1998).

Studies that involve practitioners in defining strategies and practices are effective
in producing positive academic outcomes for students with disabilities. Descriptive
information leads to understanding of students and the practitioners that work with them.

Bratlinger et al. (2005) stated,
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Qualitative studies explore attitudes, opinions, and beliefs of a number of parties
involved in special education as well as the public, and examine personal
reactions to special education contexts and teaching strategies. Qualitative designs

can trace and document certain teaching and learning effects. (p. 4)

Anderson (2000) suggested that data gathered from carefully constructed
interviews and questionnaires are invaluable. Case studies are useful in testing theory,
developing new theories, and providing contextual analysis of events. Case studies,
program monitoring, and process evaluation inform those responsible for implementation
of policy initiatives.

Tom Hehir (1998), OSEP director, espoused the need for collaboration between
OSEP and the special education field to identify teaching practices that are effective in
supporting positive academic outcomes for students with disabilities (OSEP, 1998). West
(1999) supported OSEP by stating: “Within the concept of reforms for higher
achievement and inclusion of students with disabilities, a need exists for a more
comprehensive exploration of the classrooms to identify and describe the instructional
practices that meet the needs of both reforms” (p. 46).

The CEC Division of Research has made recommendations to the IES
encouraging the IES to “promote research for children ages birth to 21, not just school
age children; research should include social and transition skills; and IES should
coordinate with OSEP regarding the implementation of the IDEA, among others” (CEC,
2010, para. 1). On February 5, 2010, the IES announced that they were seeking research

proposals for research competitions. The IES proposed to create a center that focuses on
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school-based interventions for students with autism at the secondary level (Education
Week, 2010). The task is to conduct research that informs the school community of
effective teaching strategies and practices.
Key Stakeholders

Key stakeholders affecting academic change for students with disabilities are
those individuals invested in identifying, facilitating, and implementing validated
pedagogical strategies and practices. “Doing whatever it takes to ensure student success,
principals and teachers assume collective responsibility for learning and continually
adjust instructional practices and arrangements to meet student needs” (National Center
for Educational Accountability [NCEA], 2005, p. 16).
Leadership

Bonstingl (1992) stated that when creating a quality school, the top leadership
must “acquire the resources, inspire the troops . . . [and] demonstrate openly and
decisively an ongoing commitment” (p. 5). The process involves a collaborative effort of
administrators and educators that sustain momentum if the people involved make the
commitment to implementing effective teaching strategies and practices. Newmann and
Wehlage (1995) identified five domains that school administrators must address in
facilitating change for student learning. Administrators must (a) communicate
instructional priorities, (b) hire and retain highly qualified teachers, (c) provide staff
development that seeks teacher input on professional development activities, (d) promote

a school climate that reflects joint responsibility for student learning, and (e) support
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continuous improvement in curriculum, instruction, and assessment. Educational leaders
must identify and address variables that affect student learning.

Lashaway (2000) theorized that an effective leader generates trust, confidence,
and a sense of direction. Administrators involve educators in the decision-making
process, generating empowerment and investment for an atmosphere for change. They
perpetuate the vision, provide resources, monitor progress, and realize change takes time.

Facilitation is not a laissez-faire approach; a principal who simply delegates a task

and walks away will be perceived as unsupportive or uninterested. At the same

time, facilitators must communicate in word and deed that their involvement is
not intended to dominate but to support collegial decision-making. (Smith &

Piele, 2000, p. 66)

The Madagascar Quality Study in Sub-Saharan Africa supported having strong
school leadership in affecting student success. The study focused on an analysis of
school-level factors that had the most influence on student learning. The study involved
an examination of shortcomings in policies and investments of primary education in Sub-
Saharan Africa. Improvement strategies in African primary education had traditionally
relied heavily on national educational policy reforms and investments that did not address
school-level needs. Because the processes of the internal life of schools were not
considered, policy reform was ineffective, resulting in limited impact on student learning.
The research study focused on a thorough analysis of the quality of primary education as

well as school-level factors that influence student learning (Heneveld & Craig, 1995).
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Based on qualitative observational research (a case study analysis), the study
included 36 purposely selected schools (12 primary, 12 junior secondary, and 12 senior
secondary). Fourteen researchers called the Technical Group used a pre-structured case
study protocol methodology. They developed a case study for each school. Teams of two
or three researchers visited each school for two to three days. The study sought to (a)
identify school effectiveness factors that facilitate school improvement strategies, (b)
highlight the importance of qualitative research to inform more quantitative analyses, (c)
provide a framework that others could use to support policy decisions, and (d) empower
practitioners to thoughtfully and effectively communicate about their educational
systems. The importance of changing paradigms of educational planning highlighted the
connection between school practices and national policy (Heneveld & Craig, 1995).

The conceptual framework was designed “to assist policy-makers in bridging the
gap between school practice and national policies using the research results to foster
improvements at the classroom level” (Heneveld & Craig, 1995, p. 3) and was based on
two notions. The first was that schools are social systems with a clearly defined
population, a network of formal and informal social relationships, a unique culture
functioning within a school community environment, and interdependence within the
school culture. Secondly, an interaction of factors that influenced student achievement
was complex. Through the research literature, the researchers identified commonly cited
school effectiveness factors that influenced student achievement. Of the 16 factors
selected, Heneveld and Craig consolidated them into five categories. The categories

included: (a) supporting inputs (parent/community support, effective support from the
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education system, adequate teaching materials and facilities), (b) school climate (high
expectations of students, positive teacher attitudes, effective discipline, organized
curriculum, rewards and incentives), (c) enabling conditions (effective leadership,
capable teaching force, flexibility, autonomy, high teacher attendance), (d) the teaching
and learning process (student time on task, variety of teaching strategies, frequent
homework, student assessment and feedback, and (e) student outcomes (participation,
academic achievement, social skills, and economic success).

Limitations of the study included the number of schools studied; however, the
field observations were valuable for informing more quantitative analyses. The findings
identified three key factors that affected primary school quality: (a) school leadership,
(b) community participation, and (c) teachers’ guides and textbooks. The first two
corroborated the conclusion that materials alone do not explain student success. The
research supported that teacher competencies and primary school facilities and equipment
contributed to student success.

Teachers

Standards-based reform elicits conflicting opinions and varying concerns,
depending on the perception and experience of those affected by change. The conundrum
involves what a student should know and be able to do in order to realize academic
achievement (Reeves, 2004) and to identify effective teaching strategies that supports
academic success.

An article published by the U.S. DOE (2002a), The Facts: Measuring Progress,

supported the use of standardized assessments as a way to measure what students know.
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“Until teachers and parents recognize what children know and can do, students can not
improve. Testing will raise expectations for all students and ensure that no child slips
through the cracks” (p.1), however, not all educators believe students with disabilities
should take state assessments.

Education Week commissioned a national survey of special and general education
teachers relative to teachers’ perceptions on whether students with disabilities should
meet state assessment standards or meet individualized standards. A representative
sample of 444 teachers was drawn from 800 general and special education teachers. The
representative sample (444 teachers) included both general education teachers of core
academic subjects such as English, mathematics, science, social studies, and foreign
language and special educators working with students with IEPs.

The telephone survey took place between September 5 and September 25, 2003.
The survey reflected that teachers, general and special education, agree in principle on
high expectations for greater achievement for students with disabilities, however, “their
opinions stand in stark contrast to the more concrete policies embedded in the No Child
Left Behind Act of 2001 and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act as revised in
1997, according to the Education Week poll” (McCabe, 2004. p. 20). More than 85%
thought it unfair to measure content mastery through standardized assessments. Seventy-
eight percent of the teachers believed requiring students with disabilities to meet state
academic-content standards and participate in state assessments hindered students’
individualized education. Eighty-four percent stated that students with disabilities should

not be expected to meet the same academic-content standards as nondisabled peers.
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Almost 8 in 10 said that students with disabilities should be excused from taking
standardized assessments, even with appropriate accommodations (McCabe, 2004).

Educators seen as active participants must make sense of the context and reflect
on effective pedagogy. Researchers at the University of Maryland conducted a study of
high-performing rural schools in Delaware, Maryland, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania.
The researchers examined in what way rural schools were including students with
disabilities and economically disadvantaged students in state assessments and how
districts and schools were supporting access to and achievement on state standards
(McLaughlin, Caron, & Embler, 2004). A survey of 90 teachers, both general and special
educators, addressed collective responsibility for all students in the school. Forty-two
percent believed they had a primary responsibility for most or nearly all of the instruction
for students with disabilities, and 9% assumed some responsibility for their instruction.
Special education teachers did not perceive their general education colleagues as taking
responsibility for poorly achieving students with disabilities or setting high standards and
expectations for these students. General education teachers, however, perceived all
colleagues were equally responsible for all students.

Shared dialogue between general and special educators is important in bringing
about change for students with disabilities. “For deeper developments, we need the
creative energies and ownership of the teaching force and its leaders . . . informed
professional judgment” (Fullan, 2003, p. 5). Informed practitioners use formal and

informal assessments to monitor and adjust effective teaching practices.

31



Parents

Parents’ participation in the development of their child’s IEP is valuable in
determining appropriate accommodations and a meaningful, realistic curriculum that is
rich with content found in the general education curriculum (Healy, 2001). Parents of
students with disabilities advocate for educational programs that meet their child’s
educational needs and provide access to high academic standard (Tiegerman-Farber &
Radziewicz, 1998). Parental involvement in their child’s academic success--a daily
routine for study and homework completion and consistent support and encouragement
from a parent--are key factors in maintaining academic progress. Studies show that well-
planned and inclusive involvement of parents in schools result in lasting student gains
(George Lucas Educational Foundation [GLEF], 2000).
Support Groups

The National Education Association (NEA) adopted a policy statement at its
Representative Assembly in July of 1994 that supported equal educational opportunity,
high quality education, and a safe learning environment for all students. Embracing
inclusive education for students with disabilities, the NEA listed strategies that support
inclusive practices. These practices included (a) full continuum of placement options and
services contingent on a student’s IEP, (b) appropriate professional development for all
stakeholders involved with inclusive practices, (c) adequate time for collaborative
planning, (d) class sizes relative to student needs, and (e) specific staff and technical
assistance (NEA, 1994). They further concluded that general education teachers must

accept the education of all students as an integral part of their job (Meijer, Pijl, &

32


http://www.questia.com/PM.qst?a=o&d=103035493

Hegarty, 1997).

Nearly a decade later, the Virginia Education Association (VEA) president and
spokesperson, Jean Bankos (2003), echoed similar guiding principles as those adopted at
the NEA Representative Assembly. Teachers know what works with students. When
teachers are asked what is needed for all students to experience academic success, they
respond with the following: (a) smaller class sizes to enhance more individualized
attention, (b) more parental involvement, (c) up-to-date materials that reflect effective
learning strategies in technology and current reality, and (d) incentives to attract and
retain highly qualified teachers.

The National Association of State Directors of Special Education (NASDSE)
advises national administrative agencies relative to needed academic support for students
with disabilities. Anderson (2000) stated that some support groups advise, and others are
more directly involved in program administration. The Office of Special Education
Programs (OSEP) provided a $3.5 million grant to the National Research Center on
Learning Disabilities to (a) conduct research to identify learning disabilities, (b)
formulate recommendations, (c) disseminate findings, and (d) provide technical
assistance to national, state, and local constituencies (National Research, 2002). The
OSERS (2002) is “committed to working with internal and external partners in ensuring
that every individual with a disability maximizes their [sic] potential to participate in
school, work, and community life” (p. 1).

Many support groups focus on parents and teachers of students with disabilities,

such as the CEC, the National Clearinghouse for Professions in Special Education
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(NCPSE), the Parent Educational Advocacy Training Center (PEATC), NICHCY, and
Learning Disabilities Association of Virginia (LDVA). These groups inform parents and
teachers of recent changes in legislation; provide tips in dealing with school issues; report
on SBR strategies that enhance academic outcomes; define rules, regulations, and rights
of the disabled; and direct parents and teachers to sources of specialized information.

Ernest L. Boyer, late president of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement
of Teaching, said, “It is my conviction that you cannot have an island of academic
excellence in a sea of community indifference” (GLEF, 2007, para. 1). Boyer said that
student achievement increased when parents, communities, and business partners worked
collaboratively for the betterment of schools (GLEF, 2000).

Contextual Framework of Strategies and Practices

Identifying and implementing pedagogical strategies and systemic practices that
support academic success for students with disabilities is a difficult task. Education,
Kindergarten through grade 12, has been subject to an array of educational interventions
over the past several years. The first wave focused on higher standards, the second on
delivering educational services.
Inclusive Education

Since the 1980s, extensive changes in policy and practice in special educational
needs (SEN) has taken place throughout Europe. The central change has involved the
movement away from segregated education for SEN to inclusive education in the

mainstream of educating all students. The result of this dramatic change in educating
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students with SEN has been a need to develop teaching strategies that suit each individual
child (Lloyd, 2002).

In 1994, at a world conference sponsored by the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 300 participants from 92 governments
gathered to address special needs education, access, and equality. The Salamanca
Statement was issued because of the UNESCO world conference (Lloyd, 2002).

The challenge confronting the inclusive school is that of developing child-

centered pedagogy capable of successfully educating all children, including those

who have serious disadvantages and disabilities. The merit of such schools is not
only that they are capable of providing quality education for all children; their
establishment is a crucial step in helping to change discriminatory attitudes, in
creating welcoming communities, and in developing an inclusive society.

(Salamanca Statement, 1994, pp. 6-7)

Changes in policy resulted in discussions of how students with SEN successfully
integrated into mainstream education. Lloyd’s (2002) case study consisted of a cohort of
students using action research as a tool for developing critical reflection “to explore the
potential of professional development underpinned by this model to change and develop
practice in the area of SEN and inclusive practice” (p. 125).

Lloyd (2002) studied the possibilities of equal opportunity for students with
special needs in an inclusive educational setting over a 3-year period. The study consisted
of critical inquiry through action research to explore and to reflect on the fundamental

ingredients needed to promote professional development and to develop strategies that
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would provide all students the opportunity for a quality education. “For genuine change
to come about, educational practitioners need to become aware of their own practice, to
critically reflect on it, and to be prepared to identify and recognize areas in need of
reform or change” (Lloyd, 2002, p. 113).

Subjects in Lloyd’s case study were active participants in the research. Lloyd used
action research “as a tool for changing practice and as a means to enlightening and
empowering teachers and their pupils and other involved agencies in order to develop
genuinely participatory inclusive education for all” (p. 112). Lloyd used Altrichter’s
(Syrjala, 1996) principles of practical action research to provide rigor and validity.
Altrichter’s principles included (a) data from different perspectives, (b) iterative link
between reflection and action, (c) reflection on development of educational values, (d)
reflection that was holistic and inclusive, (e) self realization of control and competence,
and (f) engagement of critical professional discussion relative to individual findings. The
research questions included:

1. How far did the action research carried out by students in the case study meet
Altrichter’s principles of practical action research?

2. What was the impact of carrying out action research on professional
development and, in particular, on developing more critically reflective approaches to
practice?

3. What was the impact of carrying out the action research on the professional

practice of the students, particularly in the area of SEN and the move towards inclusion?
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The cohort included 15 Dutch teachers and other professionals working in
segregated special schools, support services, and mainstream primary schools. The
members of the group were in master’s programs in SEN. Methods used for gathering
data included semi-structured interviews and reflective journals generated by the 15
Dutch teachers participating in the study. “Examination of the data collected revealed a
clear recognition of the need to gather data from a range of different perspectives and
indeed to gather a range of data from the researcher’s own perspective” (Lloyd, 2002, p.
117). The study group members used critical friends and peer collaboration in the
analysis of their collected data. A conference held on critically reflective practice and
action research included the case study group in the critical discussions.

Lloyd (2002) concluded that the action research carried out by the case study
group met the criteria identified as essential for quality action research; however, Lloyd
acknowledged that the study was limited and subjective. The data gleaned from this study
and the process of carrying out the study generated professional dialogue among the
teacher researchers. There was some identifiable impact on teaching practices and, in
some instances, on colleagues outside the study. Teachers reported using reflective
thinking relative to teaching and learning. Case study members became providers of
professional development for teachers working in SEN. The impact of the study included
(a) changing curriculum to include more independent learning skills with the teacher as
an enabler of learning, (b) bringing two schools together (i.e., a mainstream and a
segregated special school) in an integration/inclusion project, and (c) introducing a policy

for promoting parent participation, a relatively new idea in the Netherlands.
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Legislation in the United States, as reflected in NCLB and IDEA, requires
students with disabilities to be educated with their nondisabled peers in a general
education environment. Schools must provide a least-restrictive environment that allows
an opportunity for academic achievement in the classroom and for success on state
assessments (Tanner, Linscott, & Galis, 1996). Students with disabilities are entitled to
pursue individually determined learning outcomes along with their age-appropriate peers
(Giangreco, 2007).

Strategies of inclusive education include educating students with disabilities in
their neighborhood schools, avoiding placement in classrooms based on special education
identification, and providing instruction that embraces diverse needs of all students
(Schwarz, 2007). Collaboration between general and special educators in an inclusive
general education class supports academic achievement for students with disabilities
(Friend & Pope, 2005; Luke, 2006; Salend, 1994; Sapon-Shevin, Ayres, & Duncan, 1994;
Wang, 1989). Creative teaching strategies based on effective practices include (a)
curriculum adaptation to meet the needs of all learners (Falvey, Coots, Bishop, & Grenot-
Scheyer, 1989; Salend, 1994; Schwarz, 2007; Udvari-Solner, 1994; Whitworth, 1994),
(b) differentiated instruction that allows multiple ways for students to learn (Mastropieri,
Scruggs, & Berkeley, 2007; Tomlinson, 1999; Walker, 2005), (c) cooperative learning
groups that promote active learning, higher level thinking, and enhanced self-esteem
(Mastropieri et al., 2007; Utley & Obiakor, 2000; West, 1999), and (d) peer-tutoring
strategies, such as class-wide peer tutoring and peer-assisted learning strategies that

accommodate students with diverse learning needs while promoting social responsibility
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for the entire class (Kroeger & Kouche, 2006; Mastropieri et al., 2007; Saenz, Fuchs, &
Fuchs, 2005; Schrag & Burnette, 1993/94).

Adaptations of instructional practices in the inclusive classroom often result in
successful learners (Salend, 1994; Udavari-Solner, 1994; Wang, 1989; West, 1999).
Tomlinson (2000) stated that differentiating instruction is a philosophy of thinking about
the needs of all students that requires teachers to become familiar with the learning styles,
strengths, and weaknesses of each student. Educators possessing intimate knowledge of
various learning styles and effective teaching strategies enable them to deliver instruction
that optimizes student understanding and maximizes the capacity of each learner
(Marzano & Pickering, 2005; Tomlinson, 2000). Differentiated instruction also allows
students to take different roads to the same destination (Tomlinson, 1999). Some
fundamental beliefs associated with differentiating instruction in a classroom include:

1. Students differ in their readiness, interest, and learning profile.

2. Students learn best when pushed slightly beyond where they are.

3. Students learn best when they make a connection between concepts and life
experiences (Rosenshine, 1997).

4. Students are effective learners when they have a sense of significance and
respect (Lucas, 2000; Tomlinson, 2000).

Mapping a route toward differentiated instruction within the general education
classroom requires teachers to have a solid understanding of what each student should
learn as well as how each student learns. They must be cognizant of (a) implementing

effective pedagogy, (b) engaging students in learning, (c) providing equitable
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opportunities to learn, (d) modifying the instructional framework, and (e) developing an
understanding of each student’s readiness level and learning curve (Tomlinson, 1999).
Effective use of differentiated instruction provides educational opportunities anchored in
high quality curriculum and instruction.

To enhance inclusive strategies, Jorgensen (1995) recommended (a) well-defined
goals and objectives, (b) competent personnel, (c) support services, (d) community and
parental support, and (e) positive attitudes of staff toward students with disabilities.
Professional collaboration between general and special educators, as well as support staff,
facilitates academic success for students with disabilities in the general education setting
(Access Center, 2007).

Strategy Intervention Model

The Strategy Intervention Model (SIM) is also referred to as a Strategic
Instruction Model. This is a method used to encourage students to learn how to learn.
Intimate knowledge of the interrelatedness of cognition and learning enables teachers to
deliver instruction that optimizes student understanding and maximizes the capacity of
each learner (Senge et al., 2000). The SIM program promotes effective teaching and
learning. “SIM strives to help teachers make decisions about what is of greatest
importance, what strategies can be taught to students to help them to learn, and what
classroom-based strategies are effective in helping students learn” (Horowitz, 2005, para.
9).

Over the past 25 years, researchers at the University of Kansas Center for

Research on Learning (KU-CRL) have developed a strategic approach to learning that
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assists students in building essential skills and learning complex tasks (Horowitz, 2005;
KU-CRL, 2007; Luke, 2006). The four philosophical principles of SIM are as follows:

1. Low achieving students can learn to function independently in mainstream
settings.

2. The role of the supporting teacher is to teach learning strategies that foster
independent learners.

3. The role of the content teacher is to promote strategic behavior and present
instruction that students understand and remember.

4. Learners should have a voice in what strategies they learn and how fast they
learn them (KU-CRL, 2007).
The eight stages of instruction are assess, describe, model, oral practice, controlled
practice, advanced practice, posttest, and generalization (Glaeser & Millikan, 2005).

Planning strategically to teach students how to learn through selected teaching
practices requires a thorough understanding of a student’s readiness, interests, and
learning profile (Walker, 2005). Encouraging students to explore, create, and problem-
solve teaches them to be life-long learners and provides them opportunities to engage in
task-specific activities that promote their awareness of metacognition (Beckman, 2002;
Luke, 2006). When students are able to think through a process by tracing pathways and
identifying blind alleys, they are able to develop effective problem-solving skills
(Horowitz, 2005; KU-CRL, 2007; Luke, 2006).

Luke (2006) stated that strategic instruction is most effective when combining

cognitive and metacognitive strategies. Failure to teach how to use cognitive learning
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strategies impedes students in generalizing learned information. “Deficits in
metacognitive knowledge affect not only strategy use and information processing ability
but have also been found to account for academic differences between students with and
those without learning disabilities” (Wong, 1991, p. 87).

Spencer and Logan (2005) conducted research that involved LINCS, a five-step
SIM starter strategy developed at the University of Kansas Institute for Research on
Learning Disabilities, and metacognition strategies to determine generalization of
information in other academic domains. The study involved determining whether
students with learning disabilities receiving metacognitive instruction prior to cognitive
strategy instruction would be better able to generalize information in the general
education language arts classroom and social studies classroom. The acronym, LINCS, is
represented in the following: (a) L, list the parts, (b) I, identify a reminding word, (c) N,
note a LINC story, (d) C, create a LINCing story, and (d) S, self-test (O’Brian, 2005).

Eight middle to lower income students were selected to participate in the study.
The criteria for participation were based on eligibility for Specific Learning Disabilities
services in reading comprehension.

The classification of a Specific Learning Disability in the participating school

district included (a) a standard score discrepancy formula, (b) a severe

discrepancy below the students’ expected achievement range, and (c) an

evaluation made by a multidisciplinary team based on the students’ individual

needs. (Spencer & Logan, 2005, p. 88)
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In addition, each student scored below 80% on the LINCS Vocabulary pretest and none
of the students had previously participated in strategy instruction.

Students were randomly assigned to two groups, Group 1 (n =4) and
Group 2 (n = 4). Group 1 was designated as the experimental group. Each student in
Group 1 and Group 2 received individual LINCS strategy instruction, eight one-hour
sessions on consecutive days. In addition to the LINCS instruction, the experimental
group received two one-hour sessions of explicit metacognition strategy instruction, one
hour per day on consecutive days and prior to the LINCS instruction. Establishing inter-
observer reliability took place when a second person reviewed the tape recorded
instructional sessions (i.e., LINCS and metacognitive strategies) and analyzed the
vocabulary tests graded by the investigator.

The design of the study was a multiple probe design that graphically presented
data across three phases. The first phase involved collecting baseline data. The data were
collected in the general education language arts classroom using scores from the same
vocabulary test for all subjects that consisted of ten words and definitions generated by
the teacher. Subjects’ vocabulary test grades were collected once per week for a
minimum of three weeks. The baseline data were used to demonstrate that the subjects
selected for the study had a mean score of 80% or lower on the vocabulary tests.

The second phase was the instructional phase. The experimental group, Group 1,
received instruction in both metacognitive strategies and cognitive strategies (LINCS)
with the first preceding the latter. Instruction continued until the subjects demonstrated a

mastery level of the LINCS strategy (i.e., 80%). Group 2 received the identical
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instruction except for metacognitive strategies. Student interview probes were used with
both groups but in different ways. Group 1 interviews took place before and after
teaching explicit metacognitive strategies, and after LINCS Strategy instruction. Group 2
interviews took place prior to and following LINCS Strategy instruction.

Phase three involved generalization of information. The researchers used two
probes in this phase, a near generalization probe and a far generalization probe. The
probes were regularly scheduled vocabulary tests developed by the teacher. In addition to
collecting the subject’s scores, the researchers made note of subjects using the LINCS
Strategy when engaging in the vocabulary test.

The results of the study suggested that teaching explicit metacognitive strategies
before cognitive strategies enhanced students’ ability to generalize the LINCS Strategy to
other academic domains. Group 1 subjects generalized the use of the LINCS Strategy in
both the language arts and social studies classrooms more often than Group 2 subjects,
and Group 1 consistently scored higher grades on vocabulary tests.

Because the study involved only eight students, the results are limited and not
meant to be generalized. Spencer and Logan (2005) stated, “While beneficial to all
students, strategy use is necessary for students with learning disabilities if they are to
learn, think, and problem solve. In short, strategy use affords them an educational
opportunity equal to that of their peers without disabilities” (p. 93).

Systems Education
Senge’s theory of learning involves five learning disciplines (i.e., mental models,

personal mastery, shared vision, team learning, and systems thinking) that supports
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teaching students cognitive and metacognitive strategies in the learning process (Senge et
al., 2000). Mental models are developed through perceptions and images that are relative
to students, other people, institutions, and the world. Mental models and personal mastery
require reflection and inquiry skills related to awareness of attitudes and perceptions of
self and of others. Spencer and Logan (2005) stated, “Deficits in metacognitive
knowledge affect not only strategy use and information processing ability but have also
been found to account for academic differences between students with and those without
disabilities” (p. 87).

Shared vision and team learning fosters commitment to a common purpose
through collective thinking (Senge et al., 2000) in flexible grouping of students (Willis &
Mann, 2000). Making use of cooperative learning groups promotes active learning and
higher-level thinking. Student outcomes are most productive when the following
conditions exist: (a) positive interdependence in the group, (b) considerable face-to-face
interaction between group members, (c) individual accountability and responsibility for
achieving a group goal, and (d) frequent evaluation of the group’s effectiveness (Johnson
& Johnson, 1994; Lipsky & Gartner, 1992; Slavin, 1987). Theoretically when using
systems education, an educator engages students in the learning process, provides equity
as well as excellence for each student, and develops an understanding of each student’s
readiness level and learning curve (Senge et al., 2000).

Effective Practices in Virginia Schools
Researchers associated with the governor’s Best Practice Centers in Virginia

conducted A Study of Effective Practices in Virginia Schools: Educators’ Perspectives of
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Practices leading to Student Success (VDOE, 2000). They based their study on research
that investigated effective practices found in successful schools. These practices included
(a) administrative support, (b) sound assessment tools, (c) effective classroom instruction,
(d) community and parent support, (e) curriculum alignment and curriculum mapping, (f)
disaggregation of test data, (g) intervention strategies, (h) effective leadership, (i)
research-based instructional programs, (j) schedule considerations, (k) school-wide focus
on success, (I) proactive staff development, (m) student motivation, (n) teacher planning
accommodations, and (o) technology (VDOE, 2000).

The researchers looked at members’ definitions of the situation and sought
patterns of meaning (Gephart, 1999). The research questions included:

1. What effective practices do schools identify as important to improving student
achievement?

2. What specific activities under each identified effective practice do participants
in the study describe as significant?

Three criteria established the selection of schools: (a) accreditation status, (b)
demonstration of substantial improvement on the SOL tests, and (c) evidence of
overcoming challenges to achieve success (VDOE, 2000). Accreditation status included
fully accredited schools or schools that met the proposed 1999 benchmark passing scores
in all core subjects. An improvement index assigned to each school measured substantial
improvement contingent on the increase in percentage of students passing each core area
SOL test from 1998 to 1999. The third indicator was the percent of students eligible for

free or reduced-price lunch. The elementary schools had at least 30% free and reduced-
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price lunch, middle schools at least 20%, and the high schools had 15% (VDOE). Ninety-
seven schools were determined to be possible candidates for the study. Before randomly
selecting schools using a numbering system, the schools were stratified (see Table 1). Of
the 97 schools determined as possible candidates for the study, 26 were randomly
selected and participated in the study. “The selection process allowed a representative
sample of schools from each grade level group and subgroup to be included in the study”
(VDOE, 2000, p. 8).

Table 1

Schools Selected for Study by Grade Level and Subgroup

School Rural Urban Suburban Total
Elementary 6 5 5 16
Middle 3 2 2
High school 1 1 1

Note: From “A study of effective practices in Virginia schools: Educators’ perspectives
of practices leading to student success,” by VDOE, 2000, p. 8.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews carried out by at least two
researchers trained in interview techniques. A team of teachers, a principal, and a central
office administrator were asked to report the practices they perceived to be most
important in improving student achievement. The principals at each school were asked to
select three teachers who represented a cross section of the faculty.

Through an analysis of the responses of the participants, 16 practices were

identified as having a positive effect on student achievement. By using the following
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criteria, researchers selected practices that were perceived as more effective than other
practices.

The selection criteria were: (a) number of schools/interview groups identifying an

effective practice as important, (b) mean Likert scale ratings for the effective

practices, and (c) the percent of times effective practices were volunteered by

interview participants rather than prompted by the researchers. (VDOE, 2000, p.

13)

Participants ranked each comment according to degree of importance in
improving student achievement. The following practices were identified by participants
as supporting positive student outcomes on SOL assessments: (a) student motivation, (b)
intervention strategies, (c) data analysis, (d) assessment, (e) curriculum alignment (i.e.,
teaching core content on the SOL assessment), and (f) curriculum mapping and pacing
(i.e., teaching core content in a time-efficient manner). Activities that support each
practice are as follows: (a) leadership activities that included creating vision and mission,
(b) assisting in goal setting, (c) providing leadership in planning student achievement, (d)
using team-building strategies, (€) encouraging creativity, and (f) identifying and using
teacher expertise. Comments by the participants were analyzed and returned to them,
providing each participant an opportunity to review his or her statements. A team of
informed readers checked for consistency in the categorization of the data (VDOE, 2000).

Strengths in this study were reflected in the researchers’ efforts to establish
trustworthiness. The internal validity of the study was established through member

checks and informed readers. A limitation was the time allotted to analyze the large
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sample of schools. Further research may involve the following: “Over time, will schools
where students continue to show improved performance identify the same effective
practices as important to their success?”’ (VDOE, 2000, p. 28).

Best Practices at a Successful High School

| conducted the following case study as a pilot before conducting the current
study. I was able to practice many different skills necessary for qualitative research. The
interviewing process was difficult as | felt | was not asking the right questions. The
transcription process crystallized discussions with interviewees and facilitated analysis of
data.

The study took place at a high school of approximately 875 students. The study
was designed to explore perspectives of general education teachers relative to pedagogy
and practices that supports academic success of students with disabilities. I interviewed
four general education teachers in English, mathematics, science, and social studies. To
maintain confidentiality, | changed the names of the teachers and school.

Crystal High School (CHS) is the only high school in a comparatively small
school division. The majority of students, faculty, staff, and community are Caucasian,
and the socio-economic status of the community is middle class. | chose Crystal High
School because of its outstanding educators, academic achievement, and convenient
location. In the 2002-2003 school year, CHS was fully accredited. Ninety-five percent of
students with disabilities participated in the spring 2002 SOL end-of-course assessments.

Students with disabilities scored 93% in reading/language arts and 65% in mathematics
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on the spring 2002 end-of-course assessments. The scores were above federal and state
benchmarks.

After interviewing selected participants, observing each participant in classes with
students with disabilities, and examining documents relative to student achievement, |
separated the collected data into manageable units and analyzed recurring themes. The
general educators’ perceptions of maintaining or raising academic achievement on state
assessments for students with disabilities reflected the following themes: effective
practices, school culture, and the teaching/learning process. Specific information
collected through interviews, direct observations, and document analysis aligned under
each theme, illuminating existing conditions that enable educators to provide the best of
their pedagogical strategies to support high academic achievement for all students. A
subcategory of effective practices was that all teachers were aware of the importance of
state assessments. One teacher’s perception noted a shift in academic focus to state
standards driving curriculum. He stated, “I think it helps keep us a little more focused
than we might have been in the past. “It keeps us focused on the core important areas to
prepare students with disabilities for graduation.” All of the participants mentioned
collaborating with special education teachers, formatting tests and quizzes to reflect the
standardized assessment format, identifying strengths and weaknesses of all students,
being cognizant of a well-rounded curriculum, and using good judgment.

Teachers noted that students have greater success when there is parental support.

A CHS teacher commented,
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| send e-mail to the parent group asking them to remind their children to study.

The feedback I got from that was positive. It is funny because not just the students

with learning disabilities, but kids as a whole who do the poorest work are the

ones with the least parental support.

Another teacher stated that it was important for parents to understand diploma
status and realistic postsecondary job opportunities for students with disabilities. “The
community needs to be prepared for students who might not graduate with a diploma and
students that have a special diploma.”

The subcategories that aligned under school culture involved leadership, facility
aesthetics, and collegiality. All teachers stressed the importance of a proactive principal
who understands and supports innovative teaching and special education. One stated,
“Administrative support can be a strong thing to a special education department and the
services that the students get, but it can also be a detriment if there is reluctance on the
administrator’s part.” Another said, “Leadership impacts morale, and morale impacts the
job that we do for our students.” One participant acknowledged the need for
administrative support when teachers are willing to take a risk by using alternative
teaching strategies.

Within the past two years, the principal and superintendent have made aesthetic
changes to the school facility. All teachers agreed that an aesthetically appealing facility
raises the morale of staff and students, creating an environment conducive to learning,

however, one teacher said that aesthetics was only one piece of the big picture.
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The current principal and superintendent tried to make a culture change at our
school by making the building look a little bit nicer. That is a good thing, but you
have to make sure that there is more substance than just tiles and new colors and
things like that.

Collegiality was a subcategory that all participants positively endorsed. They
mentioned checking with special education teachers for new ways to work with students.
They expressed contentment with working in a collaborative model with a special
education teacher and students with disabilities. Staff development was meaningful when
presented by colleagues.

Staff development is important. | think it is nice at the high school level that they

have department heads, and they really can do that [staff development]

themselves. | would not say [I value one of those] big staff development programs
mandated by people in our school board office.

Subcategories under teaching and learning were comparatively similar among
participants. The teaching/learning process included meeting the needs of students with
disabilities and using accommaodations for all students in ways such as (a) modeling note-
taking skills, (b) working individually with students, (c) reinforcing activities, (d)
checking for understanding, and (e) building self-esteem. One participant emphasized
using a multimodal strategy of differentiating instruction to suit different students. “My
students learn in different ways, so when | am lecturing, there is also something visual
going on. | am talking, they are seeing, they are hearing, and they are writing. | try to

have an activity to reinforce all of it.”
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The impact of effective strategies, school culture, and the teaching/learning
process at CHS led to successful outcomes on end-of-course reading/language arts and
mathematics state assessments. By providing an aesthetically appealing facility,
supportive administration, and encouraging collegiality at CHS, the school division
supported the efforts of practitioners in supporting student opportunities for academic
success.

Summary

From Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, to NCLB and IDEA, the
past five decades of legislation and stakeholder support have brought to the forefront
basic principles that support an equitable and accessible education for students with
disabilities. “The IDEA is now aligned with the important principles of NCLB in
promoting accountability for results, enhancing the role of parents, and improving student
achievement through instructional approaches that are based on scientific research” (U.S.
Department of Education, 2007, para. 7).

Substantial forces have combined to create awareness of the need for pedagogical
strategies and practices that support positive academic outcomes for students with
disabilities. The IES has actively pursued researchers in identifying research-based
practices that support academic success for all students (Inside School Research, 2010)
and acknowledged that different methodologies address different questions (Odom, et al.,
2005). While NCLB requires teachers to use evidence-based practices, the continuum of

what research is needed to what is available is a consideration.
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While special education researchers agree that RCT [randomized control trial] is a
valid and important measure, many say it is only one method that should be
considered for students with disabilities. Because of the complexity of the
disability population, other types of research can offer valuable information about

the effectiveness of a teaching strategy. (CEC, 2010, para. 6)

In addition, there is a concern that education research has yielded few successes
that have been replicated on a large scale (Inside School Research, 2010).

Researchers must continue to search for the strategies and practices that support
academic growth for students with disabilities and reduce the achievement gap between
students with disabilities and their nondisabled peers. Teachers need to know what
defines best teaching strategies, when to use them, and why they are effective. Horowitz
(2007), Director of Professional Services at the National Center for Learning Disabilities,
posed the following question for the research community. “How do we convey
knowledge about best practices and decision making to educators and support their
implementation of these practices with fidelity?”’(Horowitz, 2007, p. 2).

The literature provides a link between school reform policies that mandate
research-based teaching practices with those strategies and practices that educators
implement to support the academic success of students with disabilities. The next
chapters will explore the perceptions of Midwestern educators relative to their perception
of what works. Access to and implementation of effective teaching strategies and
systemic practices that support positive outcomes for students with disabilities is sorely

needed in the field of special education.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
Introduction
My purpose in choosing this case was to identify teaching strategies and systemic
practices that support academic success for students with disabilities. Within the last ten
years, the U.S. Department of Education through agencies such as the IES has allocated
money to encourage research in education. The research in special education is limited;
however, the existing research supports identifying and implementing teaching strategies
and systemic practices that are effective in sustaining and advancing academic
achievement of students with disabilities. “The discovery and development of new
effective practices [teaching strategies] may require [educational] researchers to work in
naturalistic contexts . . . where they have the flexibility of changing certain elements of
an intervention based on students’ responses” (Odom, et al., 2005, p. 141). Case study
research is helpful in exploring an exemplary model to inform educators of effective
strategies and practices implemented in the classroom. | chose this site as an exemplary
school worthy of case study research because of the school accreditation status, number
of students with disabilities, and increased state assessments scores in reading and
mathematics for students with disabilities over a three-year period.
Research Questions
The research questions focused on strategies and practices that support positive
student outcomes for students with disabilities while satisfying the requirements of

federal and state accountability guidelines. A qualitative study allows for adjustments in
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the entire design. Merriam (1998) stated that qualitative research is not linear and does
not have a singular truth.

| developed an over arching research question that | revised as the case study
developed. Analytic questions were used to guide the research and to inform the over
arching research question: How are positive student outcomes supported in this
exemplary environment?

1. What strategies and practices do general and special educators perceive
important in supporting academic success of students with disabilities?

2. How do school administrators support educators in using strategies that
promote academic achievement of students with disabilities?

3. What systemic practices support student academic success?

4. How do educators’ perceptions of effective pedagogy and systemic practices
compare?

Design

This was an exploration of a bounded system--a school. A single case study rich
with good information was the method used to uncover answers to guiding research
question. Miles and Huberman (1994) compared a case study to a circle with a heart in
the center. Christian Junior High School (CJHS), a pseudonym, is a public junior high
school located in a school district in the Midwestern part of the United States. A
purposely-selected group of educators at CJHS, administrators, and key informants
served as the heart of the investigation. Names of key informants that interviewees

repeatedly recommended resulted in snowball sampling that served to clarify and add
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information to the corpus of data. The analytic research questions guided the
investigation of identifying practitioners’ paradigms relative to teaching practices and
systemic practices that support academic success for students with disabilities in an
exemplary environment.

Interviews and observations illuminated multiple realities constructed within the
conceptual framework. Individuals created reality through their engagement in the world
Crotty, 1998). The perceptions of practitioners’ in this study provided the core of data
collection. Observations provided an opportunity to move beyond perceptions of
participants and to see things that may escape awareness of those in the setting. Reviewed
documents included those at the school and those available through public access.
Triangulation of data was achieved by using a variety of data sources that supported the
identification of categories and subcategories of recurrent strands of information that
eventually became themes. Through engagement with purposely-selected interviewees,
key informants, and observations, the product of this case study resulted in a thick
description of strategies and practices that support positive academic outcomes for
students with disabilities.

Subjectivity Statement

| was the primary instrument in the research process. Experiences as an educator
and administrator of special and general education students led me to conduct this study.
Experiences in providing leadership for school improvement, staff development, and data
analysis that involved monitoring student academic performance in elementary, middle,

and junior high schools established a scaffold for critical reflection. Acknowledging my
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life experiences generated much thought as to understanding my biases relative to a
research topic. Who | am has definitely influenced my perception of the world around
me. As a student, | diligently followed rules and completed class assignments.
Developing a great respect for educators at an early age, | planned a teaching career
before entering college. As a friend and confidante, | developed an ability to listen
carefully and keep strict confidences. As a daughter, wife, and mother, | experienced the
peaks and valleys of life and learned to temper expectations relative to individual
differences. These experiences enhance focused attention on participants’ perceptions
during the interviewing process and to separate personal expectations for a group of
individuals | deeply respected.

Choosing a research topic that involved researching teaching strategies that
support a quality education for students with disabilities and seeking the perceptions of
school practitioners was a natural choice. | firmly believe that with the right tools and
systemic support, teachers are the key to unlocking the treasure of student success. Using
effective teaching strategies support academic achievement for all students, not just
students with disabilities.

As a principal of a Title | elementary school, | have benefited from the expertise
of dedicated and focused educators concomitant with a collaborative school philosophy
of providing a foundation for academic excellence for all students. | have benefited from
an educational background that includes both special and elementary education. As an
administrator, | have observed pedagogical strategies at the elementary, middle, and

secondary levels. Aggregate experiences as an individual, educator, and leader have
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provided an acute understanding of perceptions of school practitioners. Writing a
subjectivity statement assisted in critical self-reflection. Patton (2002) stated,

Reflexivity calls for self-reflection, indeed, critical self-reflection and self-

knowledge, and a willingness to consider how who one is affects what one is able

to observe, hear, and understand in the field and as an observer and analyst. (p.

299)

| was acutely aware of my perceptions of sound educational practices and of how
those perceptions could, if not monitored, contaminate meaningful information shared by
participants in the field. Self-awareness balanced preconceived ideas in the process of
analyzing the perceptions of interviewees. | was cognizant of the possibility that
unmonitored bias would influence a deep understanding of the case. | focused my
attention on the participants’ perspectives (emic), mindful of my perspective (etic).
According to Strauss and Corbin (1998), the researcher is never totally free of bias. They
said, “There are certain gross indicators that bias might be intruding into the analysis, and
when certain situations arise, we must stand back and ask ourselves, ‘What is going on
here?”” (p. 97). | used that question to look for indicators that could compromise analysis
of the data.

Sample Selection

A letter of introduction (see Appendix A) and the research abstract was sent to the
superintendent of the school district selected for research. After correspondence through
e-mail, the superintendent granted permission for research in the school district. The

principal at each junior high school received an e-mail of research approval. Participation
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in the research was optional. | considered two junior high schools that had the largest
population of students with disabilities and conducted informal interviews through phone
conversations and e-mail correspondence. After the informal interviews, | selected
Christian Junior High School (CJHS) using the following considerations: (a) school
accreditation and AYP status, (b) number of students with disabilities, (c) unencumbered
research opportunities, and (d) principal’s acceptance of research in the school.

Preliminary to conducting research at CJHS, the principal (Mary) and | discussed
(a) times and dates, (b) minimal disruptions, and (c) criteria for selecting interviewees.
We agreed that the selected general and special education teachers would be teachers that
provided educational services for students with disabilities and used alternative strategies
for instruction. Snowball sampling occurred through recommendations of the
interviewees at CJHS.

Christian Junior High School was one of three junior high schools (sixth through
eighth grades) and eleven elementary schools (kindergarten through fifth grade) in the
school district. State standardized assessments for reading and mathematics began in
2006 for students in the sixth and seventh grades and began in 1999 for students in the
eighth grade. During the research period in the spring of 2006, CJHS had 941 students;
one principal and three assistant principals; one school psychologist, social worker, and
nurse; 55 general education teachers; six special education teachers; and seven special
education support assistants. As documented in the state school report card, CJHS
satisfied state and federal criteria for school accreditation and AYP. All students with

disabilities (sixth grade--32; seventh grade--28; eighth grade--24) participated in state
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standardized assessments with the exception of two eighth grade students with disabilities
who participated in the state alternate assessment.

Ethnicity of students at CJHS was 70.6% Caucasian, 21.8% Hispanic, 4.9%
Asian, 0.5% Native-American, and 2.2% African-American. Students identified as low
income comprised 26.7% of the school population. Low-income determination was based
on students satisfying one of the following criteria: (a) recipient of public aid, (b)
residence in an institution for neglected or delinquent children, (c) residence in a foster
home supplemented with public funds, or (d) eligibility to receive free and reduced-price
lunch.

Instrumentation and Data Collection

Collection of data included (a) interviews, (b) formal and informal observations,
and (c) reviewed documents. A gatekeeper provided insight and guidance, facilitated
access to key informants, and agreed with interviewees on recommended individuals for
further clarification of shared information. He was present for each interview, but not for
observations and examination of documents.

The groundwork in preparing for my arrival included phone conversations and e-
mail transmissions with the junior high school principals including a letter and e-mail
transmission with the superintendent. As soon as | arrived at CJHS, | felt like an integral
part of the school community.

Interviews
The interviewing process was the primary source for collecting data. Qualitative

interviewing requires researchers to (a) listen with intensity, (b) respect responses and
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respondents, (c) maintain curiosity, (d) refrain from giving advice, and (e) strive to
understand (Creswell, 1998; Rubin & Rubin, 1995). In using a semi-structured format for
asking good questions, 1 used an interview protocol (see Appendix C) and probes for a
deeper understanding of responses to questions to “enter into the other person’s
perspective” (Patton, 2002, p. 341) and to “find out from them those things we cannot
directly observe” (p. 340). In all aspects of the process, interviewees seemed receptive,
focused, and eager to share their perceptions and experiences of strategies and practices
that supported academic success for students with disabilities.

Using the criteria of at least five years teaching experience and working directly
with students with disabilities, Mary, the principal at CJHS, selected three general
education teachers, two special education teachers, and the school psychologist to
participate in the interviewing process. | also interviewed Mary. The interviewees
identified teaching strategies and systemic practices that supported positive academic
outcomes for students with disabilities. They discussed SBR strategies that were effective
in maintaining or increasing scores on state standardized assessments. Knowledge of
SBR strategies was a result of the district’s staff development initiative. Snowball
sampling of recommended individuals (an elementary principal, another junior high
school principal, assistant superintendent of instruction, assistant superintendent of
human resources, and a data expert) clarified information provided by the interviewees.

All interviews took place in a well-ventilated, quiet room and lasted 30 minutes.
Snowball sampling interviews varied in length of time and location. All interviewees

signed a form allowing me to tape record the interview. Each interview began with a
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discussion of the purpose of the study, procedures for collecting data, and confidentiality
of participants, interviews, and observations. | took notes (methodological and theoretical
memos) during the interviews to document strong viewpoints, nonverbal cues, and
connections to research literature. Subjectivity memos preserved my impressions relative
to statements, nuances, and observations of demeanor. Establishing a comfortable and
positive rapport took place before the interviewing process began.

The interviewing instrument (see Appendix C) contained questions relative to (a)
characteristics of students, staff, and community; (b) instructional and organizational
practices; (c) accountability and performance standards; and (d) strategies and elements
that improve academic achievement for students with disabilities. When new and rich
data became readily available, follow-up questions and probes garnered more in-depth
information. Allowing interviewees to expound on topics provided a better understanding
of their perceptions and captured the essence of their views of the world, judgments, and
perceptions of reality. After collecting all data, transcribing all interviews took place in a
timely manner.

Observations

The second method of collecting data was direct observation in the classrooms of
each special and general educator interviewed and informal observations as | moved
about the research site. “Through direct observations, the inquirer is better able to
understand and capture the context within which people interact. . . . Understanding
context is essential to a holistic perspective” (Patton, 2002, p. 262). Direct observations

had several advantages: (a) capturing the context in which people interacted, (b)
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experiencing the setting on-site, which allows a researcher to be open and discovery
oriented, (c) experiencing nuances, (d) noting sensitive issues that people might not have
wanted to discuss, and (e) moving beyond the selective perceptions of others. Other
benefits from an on-site visit were real time knowledge of the setting, rather than relying
on prior conceptualizations from written documents or oral reports. In addition, fieldwork
allowed me to observe things that might escape the awareness of participants immersed
in daily routines (Patton, 2002).

Informal observations provided an opportunity to study teacher interactions with
colleagues and students, school climate, and leadership. As | moved about the school and
observed staff, | noted evidence of a positive school culture, collegial dialogue,
commitment to student achievement, media center access, and administrative support
exhibited at various times throughout the week.

The intent of classroom observations was to corroborate information collected
through interviews and document reviews and to observe nuances that interviewees may
have missed. Mary planned the schedule for classroom observations after the completion
of all interviews. An observation instrument (see Appendix D) was used as a checklist of
observable practices such as (a) whole class, group activities, and student pairing; (b)
modification of assignments; (c) monitoring students’ understanding, engagement, and
performance; (d) teacher communication with students; and (e) support personnel in the
classroom. Field notes taken during observations with exactness and specific descriptions
provided valuable information. “The field notes include your insights, interpretations,

beginning analyses, and working hypotheses about what is happening in the setting and
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what it means” (Patton, 2002, p. 304).
Document Review

Reviewed documents included 53 report cards, accommodation checklist for the
classroom and state assessments, school improvement plan, and state report card for
CJHS. Examination of data relative to report card grades (reading and mathematics),
comments, and accommaodations (see Appendix E) provided information as an aggregate
to triangulate information shared by interviewees. To maintain student anonymity, | did
not match individual student grades, comments, and accommaodations to specific students
with disabilities. Examination of the school improvement plan yielded goals and actions
of the school in supporting academic excellence for all students.
Data Management and Analysis

Transcriptions of taped interviews occurred soon after the collection of all data.
Categories and subcategories developed as interviews progressed. | coded interviews,
observations, and reviewed documents in preparation of data analysis and preservation of
confidentiality (see Appendix F). Microsoft Word and colored coded bits of information
served as a way to compare and contrast pieces of data. By engaging in repeated review
of transcripts, | reduced the volume of information into categories and subcategories.
Analyzing data was a process of systematically organizing information into manageable
units of meaning. It required preservation of multiple realities of the phenomena
(Creswell, 1998; Stake, 1994). | used in vivo codes, exact words of the interviewee, to

name categories and subcategories.
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Subjective, theoretical, and methodological memos written throughout data
collection enhanced the analysis of collected data. Methodological memos guided the use
of probes in exploring deeper understanding and assisted in adapting questions for key
informants identified by interviewees. Subjectivity memos provided a record of reactions,
feelings, and questions relative to my perceptions and that of participants. Theoretical
memos connected findings with SBR strategies, practices, and theory in the literature. |
wrote theoretical memos when emerging themes reminded me of researched theories in
the literature. Reactions, feelings, questions, and connections noted through memo
writing facilitated the analysis process in determining themes. “Memos are primarily
conceptual in intent. . . . They tie together different pieces of data into a recognizable
cluster, often to show that those data are instances of a general concept” (Miles &
Huberman, 1994, p. 72).

Interviews, observations, and reviewed documents provided valuable information
for analysis subsequently answering the guiding research questions. Identifying core
consistency of categories and subcategories yielded themes confirmed through
triangulation of interviews, observations, and reviewed documents. Practitioners’
perceptions of teaching strategies and systemic practices that supported academic
achievement for students with disabilities emerged into themes.

Internal Validity

According to Merriam (1998), six basic strategies enhance internal validity of

qualitative research: (a) triangulation (using multiple methods and sources to confirm

findings), (b) member checks (checking initial interpretation of findings with
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participants), (c) long-term observation (spending more time at the site or revisiting the
same site), (d) peer examination (asking colleagues to comment on emerging themes), (e)
participatory research (including participants in all aspects of the research), and (f) bias
declaration (clarifying researcher’s biases). | used four of the six recommendations to
enhance internal validity of this case study: (a) triangulation, (b) member checks, (c) peer
examination, and (d) bias declaration. |1 would have liked to have spent more time at
CJHS, but felt that the time allotted provided sufficient opportunity to gather valuable
data.

Denzin (1978) and Patton (2002) discussed four basic types of triangulation: (a)
data triangulation, (b) investigator triangulation, (c) theory triangulation, and (d)
methodological triangulation. Any or all of these methods of triangulation can strengthen
a case study (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 1994). Triangulation of data generated from 12
interviews, five classroom observations, and selected documents (IEPs, report cards,
school improvement plan, and standardized testing data) strengthened the case study. |
compared perspectives of interviewees with my observations noting interviewee
comments and actions. Patton (2002) noted the following:

Understanding inconsistencies in findings across different kinds of data can be

illuminative and important. Finding such inconsistencies ought not to be viewed

as weakening the credibility of results, but rather as offering opportunities for

deeper insight into the relationship between inquiry approach and the phenomena

under study. (Patton, 2002, p. 556)
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Member checks conducted through e-mail involved interviewees’ review of his or
her transcript. They e-mailed responses (comments, corrections, or affirmation) of their
transcript to me. | informed interviewees that not responding would be interpreted as an
affirmation that his or her transcript was accurate. Five participants responded with
comments affirming accurate representation of their responses. Some of the comments
included the following: (a) Everything looks great; it was interesting to see what | said;
(b) Transcript looks good; thanks for sending it; (c) It captures the flavor of what we
discussed; and (d) I do not see anything that was in error. One participant responded with
three corrections relative to specific educational programs used with students in the
school district. Six did not respond, indicating a passive affirmation of accuracy.

In addition to member checks, two colleagues served as peer examiners in
providing feedback after reading the completed transcripts. One examiner was in
business, the other was an educator. Their feedback was valuable in identifying
categories, subcategories, and emerging themes through a different lens than mine.

In addressing personal bias, | wrote a subjectivity statement to assist in self-
analysis of prejudice and personal bias. As the primary instrument of the research
process, | was aware of my skills as a researcher. Miles and Huberman (1994) suggested
that a good qualitative researcher be (a) familiar with the phenomena, (b) interested in
contextual understanding, (c) aware of personal bias, and (d) competent in gathering data.
Rubin and Rubin (1995) suggested that important research tools included “empathy,

sensitivity, humor, and sincerity” (p. 12). Using the tools recommended by qualitative
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researchers was important in maintaining an understanding and focus in examining my
case study.

Relative to studying in the backyard, Creswell (1998) warns against studying a
site or people in which one has a vested stake because of the researcher’s possible
preconceived expectations for data collections and the participants’ withholding of
knowledge or providing skewed information. | conducted my research in another state in
an effort to experience a completely different educational setting allowing for a fresh
view of an unfamiliar educational setting.

External Validity

External validity was important only as the emerging categories generated themes
that others may use in a similar context (Peshkin, 1993). Generalization in qualitative
research becomes the responsibility of the consumer in converting interpretations of what
is to what may be (Merriam, 1998; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Patton, 2002). “The
consumer of the research, not the author, does the generalizing. . . . It is up to the
consumer to decide what aspects of the case apply in new contexts” (Wehlage, 1981, p.
26).

Ethical Considerations

| thoroughly explained the contents of the informed consent form to each
interviewee (see Appendix B). Each interviewee was eager to share his or her expertise
and willingly signed the informed consent form. | assured each interviewee that no
known risks or discomforts were associated with participating in the study and all

information was in the strictest of confidence.
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Collecting and managing data was completed in an ethical manner. Participant
concerns relative to excessive enabling of students, transition of students with disabilities
to the high school, and changes in the administrative team was confidential and not
specific to any participant. The following ethical concerns were closely monitored while
conducting research: purpose, confidentiality, data access, advice, and data collection
boundaries (Patton, 2002).

| completed the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative basic course and
refresher course modules, and The George Washington University Institutional Review
Board approved my research. The expected benefits associated with participation in this
study were a cache of rich information identifying teaching strategies and systemic
practices that have a positive impact on academic success of students with disabilities.

The data were meticulously de-identified. I used pseudonyms for the school and
all participants. No data was stored that was identifiable.

Summary

| used qualitative research methods to document reality as perceived by
educational practitioners. Merriam (1998) stated, “It is important to understand the
perspectives of those involved in the phenomenon of interest, to uncover the complexity
of human behavior in a contextual framework, and to present a holistic interpretation of
what is happening” (p. 203). A single case study was used to identify pedagogy and
systemic practices used by practitioners to support academic achievement for students
with disabilities in the classroom and on state standardized tests. | used purposeful

sampling to select the school district, school, and participants. Triangulation of data
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(interviews, observations, and reviewed documents), member checks, peer examination,
bias declaration, ethical procedures, and consistent and reliable comparison of data were
tools used to attain trustworthiness and goodness of research. These tools created a
framework of information for future research relative to perceptions of pedagogical
strategies and systemic practices that support academic success of students with
disabilities. Dillon (1989), who conducted three months of research in a homogeneous
class of at-risk students in rural Georgia, concluded that she would like her findings “to
enable teachers in similar settings with similar students . . . to see in her work the means
of examining their own teaching behaviors and student reactions in order to improve
instruction” (p. 26).

It is important that educators and policymakers continue to examine effective
pedagogical strategies and systemic practices and to carry on the dialogue pertaining to
the what, where, why, and how of academic achievement for students with disabilities.
“A case study design is employed to gain an in-depth understanding of the situation and
outcomes, in context. . . . Insights gleaned from case studies can directly influence policy,

practice, and future research” (Merriam, 1998, p. 19).
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS
Introduction

Providing a snapshot of real people in real time, capturing the essence of goal-
oriented professionals, and sharing perceptions of effective pedagogy and systemic
practices is the focus of this chapter. Information-rich data were collected through
interviews, observations, and document reviews and analyzed by identifying categories
and themes.

Research Questions

The case study findings provided answers for the overarching question and
analytic questions: How are positive student outcomes supported in this exemplary
environment?

1. What strategies and practices do general and special educators perceive as
important in supporting academic success of students with disabilities?

2. How do school administrators support educators in using strategies that
promote academic achievement of students with disabilities?

3. What systemic practices support student academic success?

4. How do educators’ perceptions of effective pedagogy and systemic practices
compare to findings in SBR?

Within the context of this case study, | will tell the story of practitioners’
perceptions of teaching strategies and practices that support academic success for
students with disabilities in the classroom and on state standardized assessments. If data

were gift wrapped, it would appear in an array of colors, designs, and flair, as were the
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perceptions of givers and recipients of information in this case study. Uncovering what
schools do and why they do it is important before prescribing something different (Metz,
1978).
General Impressions

Arriving at Christian Junior High School (CJHS) was the first step in a series of
valuable research experiences. The school was nestled in a quiet middle-class
neighborhood and had 941 students. The manicured grounds framed a brick single-floor
building. Upon approaching the main office of the school, Mary, the principal, extended
an invitation to her office to discuss the logistics of the week that included a general
discussion of the school, staff, administrative team, and schedules for interviews and
observations. | immediately felt comfortable, as her demeanor was calm, pleasant, and
welcoming.

Before | began the interviews, two of the three assistant principals assigned to
CJHS joined us in the principal’s office. Both of the assistant principals received their
assignment at CJHS at the beginning of the same school year that Mary became the
principal. They were comfortable telling me their job responsibilities. Each assistant
principal was assigned to one grade level (sixth, seventh, and eighth). Some of their
primary responsibilities included student discipline, school safety, special education
meetings, building management, bus supervision, student dismissal, and supervision of
after-school activities; whereas, supervision of the curriculum was primarily Mary’s

responsibility. They interacted with Mary in an easy manner, freely sharing their
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opinions. The third assistant principal, who was much older than Mary, had been at the
school for eight years and did not attend this impromptu meeting.

Freedom to move throughout the school allowed for informal observations of
student and teacher interactions, teacher and teacher interactions, administration, posted
student work, school cleanliness, media center services, and school culture. Through
informal observation during the week, | observed that all three assistant principals were
interactive members of the administrative team and school process. The ambience of the
school was positive, focused, and welcoming.

Formal observations scheduled by the principal took place in the media center and
classrooms of the interviewed teachers. Each teacher provided a location within the
classroom that afforded an opportunity to observe teacher and student interactions.

The data collection process flowed naturally, with each step more informative
than the previous step. Interviews served as the heart of the process, with observations,
and document reviews providing an opportunity to confirm or disconfirm emerging
themes, clarify the interrelatedness of data, and answer the guiding research questions.
The week spent in collecting data flew by rapidly. After leaving CJHS, | felt an
obligation to analyze the data and represent the findings in the most appropriate manner.

Interviews

All teacher interviews took place in a quiet, comfortable room centrally located in
the school for the convenience of the interviewed teachers. Interviews began with Mary
followed by selected teachers, and school psychologist. Teachers and administrators

readily recommended other individuals who would serve as good sources for further
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inquiry. Mary recommended contact and interviews with two other principals
(elementary and junior high school) in the district for clarification of strategies and
practices that provided systemic support to CJHS, and she recommended Robert, a data
and testing analyst at the school district administration building. She referred to Robert as
the guru of data. Mary also recommended Susan, an assistant superintendent of
instruction and Wally, a retired assistant superintendent of human resources.

The elementary school was a feeder school to CJHS, and all-rising sixth grade
students would attend CJHS during the following school year. The other junior high
school principal, Lorraine, was a seasoned administrator who shared strategies and
practices that were effective at her school.

Each teacher arrived at the designated time for his or her interview. | discussed
the informed consent form (see Appendix B) with each person before beginning the
interview. | used the interview protocol (see Appendix C) and probes to guide interviews
with interviewees. | assured each participant of the utmost care in maintaining
confidentiality (see Appendix F), adhered to the allotted time for interviews, and thanked
each participant for his or her time and for candid responses.

After a guided tour of the school and a light breakfast, the first interview began
with Mary. I used the interview protocol and probes to guide Mary’s interview.

Mary, the building principal. Mary was an assistant principal at CJHS two years
before her current position as a first-year principal. When asked about her background,
she shared that she was a special education teacher for 6 years, an administrator in

another school district for 13 years, and an assistant principal at another school in the
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same district as CJHS for 6 years. Mary noted that her leadership style included eliciting
feedback from department chairs, the administrative team, staff, parents, and students.
She added that the previous administration rarely involved teachers and stakeholders in
providing feedback on changes for the school. The previous administration practiced top-
down management. Teachers were still adjusting to a leadership style that emphasized
shared decision-making and elicited feedback on curriculum, data, and instructional
strategies. Mary shared that her challenge was to make changes at CJHS that effected
student academic success in all subgroups on state standardized assessments.

She discussed the school improvement plan highlighting goals and objectives for
the school year. When asked about the changes taking place at CJHS, she responded in
the following way:

| have encouraged open communication between staff, parents, and students.

There has been a cultural change at CJHS. The administrative team worked hard

at fostering a positive environment by asking teachers and students for input into

the decision-making process. | am proud of our school culture because it has
resulted in teachers taking more challenges in teaching.

| asked Mary about specific strategies used to maintain a positive school culture.
She provided the following information:

One strategy is to provide more strokes that are positive. We invite teachers to

provide feedback on topics, such as moving a classroom and honoring the

suggestions. The teachers see positive results in student achievement by using

strategies that enhance student outcomes such as providing team time to plan,
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implementing new teaching strategies, and identifying student needs. I intend to

increase team time next year.

Lorraine supported Mary’s statements by saying, “Mary provides an opportunity
for collaborative decision-making with a focus on school improvement and improved
student achievement. The school culture changed with the change in leadership.” Pam, a
general education teacher, and Marie, a special education teacher, agreed that teacher
attitudes were better since the change in the new administrative team. Pam said, “It
seemed that the new administrative team welcomed teachers’ opinions and suggestions.”

Wally, former assistant superintendent, added the following reflection:

Mary’s focus has been to establish a culture that is positive and that sets the stage

for staff to develop a professional learning environment. She has done this

through scheduling changes that have allowed her staff to work in teams to
enhance collaboration as they look at data and teaching strategies. Mary has also
allowed staff to participate in the decision-making process. This sets the stage for
staff to discuss interventions that address student needs and allows for a closer
look at instructional programs particularly in the area of reading. Next school
year, the focus is math. The literacy initiative that the district supports includes
providing staff development and support from a literacy coach.

Interviewed teachers at CJHS acknowledged Mary’s background in special
education as a definite asset in understanding the needs of students with disabilities at

CJHS. Tanya, a special education teacher, said, “Having a background in special
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education helps in understanding that alternative teaching strategies may be needed to
meet the needs of students. Mary is willing to put her support behind what I needed.”
Logan, a general education teacher, stated, “I think, any time you have students
with disabilities needing extra academic support, you end up using a variety of teaching
strategies that include multisensory and hands-on activities. Administrative support is the
key, because they back you up.” Marie and Tanya agreed by stating, “They
[administrators] are always looking for some way to be supportive. You definitely have
the administrative support.”
When asked about research-based programs used by teachers, Mary discussed the
district’s literacy initiative and the positive impact of the literacy coach at CJHS.
We are building background knowledge and content vocabulary using strategies
outlined in Marzano and Pickering’s research. We have identified reading as our
lowest scoring area as reflected in data from standardized assessments. Once a
week, we have an opportunity to use Marzano and Pickering’s book in teaching
reading strategies through staff development. Teachers use the six-step model
presented in the book, Building Academic Vocabulary and report an increase in
student reading skills.
Mary also discussed the importance of making data-driven decisions, scheduling
daily team planning time, and facilitating collaborative partnerships between general and

special education teachers. She addressed collaboration in the following statement:
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Team teaching has to be a truly team teaching situation in order to support
positive student outcomes. Teachers must share responsibilities for the entire class
such as developing lessons and teaching and supporting learning objectives.

General education teachers are open to including students with disabilities
in the general education classrooms, but at the same time are frustrated with
students’ lack of basic skills. That is why it is very important to have support staff
assist teachers in their collaborative partnerships. Collaborative teachers are
committed to participating in staff development to gain a better understanding of
practices needed to establish a successful collaborative relationship.

When asked about preparing students with disabilities for state standardized
assessments, Mary responded:

Sometimes, it is a struggle for students with disabilities to read the test. Special

education teachers have access to specialized reading programs that involve direct

instruction. It is a highly scripted and research-based program. Implementing the
reading program, as it is intended for implementation, increases students’ reading
comprehension skills.

Diane, an elementary principal from a feeder school, stressed the importance of
teaching test-taking strategies, emulating standardized testing formats, and utilizing
accommaodations documented in IEPs. She also stated that aligning the curriculum with
state standards was very important.

Susan, assistant superintendent for instruction, added the following relative to

appropriate implementation of research-based programs:
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Teachers do not always implement instruction as intended. The success of a
program is contingent on appropriate implementation. That is where the school
district runs into trouble. Teachers like to teach literature using old novels.
Students with disabilities and English Language Learners cannot glean skills
tested on state standardized reading assessments from students reading a literature
selection or teachers reading literature to students. Reading skills do not improve
with that strategy. Teachers must shift paradigms in this time of accountability.
Lorraine supported Susan by saying,

We may not always have the choices of doing the same thing we did for years and
years and years, but we have to look at doing things differently because our
students are not the same that we used to have years ago.

Gavin and Marie expressed frustration with limitations on what to teach because

of the emphasis on state standardized assessments and federal laws. Gavin and Marie

agreed that it was difficult for students with disabilities that are 3 to 4 years behind in

reading to experience success on state standardized assessments. Gavin said, “NCLB and

IDEIA are instrumental in forcing high expectations for all subgroups as identified in

NCLB. Expectations of students with disabilities achieving positive student outcomes on

standards are higher as compared to past expectations.” Marie said, “We are really and

truly made to be a whole lot more accountable for what we teach. We used to be pretty

much on our own in what we did or wanted to do, but now it is very, very different.”

Pam, general education teacher. Pam was confident but appeared nervous when

arriving for the interview. When she began employment at CJHS, she was working
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toward a teaching degree. Prior to completing a teaching degree, she worked as a
behavioral aide assigned to work with a special education teacher, Marie. At the time of
the interview, Pam had secured her teaching degree and taught eighth grade social studies
at CJHS. She spoke freely of her professional relationship with Marie. She emphasized
the importance of a positive, productive relationship with knowledgeable colleagues that
work together in providing an optimal educational experience for students. Pam stated the
following:

| have to say that the day | started in this building working with Marie, she treated

me as an equal from day one. While working with Marie and working toward my

teaching degree, | learned more in the classroom than I could have ever gotten
from any book. This is probably the best way to learn.

Pam taught on the same eighth grade team with Marie. When asked about her
collaboration with Marie, she stated that they collaborated in identifying their teaching
strengths and weaknesses. They agreed on what subject each would teach. Pam said, “It
worked out beautifully, because she liked math and I liked social studies.”

Pam spoke of high expectations not only for students with disabilities, but also for
herself and her colleagues. “As a department chair this year, [ have given them [social
studies teachers on the grade-level team] lots of duties and shared my expectations. |
expect a lot from myself, and I expect a lot from the people who work with me.”

When asked about instructional changes for students with disabilities within the
past few years that had a positive impact on student outcomes, Pam emphasized the

importance of inclusive education, collaboration, and high expectations. She expressed
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the importance of using multisensory teaching strategies because she witnessed
significant student progress by using a multisensory approach in teaching. She talked
about using technology, inviting guest speakers, and connecting life experiences with
abstract concepts when planning and delivering instruction.

We do simulations. At the beginning of the school year, students experience Ellis

Island as if they were immigrants arriving at Ellis Island. Students go through the

process that an immigrant would go through, such as filling out paperwork and

standing in long lines. They go through the whole experience. The simulations
seem to help students with disabilities retain the details required in a social studies
curriculum.,

Pam stressed the importance for students with disabilities to understand the
vocabulary, concepts, and detailed information in the content material. She used
alternative and standardized methods to assess student knowledge. She made sure that the
students saw the connection of history with their experiences. When asked about her state
standards, she responded in the following way:

The state standards did not have anything to do with the way | teach and assess

students. I am a visual learner myself and | tell students that | get things better

when | see something or when | can have a hands-on experience. By connecting

real life experiences to abstract information, students with disabilities are able to

identify hooks by which to remember the information. | asked Pam how she felt
about students with disabilities participating in the same standards as students without

disabilities. She responded with the following information:
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It depends on the difficulty that the student is experiencing. | adjust what I do for
them. If students are experiencing difficulty in demonstrating their knowledge of
the curriculum, 1 give students an alternative project to demonstrate his or her
knowledge of the assessed content. I give students an option to write a newspaper
article on the topic or create a video using a historical event that we are studying.

This strategy includes all students, not just students with disabilities. All students

are not good paper and pencil test takers. | cannot fail a kid that gives me 100%

effort. You have to make some adjustments and accommodations so they have an

opportunity to succeed.
Pam shared that changes in her teaching practices were contingent on individual needs of
all students.

| am not crazy about the social studies book that we have. It is more difficult for

the students to understand, especially students with disabilities. It is not easy for

them. In order for them to get the point, | take what is important, put it on a

PowerPoint, and go through the notes with students. This strategy is effective

because they understand what in history is important and how it connects to their

lives.

When asked about systemic support and SBR teaching strategies, Pam was
confused. She asked what | meant by systemic support. We discussed district and school
administrative actions that support effective teaching practices, such as curriculum pacing
guides, curriculum alignment, literacy coaches, and schedule changes. Pam

acknowledged that the administration added a team planning time to the daily schedule.
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I miss my five minutes of individual planning time. I really do. However, the
extra team planning time has given me the opportunity to work with the other
social studies teacher at my grade level. I am able to stay on track making sure all
students understand the required state standards for social studies.

Team planning included all grade-level teachers, one special education teacher,
and one assistant principal. Mary shared that all students with disabilities were scheduled
on one team at each grade-level (sixth, seventh, and eighth). Marie appreciated the new
way of scheduling students with disabilities and added the following:

Teaming this year was a big change from the teaming of several years ago.

Students were scattered among all the teams at each grade-level. The special

education teacher had a difficult time getting to each general education teacher. It

was almost impossible. Now, all of our students are on the same team. We meet

once a day with the team. That makes communication much more effective.
Logan added, “We also get together informally, kind of on our own, to talk about what
works and what does not work.” Diane added, “Planning as a team is a part of the culture
at CJHS. The philosophy is that we are all in this together. It is not my problem. It is not
your problem. It is our problem.”

Beyond the schedule change for team planning, Pam equated administrative
support with student discipline. “I do not really have administrative support. The only
administrative contact | would have is if there would be an issue with a student, but that
is not often.” I followed with probing questions, however, Pam did not see the

significance of administrative support.
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When asked if she used any SBR teaching strategies, she responded, “No,
whatever way | can get it [curriculum] across to students is how I do it.” Pam stated that
best teaching practices supporting student achievement included: (a) identifying the needs
of students, (b) providing alternative teaching and assessment strategies to meet
individual needs of students, and (c) building strong collaborative relationships with
colleagues on the teaching team.

Gavin, general education teacher. The next interviewee had taught seventh grade
science and mathematics at CJHS for 5 years. Gavin arrived to the interview with a
relaxed, but focused demeanor. He was interested in the research and eager to share his
educational experiences. Gavin talked at length about student academic success and
strategies he used to support students with disabilities. He explained that the new
schedule at CJHS allowed for a team planning time that included the special education
teacher assigned to his team. He emphasized the importance of using that time to
strategize with colleagues as to implementing reading strategies in science and
mathematics and to providing accommodations for students with disabilities. The newly
added literacy coach was particularly valuable in providing staff development in using
SBR teaching strategies, such as vocabulary building. He mentioned staff development
that used strategies based on findings from Marzano and Pickering. He spoke of many
instructional workshops that the district had provided for teachers:

Last year the literacy coach provided many different strategies to expose the

teachers to everything. Right now, we are trying to sort through the information

and streamline it. Instead of having a hundred different things, we now are using
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ten strategies, such as using content vocabulary, context clues for meaning, and 3-

column notes. Three-column notes (KWL) involve a heading for each column

(what I know, what | want to learn, and what | have learned). We use 3-column

notes a lot. Students use these strategies in all their content course work. Students

with disabilities find this strategy helpful in organizing information.

Our [grade-level teachers] intent is for students to see the continuity
between content areas in the curriculum, not just each subject as a self-contained
entity with minimal carry over to other subjects.

When asked about changes in delivery of instruction that enhanced student
outcomes for students with disabilities, he said that he incorporated more hands-on
activities in teaching new concepts and for assessing student knowledge. Gavin stated
that using students’ prior connections increased student understanding and remembering
of abstract concepts. Gavin stated that integrating SBR teaching strategies, such as hands-
on projects, multisensory pedagogy, and cooperative learning groups engaged all students
in the teaching and learning process increasing positive student outcomes. He added the
following:

| teach for understanding. Once they understand the step, they can extrapolate that

knowledge and apply it in other learning environments. You find different ways

to do things. A lot of the time the general education student understands the
concept quicker than the student with disabilities understands, but they both know
the why of the process in both science and math before moving on to the next

concept.
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Gavin stated that collaborating with a special education teacher in the classroom
had widened his instructional lens for all students, and that best practices for students
with disabilities were best practices for all students. Gavin said, “Having students with
disabilities in my classroom has made me aware of the students | teach. Effective
instructional strategies are beneficial for all students. My expectations are high
expectations for all my students.”

When asked about collaboration with the special education teacher and support
staff, Gavin shared the following experiences:

There were times that she [special education teacher] would be up there teaching

the lesson while I was walking around helping individual students. When the

special education aide was in the classroom, he would work with a group of
students while 1 worked with another group. Then we would switch. He did not
teach lessons; however, it was helpful to have another person providing small
group support for students.

When asked about state standardized assessments, he responded with the
following statements:

It restricts what you can do in the classroom. You cannot teach what you want to

teach especially in science and math. For example, we do not teach genetics until

after the state assessment. Therefore, when we review for the state standardized
assessment, | have to throw in questions on genetics and tell the students that they
may need to know this for the test. Then, we cover genetics after the state

assessment. The school district and our science coordinator are working on
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aligning the science curriculum. Aligning the curriculum with state standards is a

key strategy for student success on state standardized assessments.

In answering questions relative to students with disabilities passing state assessments,
Gavin said, “I think they have a chance to pass. | always check their scores to see if they
are improving on the state assessments. | am hoping that they all improve.”

Gavin’s intense focus on exploring effective teaching strategies in producing
positive student outcomes in the classroom and on state standardized assessments was
evident in his answers to the interview questions. He acknowledged the importance of
staff development relative to SBR teaching strategies. Gavin’s responses of effective
teaching practices were evident in the classroom observation. He commented, “Using
good instructional strategies has become a part of the fabric of this class as a whole.”
Gavin also emphasized collegial planning and dialogue relative to providing consistent
instructional strategies between all core subjects.

We connect so that we are not repeating what another teacher has done. We work

together reinforcing the lesson in students’ minds and in their memory. It has been

terrific. State standards have caused teachers to work together in coordinating and
implementing cross-curriculum concepts.
His strong commitment to building collaborative relationships, engaging in collegial
communication, and identifying strengths and weaknesses of students was similar to
Pam’s statements in her interview. Mary’s comments in a separate interview mirrored

Gavin’s comments. Mary stated, “Building relationships with students is a primary
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objective. We are really committed to building relationships because we feel at the junior
high school that, in a large part, that fosters our success with students.

Logan, general education teacher. When he entered the room, his body language
exuded caution. His demeanor was stiff and guarded, but professional. Initially, he
maintained precise responses to the interview questions and asked for clarification of
questions at various points in the interview. Because Logan had taught in the district for
nearly 15 years, he was well acquainted with the gatekeeper. | sensed that his initial
responses to my questions in the interview were guarded perhaps not trusting the research
process or presence of the gatekeeper; however, as the interview progressed, he visibly
relaxed and freely responded to questions and discussion.

Logan had been teaching at CJHS for 13 years as a sixth grade reading, language
arts, and social studies general education teacher. Before that time, he worked as a special
education aide at the high school for a year and a half. When asked about improvements
at CJHS over the past five years, Logan asked for clarification. Satisfied with the
explanation, he responded to the question in the following statement:

| would say having more support, more help, and more resources are the major

changes. More people from the outside are coming in and, in many ways, doing

the research for us as to what works and what does not work in the classroom.

They provide the information instead of us having to go out and find it. They have

actually taken the step for us, and | really appreciate that. The literacy coach has

helped in having some literacy training. Again, they have gone and done the

research for us, which is a big help.
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When asked about instructional changes in the last 5 years that have supported
positive outcomes for students with disabilities, Logan said that he changed the way
students take notes by providing them with typed hard copies of notes with places to fill
in answers (cloze notes). Logan shared the following statement:

This change accommodated students with disabilities in getting complete

information. Having students with disabilities in my class has changed the way |

present information to all students. I am finding out that students without
disabilities are benefiting from the same accommodations.

He also shared that his delivery of instruction incorporated the use of projects. He
quickly added, ‘not totally but introducing more projects’ and asked if he could elaborate
on that statement. | was eager to hear what Logan had to say and encouraged him to
continue.

The state has changed some standards that have resulted in me making changes

such as more attention to writing because the state standardized assessments have

incorporated extended response questions. Although we always did writing, we
are now doing different types of writing in all core subjects. I think what is being

incorporated more in my tests and | know some other teachers are adding a

written portion on the test because extended response in reading and math is now

the norm on state standardized tests. | prepare the students by formatting some of
our tests and quizzes just like the state standardized tests. | also incorporate

review throughout the school year, not two or three weeks before state testing.
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When asked about support for students with disabilities in his class, Logan stated that a

special education teacher assisted him in the class, but not in a co-teaching capacity and

added the following:
The special education teacher and | are in contact on a daily basis. She assists me
in the classroom with students with disabilities. | do not know how that
developed. I think it is just how it works in this building. | know that, from some
friends that teach in other districts, they really do team teach and divide all
teaching responsibilities. In my classroom, | am the teacher, and | do all the
planning and all the grading. The principal is making plans to send some teachers
to training for collaboration between general and special education teachers. That
will help a lot.

The special education teacher and | do discuss teaching strategies and
modifications for the students with disabilities in the class. We do this often. In
previous years, | really modified many of my strategies; but frankly this school
year, the students with disabilities are high functioning and | have not needed to
modify much of anything.

When asked about students with disabilities taking state standardized assessments,
Logan stated the following:

| believe that some students with disabilities are capable of participating

successfully in state standardized assessments, but some are not successful. There

are students with disabilities in the general education classroom that have a

difficult time with the curriculum. For them to take the state standardized
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assessments is an injustice. For many of them, they just cannot do it and be

successful. It frustrates them and lowers their self-esteem.

When asked what is not being done to prepare students with disabilities for state
assessments, Logan responded after a long pause.

You know what, from what | am seeing this year, [special education] teachers in

this building [CIJHS] have been doing everything else that the regular teachers

have been doing. What is going on in the special education programs [such as]
pullout, and resource services, | am not sure. In my classroom, students with
disabilities are getting special services. They are getting extra help. They are
required to do all of the work. In the past, | felt that they could not do all the
work, but I have learned that they can. They are held accountable because they
have to learn.

Logan discussed positive changes in the school culture. He expressed satisfaction
with additional resources to address student needs (literacy coach, SBR resources, and
staff development). He was pleased that the new teaming schedule had embedded time
for staff development in reading and provided time to look at data with resource
specialists. He complimented the administration for supporting the use of alternative
teaching strategies to meet the needs of students with disabilities. “I think that
administrator support is the key because they back teachers in all situations.”

Logan was hesitant in expressing a concern of teachers at CJHS enabling students
with disabilities. The expectations for students with disabilities were high, but teachers

provided too many accommaodations to ensure student academic success. Because of his
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experience at the high school, he expressed a sincere concern about the adjustment and
success of students with disabilities when they reached high school. He also expressed
that the new administration was proactive in bringing about positive changes at the
school as compared to the status quo of the previous administration.

Tanya supported Logan’s concerns about enabling students with disabilities. She
stated the following:

We are always trying to collaborate to do what is best for students so that students

experience academic achievement. There is a fine line between too much

assistance that results in enabling students with disabilities. They are going on to

high school where there is less support from a person like me and more demands.

There is definitely a fine line between assisting and enabling.

Tanya, learning behavior specialist. Tanya seemed confident and ready to work.
At CJHS, she was assigned to teach students with disabilities in sixth grade. When asked
about her teaching career, Tanya shared the following:

When | started as a special education teacher, | had eight or nine students with

disabilities in my self-contained special education classroom in a school with no

general education students assigned to the school. I left that school, moved to

Indiana, and taught at an inclusive junior high school before coming to CJHS. I

have taught for 35 years, 23 of those years here.

When | look back at the time in which all students with disabilities were in
self-contained classrooms in a school with only students identified with a

disability, I am pleased to see how far special education has progressed. Today
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after 35 years of teaching students with disabilities, | can put accommodations in
place for them in the general education classroom. Most of the time, I really have
not had to implement many accommodations at all. Students with disabilities have
been hanging right in there with the general education students. You want them in
the mainstream. That is a best teaching practice. Students with disabilities have to
start doing the mainstream thing to make it out there [society].
When asked about improvements or changes in the last 5 years at CJHS that
supported students with disabilities, she responded.
We have been very up on new technology at CJHS. Once a week, we have
technology training in our building for all staff. That has been a huge asset and a
real change in using the type of programs that assist students with disabilities in
doing better academically. We use Skills Tutoring, a remedial program for math,
reading, and language arts, once a week in the library media center. The students
take a pretest and posttest. The scores inform teachers of skills that need
reinforcement in the classroom. We also use the Aims Web program to monitor
students’ reading growth. With all this information, we can implement
interventions to raise reading and math skills.

Another effective program that we use with students with disabilities that
are reading two or more grades below grade level is the SRA Corrective Reading
program. It is similar to the old Distar Reading Program. | taught reading using
the Distar program many, many years ago. This program is very effective in

improving reading skills. The program teaches students how to read again. It is so
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neat because the students realize that they are learning to read. When they have

completed the corrective reading program, they are ready for the mainstream. Our

students have made progress in reading, as we have never seen before.
When asked about programs that increase student math skills, Tanya shared the following
information:

We are getting a new math program from Pearson to use next school year. We are

receiving staff development now [for that program]. We [special education

teachers] have never had a formal math program to use with our students as a

support in the resource class. We have always had to develop our own program

and collect our own materials. The new math program measures all the state
standards. We are excited because in the past special education was not included
in receiving this type of remedial program.

Lorraine supported Susan by saying, “Many math scores dropped because in the
last several years the district concentrated on providing strategies that targeted raising
reading scores for students, but the district is looking at a new program to raise math
scores on the state standardized math assessment.”

Tanya discussed the importance of professional development (particularly in
technology), the teaming schedule (providing time for staff to plan together), and data
analysis. She said, “Data were used as a basis for the development of an instructional
program. All staff reviews data and realizes the need to continue to have high
expectations for all students.” She stated that (a) the administration was very supportive,

(b) high expectations for all students was pervasive, (c) collaboration between the general
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and special educators was excellent, and (d) all students with disabilities participated on
state standardized tests except those students participating in the alternate assessment.
She expressed concern about students with disabilities participating in state
standardized assessments stating the following:
It is a frustrating, heartbreaking thing to watch. They [students with disabilities]
feel like they are doing well in my class because | am doing algebra. | am doing
the very surface of it, but | am exposing them to it. When they take the state test, |
can see students’ frustration. If there could be some kind of different format of the
test, but 1 know that throws everything off. | know you have to live up to certain
standards, but I think it is unrealistic. | hope that | do not sound pessimistic. | am
just trying to be realistic about student potential and achievement. Junior high
students get a false sense of what they can do to pass. In high school, you have to
pass or you take it again in summer school. | do not think that we prepare them
for high school by saying, ‘Well, you know, you only have to pass this much.’ It
is hard because they [student with disabilities] get the wrong idea, and then they
go over there [high school] and do not make it. Then, some quit school at age 16.
Tanya ended the interview by saying, “We are really and truly made to be a whole lot
more accountable for what we teach.”
Marie, learning behavior specialist. Marie had an ebullient, happy attitude and
was warm and friendly. The interview was comfortable as we discussed changes and
improvements for students with disabilities at CJHS. Marie was a learning behavior

specialist who had been teaching for 25 years, 17 at this school. She worked as a
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collaborative teacher in the general education classroom (four periods a day in math,
reading, language arts, and social studies). One period a day was devoted to providing
academic support for students with disabilities in her classroom. When asked about
instructional practices and changes in instruction for students with disabilities within the
last five years, she stated that her job had changed tremendously.
Yes, there have been huge changes over the past 5 years. | would say technology
is the biggest change. | did not even know what PowerPoint was five years ago.
Now, I am still not good at it, but I am coming along slowly and getting better.
Students with disabilities find technology interesting and not as boring as paper
and pencil activities.
When | asked if there were any other changes, Marie added the following:
| try to parallel my instruction with the general education curriculum as much as |
can. | put in things like geometry, algebra, and graphing within the curriculum.
Even though some of the students with disabilities are not able to subtract, they
sometimes get geometry because they are visual learners. | use the Inspiration
Program, vocabulary building, and literacy strategies. We have a lot of required
staff development targeting literacy strategies and technology.
She stressed the importance of using data to monitor and adjust teaching
strategies. Marie said, “At first [ was afraid of it [data], but now we are getting to the
point where everyone is using it. We [eighth grade team] work collaboratively with

teachers in implementing alternate teaching strategies to meet the needs of all students in
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the class.” Being a part of a team was particularly important to Marie. She shared the
following comments:

I go into the mainstream and work with Pam one period a day. We are going to a

workshop to get more information and training on how to implement an effective

collaborative co-teaching model of instruction. We are a great team because we
actually cotaught when she was my assistant. We know each other’s style of
teaching, preferences, and quirks; however, we can learn more to be more
effective as a collaborative team.

| try to take one period a week to discuss the academic progress of the
students with disabilities. The team is always collaborating to identify strategies
and practices that are effective in promoting academic success for students with
disabilities. At the same time, we are careful to avoid enabling students with
disabilities. There is a very fine line between too many accommodations and
enabling. Our eighth grade students go to the high school, where there is less
support and more demands.

When asked about preparation for state standardized assessments, Marie wrinkled
her brow and expressed a great concern relative to students with disabilities taking the
eighth grade state standardized assessments.

It was hard for me to watch them take the test. You try your hardest to reteach

certain skills that they did not get. | break the curriculum down and sometimes

they get it that way. A lot of the time, they do get it that way. What is

heartbreaking is that they are getting the concepts in my class, but do not do well
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on the state assessment. | know they have to live up to certain standards, but |

think it is unrealistic to think that all students achieve at the same potential. The

way the junior high school works is that students get a false sense of what they
can do to pass.

In high school, it is a completely different ball game. They have to pass or
they take the course again in summer school. I do not think that we prepare
students with disabilities for high school. We need to do more.

At the conclusion of the interview, Marie expressed satisfaction with the district’s
literacy and technology initiatives, and SRA Corrective Reading program. She was very
interested in the implementation of a new math remediation program to begin the
following school year.

Timothy, school psychologist. Timothy had 30 years of experience in the district.
His duties included many aspects of special education such as meetings, record keeping,
crisis management coordination, and advisor for special education compliance matters.
He was diligent in assisting with sharing and clarifying documents important in
triangulating data collected from interviews and observations. Document reviews
(classroom and standardized testing accommodations, state report card, school
improvement plan, and comments on student report cards) took place in the school
psychologist’s office under scrutiny. Accommodations for students with disabilities used
most frequently are in Appendix E. When asked about recent changes at CJHS for

students with disabilities, Timothy shared the following:
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Teachers are doing more, taking more risks, and taking more challenges. They are
volunteering and getting involved with new programs at the school and working
on developing a summer reading program and an awards program to recognize
student achievement. They are opening up and saying, ‘I do not mind doing that.’
Special education teachers are communicating with general education teachers
making sure students with disabilities are receiving instructional strategies and
accommodations listed in their IEPs. At each IEP meeting, a general education
teacher from the student’s team is present with the special education teacher
assigned to the team. In the past, we would have the IEP meeting. Then, we
would go back and tell the general education teacher what services needed to be
implemented for the student.

Another big change is that all special education teachers have a 40-minute
resource period to reteach and reinforce concepts that students with disabilities
received in the general education class. Students that choose the resource period
must forego a foreign language period.

When asked about CBM relative to student assessment, Timothy recommended
talking to Robert at the administration building:

A good person to ask about CBM is Robert. He is the guru of CBM. He brought it

to the district, and we are really beginning to use it. | even use that in my student

assessments rather than using the Wide Range Achievement Test (WRAT) to

determine student academic levels. I really look at how the student is functioning

academically as compared to the curriculum and his or her peers.
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Timothy also shared that the school culture changed at CJHS since the change in
administration:
The culture change shows in teacher attitudes relative to taking risks in making
suggestions for school improvement. This was not the practice of teachers with
the previous administration. An example of risk taking took place when teachers
suggested a new program to address student tardiness. Teachers and I initiated
The Students Need Additional Instruction for Learning program, SNAIL, after
examining student data on student tardiness and missed instructional time.

A social worker and | developed a sign-in system for students arriving late
to school. If students were 40 minutes late, they were assigned additional
instructional time after school. The assistant principal assigned to the student’s
grade level notified parents and supervised the after school instruction. Teachers
from each grade level provided tutorial instruction. We gathered baseline data
throughout the school year and found that 85% of the students were actually on
time to school. The tardy problem was not as huge as we thought at first,
however, the idea of providing extra instructional time after school continued.

Academic teams got involved with students that they probably would not
have noticed before. Since the new administration, teachers are willing to take
risks by making suggestions to improve school programs, like SNAIL. Students
are building relationships with teachers and administrators. Of the chronically

tardy population of students, there is a 65% decrease in tardiness. The little
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grassroots movement developed because teachers were willing to take a risk

especially knowing that the administration would support the program.

Timothy remained enthusiastic throughout my visit at CJHS. He took great pride
in what the teachers, students, and administrators were doing to support positive student
outcomes for students with disabilities.

Robert, data and testing analyst. Several interviewees suggested talking to
Robert. They called him his first name and referred to him as the guru of data. He was the
individual that understood technical information relative to programs in the district. | was
eager to meet him, as it seemed that he was somewhat of an enigma. His name, spoken in
almost a reverent manner, was a common thread in further clarification of school data,
the literacy initiative, and the district strategic plan. It was obvious that teachers had a
great deal of respect for him.

When I entered Robert’s office, I found him engrossed in reports. His desk did not
contain pictures of family or witty trinkets; instead, his desk was full of paper, binders,
and a computer. There were no windows in his office, and the metal shelving along the
walls held a plethora of binders, books, and reports. When we entered his office, he
jumped up as if startled and immediately welcomed me.

His demeanor was candid and confident. Robert was a fountain of information
and gracious in clarifying interviewee responses. The interview lasted for almost an hour.
When asked about the district literacy initiative, data analysis, and staff development, he

did not hesitate to dive into the conversation:
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The literacy initiative started by the school district addressed literacy challenges
relative to prevention of failures in kindergarten through second grade, eventually
strengthening reading skills at third, fourth, and fifth grades. Staff development
was an integral part of the literacy initiative. Teachers were trained to use
formative assessments and CBM that yielded information that was useful in
monitoring and adjusting instruction.

By the end of the first year, the kindergarten students were the first group
tested. Training the first grade teachers was next. We ended up with a 3-year loop.
As the literacy initiative evolved, literacy coaches provided staff development and
modeled literacy lessons for teachers at the junior high school. The staff
development included data analysis. It was powerful. Every time teachers looked
at data, it was their students. That made the data even more relevant to teachers.

Several interviewees supported Robert’s perception of the importance of data

relative to teachers’ investment in data analysis. Mary said, “We look at students based

on data. Which ones are on the bubble? Then we give those students a lot of extra

interventions.” Lorraine added, “The thing that we have lacked over the years is having

the opportunity to look at data so that we can see, over time, what kind of progress

students have made. Now we can use benchmark testing to monitor and adjust instruction

as needed.”

Timothy spoke of data beyond informing instruction. He said, I think people are

becoming familiar with what data mean and using it to inform instruction. An example
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that I can give you is that the whole school rather than special education is saying we

have a huge problem with the tardy rate.” Tanya added the following:

The process for recording and analyzing data is consistent throughout the school.
We are all on the same page. We are all doing the same thing, and that is a big
thing. We are using concrete data to write goals for the next school year. So, |
kind of like that. The goals are easier to read. They are measurable.

Robert explained how the literacy initiative incorporated a reading model

designed to raise reading levels for students reading below grade level, including students

with disabilities. He also discussed using benchmark testing to identify levels of students’

skills:

[Part of] the literacy initiative was a 3-Tier Reading Model that provided parallel
instruction for students reading below grade level with those reading on grade
level. The vocabulary was the same, but the stories were easier. Students two
years or more below grade level received highly scripted reading instruction, SRA
Corrective Reading.

The school district used benchmark testing, CBM, and DIBELS to predict
students’ skills in reading readiness, writing, math, and spelling. The philosophy
was to use frequent benchmark testing to provide pertinent data relative to student
progress. Teachers used data to adjust instruction and provide alternative teaching

strategies to remediate or enhance academic progress for students
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Robert provided further clarification of benchmark testing and data analysis in the

following
If you find something that is a good predictor of the intended outcome, and you
find something that is extremely instruction sensitive, then you triage with
benchmark type assessments. Trained teachers access and use data in an
educational setting. To me, data analysis empowers teachers to figure out what
they are supposed to do and provides feedback as to whether changes to
instruction are effective.

Systemically, there is support from the top on down, especially with the
new superintendent. He talks about student achievement and improvement based
on test scores. The money is there for the program and expertise. The principals
have bought into it and have facilitated staff development for teachers. The proof
is in the data.

| sorted data by students who got reading support from their reading
teacher and students who did not. One hundred percent of the students in fourth
grade who got reading support met or exceeded state standards.

Robert clarified the district’s curriculum alignment with state standards. The state
standardized assessments for reading and mathematics began in 1998. Robert commented
in the following statements:
That [focus on state standards] is probably the weakness that we have. We are
working on the instruction department to align curriculum with state standards.

We are missing what teachers need to teach as measured by state standardized
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assessments. That is what we are working on now. When the curriculum mapping
is complete, all teachers at all the schools will use it. Everybody in the district is
going to know what to teach. I think that is going to have a huge effect on state
standardized assessment scores. The reading scores at the junior high school are
higher than math scores because the district has put 100% effort into raising
reading scores on state standardized assessments. In the last 3 years, 100% of our
efforts have been on reading. Starting next year, 100% of our efforts will be on
math. We will be tracking what happens to literacy scores, as math becomes the
focus. It will be interesting to see if math scores go up and reading scores go
down. Another discussion with Robert involved the district’s use of RTI versus
the Discrepancy Model in the eligibility process of identifying students with
disabilities.

Robert added the following statements:
The idea is to find what interventions work. The district has many resources for
students that fall below grade level. The philosophy of the district is to be flexible
and use teaching strategies that meet the instructional needs of students. The
district used RTI in the eligibility process before it became a recommendation in
IDEIA.
After an hour of nonstop discussion, | had completed my interview with Robert.

He proved to be a valuable source of information. He gave me permission to call him at

any time for further clarification on any topics. | thanked him and secretly wished that he

resided in my school division.
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Susan, assistant superintendent of instruction. Susan invited me into her office
and immediately set a time limit for the interview. She was personable, but reserved and
cautious. She was young, well educated, confident, and time efficient. The interview,
packed with good information, lasted 25 minutes. Mary and Robert were responsible for
leading me to Susan. When asked about her background, Susan talked about being a
teacher (seventh and eighth grade economics and Spanish), assistant principal, and
principal for 6 years. This was her second year as an assistant superintendent for
instruction in the district. She had just completed an advanced degree in curriculum and
instruction. After a discussion of how we both attended the same university, Susan
visibly relaxed, and information flowed like a fountain.

Susan spoke of the district literacy initiative and its effectiveness across the
curriculum:

I am most proud of how the district has really focused on literacy. This is the third

year of the literacy adoption. The literacy initiative focuses on effective teaching

practices and embedded assessments. The district hired literacy coaches. | had
nothing to do with that. It was before my time. Anyway, the literacy coaches
provide staff development, model lessons for the teachers, and provide feedback.
We have made great gains in reading. The state standardized assessments
show it. Students are leaving the junior high school better prepared for high
school. All the teachers at the junior high schools are teaching reading strategies.

They cannot say that they do not have time to teach reading. Susan also spoke
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about content vocabulary and its effect on mathematics scores on state
assessments.

There is a lot of reading in math. For example, we always do poorly in
measurement on the state assessments. It is not because our kids do not know how
to measure. We are not using math terms that are on the state assessment. A lot of
it has to do with vocabulary. If you are a student with a reading disability, you
may receive your reading instruction in a resource class with the special education
teacher. More likely, you would go to a regular; excuse me, | hate that word,
mainstream language arts class, but you would have an additional reading class
with the special education resource teacher.

Students with disabilities scored much higher in reading than mathematics on
state assessments. When | asked Susan about the disparity, she replied:
The district has put much more effort into reading than math. Our math scores
have really remained stable, but they look like they are dropping because the
reading scores are going up. We have a new math curriculum for the fall. What
we are concerned about is maintaining our growth in reading while focusing on
math. You cannot do everything 100% all the time. We have taught the teachers
some great reading strategies. Teachers can apply those reading strategies to
teaching word problems in math. Next school year, we plan to provide staff
development for math strategies to increase student math scores.

When asked about leadership at CJHS, Susan spoke candidly.
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What really helped the turnaround at CJHS was the change in leadership. The

change came about in order to have a fresh start. Things were stagnant, and the

state assessment scores were dropping. ‘How are we going to handle this?” ‘What

are we going to do?’ Assigning a new principal who did a lot of listening and had

the skills to turn around the school was the answer to the questions.
Susan also talked about the school culture at CJHS.

The school culture at CJHS changed with the new leadership, which is funny

because the teachers are still the same. | think human beings need to find a

scapegoat. There may have been some of that at CJHS. ‘If we had a better leader,

then our scores would be higher.’

| still think that teachers can do an amazing job in the classroom despite

who is in the principal’s chair. On the other hand, in order to excel, you do need

somebody who is supporting you and looking ahead.

| concluded the interview by asking Susan about use of research-based programs
in the district. Susan talked about the Highpoint series for students with disabilities. She
mentioned Skills Tutor, Study Island, and Marzano’s strategies for content vocabulary
along with reiterating the literacy initiative and importance of staff development. Her
final message was summarized in the following statement, “There is a need to stay
focused on targeted initiatives by keeping the main thing, the main thing.”

Wally, former assistant superintendent for human resource. Wally, a retired
employee, had also been a teacher, assistant principal, and principal. He had closely

collaborated with principals, teachers, and the staff at the administration building. Wally
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frequently communicated with principals about strategic planning and district initiatives.
He supported the importance of SBR teaching strategies, administrative support, data
analysis, state standards, staff development, positive school culture, and collaborative
relationships between teachers, students, and administration. Wally stressed the
importance of implementing a teaming philosophy, using data to monitor and adjust
instruction, and focusing on continuous improvement. He praised the district’s efforts in
strengthening the literacy initiative, strategic planning, and staff development. Wally
served as the gatekeeper for this case study.

Wally agreed with other interviewees’ perceptions that involved the district’s
commitment to using effective teaching strategies including authentic assessments,
scaffolding instruction, strategic learning, cooperative learning groups, cloze notes,
teacher collaboration, and differentiated instruction. He referenced the same SBR
programs (3 Tiered Reading, Skills Tutor, Study Island, SRA Corrective Reading, Touch
Point Math, Building Academic Vocabulary, Inspiration, and RTI) that the other
interviewees noted.

Systemic practices that supported positive student outcomes were evident in
district initiatives, such as, the literacy initiative, technology initiative, data analysis, and
staff development. Resources, training, literacy coaches, scheduling, and articulation
from the top down and vice versa were a viable infrastructure supporting student
achievement for students with disabilities and general education students. Wally

reaffirmed the strategies for systemic changes in the district:
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Working with systemic changes for increased student achievement in a school
means change throughout the entire school. Initially, teachers must analyze data
and understand how data drives instruction. Secondly, teachers must use effective
teaching strategies to support and enhance instruction. Finally, staff development
is essential in facilitating the implementation of strategies and practices.

When | asked Wally about Baldrige strategic planning, he said, “The plan causes
you to look at every phase of your organization. What do you do and how does it support
the district’s mission and vision?”” Baldrige consultants assisted the district in developing
a strategic plan that provided focus and direction.

Wally shared the following:

The district was in need of a more defined strategic plan. Therefore, that is where

they began. What they needed to do was make sure that everything in the district

aligned with state and federal standards. Through focus groups, the staff became
aware of the Baldrige quality process. How do you get better? You get better by
planning, doing, studying, and acting (PDSA).

Observations

Informal observations at CJHS supported categories and themes identified
through the interviewing process. | noted evidence of positive school culture, collegial
dialogue, commitment to student achievement, media center access, and administrative
support exhibited at various times throughout the week. Teachers stood outside their
classrooms when students were in the hall. Students chatted with teachers as they passed

through the halls. Teachers engaged in dialogue with other teachers and staff. | observed
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a teacher asking the school custodian to replace the broken pencil sharpener in her room.
Within minutes, the custodian secured the replacement pencil sharpener and began
installing it. Teachers and assistant principals were observed tutoring students after
school. Mary said, “I have to give credit to the staff. They know how important tutoring
is for student achievement, and I think that is pretty strong.”

Administrators were visible monitoring and supervising the daily operations of
the school. The media center hummed with students selecting books and using skill-
builder programs on computers. Overall, my perceptions of CIJHS reflected safety, focus,
investment, and teamwork.

Formal observations took place in the classrooms and media center of interviewed
teachers. The ratio of students with disabilities to general education students in each
classroom was less than 30%. The teachers and support staff welcomed my presence. |
was comfortable as a nonparticipant observer. | used an observation form (see Appendix
D) that provided a means to guide the observation process. | wrote memos and
subjectivity statements to document nuances at the time of observation and to assist me
during the analysis process.

The first observation had 21 general education students and 4 students with
disabilities. The teacher used video streaming to highlight events in history. Students
shared life experiences that paralleled historical facts in the lesson. The general education
teacher delivered all of the instruction with the special education teacher assisting
individual students. This was not an example of a cotaught model of instruction. Mary

stated in her interview, “Not all collaborative partnerships are equal. Some teams needed
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more training.” Staff development for the coteaching model was in the planning stages

for the following school year. Mary added the following:

The cotaught model was most successful in Marie’s classes because of the way

she immersed herself in the general education classes. The teachers that Marie

worked with appreciated the coteaching strategy and found it very successful with
students with disabilities and slow learners. The same thing was beginning to
happen with other special education teachers that were pushing into the
mainstream.

Marie stated the following:We are really working hard so that the kids see coteaching as
having two equal teachers in the classroom and not the special education teacher
acting as an assistant to the general education teacher. That is very, very
important. Two teachers both teaching and bouncing ideas back and forth
represented the power of two. This relationship is the key to a successful
coteaching partnership. Unfortunately, | did not have an opportunity to observe
Marie implementing the cotaught model.

The second class contained 18 general education students and 5 students with
disabilities. Students worked in cooperative learning groups using manipulatives to solve
math problems. Visual cues placed on the whiteboard matched verbal instruction.
Students were very comfortable accepting individual attention from the teacher. | could
not distinguish who the students with disabilities were until the teacher identified the

students at the end of the class period.
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The third observation took place during a resource period for students with
disabilities. The special education teacher and paraprofessional had 11 students receiving
support in reading. Grouped in pairs, students read to each other for the first 15 minutes
of the class. Then, the teacher provided direct instruction for 10 of the students, while the
paraprofessional worked intensively with one student. Students focused on instruction
and were engaged in the learning process.

The fourth observation took place in the media center. The special education
teacher worked with 11 students using the Skills Tutor program for reading. The media
specialist assisted the teacher with guiding students through the program. Students read
passages on their individual instructional reading levels. The assessment piece of the
Skills Tutor program provided students with practice on multiple-choice questions.

The last formal observation took place in a classroom with 22 general education
students and 2 students with disabilities. One paraprofessional provided one-on-one
assistance for one of the two students with disabilities. Students were actively engaged in
a game called Adverb Charade. Students picked an adverb and acted it out while other
students guessed the adverb. The teacher kept track of each student involved in the class
discussion and activities. She provided visual cues with auditory instruction for the rules
of the game. The activity was interactive, and the involvement of all students was
impressive. Teachers used visual cues with verbal instruction, hands-on activities,
cooperative learning groups, interactive activities, life experiences, and positive
reinforcement. All teachers provided individual assistance for students, as needed. One

teacher used manipulatives with grids and graphs. Another teacher used technology to
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support reading skills using a program with embedded assessments that emulated state
standardized assessments.
Documents

Reviewed documents included report card grades and comments, accommodation
checkilists, state school report card, and the school improvement plan. I reviewed student
accommaodations for both classroom and state standardized testing for 55 students with
IEPs. The tally sheet (see Appendix E) served to identify frequently used classroom
accommodations. Extended time for class and homework assignments were the most
frequently used accommodations (75%). Teacher proximity, explanation of directions,
and modified testing were 55%, 51%, and 51%, respectively. All others were below 38%.
Accommodations for state standardized assessments were limited to (a) small group
setting, (b) alternate setting, (c) extended time, (d) calculator, (€) no Scantron, and (f)
read aloud, if permitted.

Grades on student report cards provided aggregate information reflecting trend
data and not showing individual grades for students with disabilities. The third quarter
grades for mathematics and language arts on 53 report cards yielded grades that ranged
from below average to excellent. There were four failing grades: one student failed
mathematics, another failed language arts, and another failed both mathematics and
language arts. The most frequent comments used by teachers on the 53 examined report
cards were: (a) satisfactory progress, (b) good class participation, (c) shows
improvement, (d) fails to complete work, (e) does not follow directions, (f) good effort,

(9) conscientious, and (h) inconsistent performance.
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The school improvement plan reflected staff involvement in identifying school working
goals. Each department at CJHS aligned one department goal with one of the school
working goals. High student achievement appeared in goals one and two: (a) school-wide
implementation of literacy strategies emphasizing vocabulary development and
informational text, and (b) school-wide implementation of data organization and analysis
in all content areas. The third goal addressed a safe and nurturing learning environment.
The school improvement plan aligned with the district initiatives of literacy and data.
Using the school state report card (see Table 2 and Table 3), | examined state assessment
scores for sixth, seventh, and eighth grades in reading and mathematics for students with
disabilities. | examined state assessment scores for the testing cycle in 2006, 2007, and
2008. Trend data reflected an increase in the percent of students with disabilities passing
the state assessment in reading. The passing percentage of students with disabilities in

mathematics was inconsistent.
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Table 2

Students with Disabilities Who Met or Exceeded State Standards in Reading

Y, 2006 2007 2008
Grade Percentages and (number taking the test)
6 31 (32) 57 (23) 58 (30)
7 36 (28) 41 (27) 44 (25)
8 24 (24) 48 (25) 48 (28)

Table 3

Students with Disabilities Who Met or Exceeded State Standards in Math

I 2006 2007 2008
Grade Percentages and (number taking the test)
6 47 (32) 65 (23) 61 (30)
7 39 (28) 61 (28) 40 (25)
8 20 (24) 42 (26) 60 (29)

Overall, the percentage of students with disabilities not passing the state assessments in
reading and mathematics decreased from 2006 to 2008. The number of students with
disabilities participating in the reading and mathematics state assessment fluctuated in
each grade for reading and mathematics because of the opportunity for students to
participate in an alternate state assessment relative to IEP implementation.
Integrating the Parts
All of the interviewees agreed that district initiatives included SBR strategies that

enhanced student achievement and staff development provided an avenue for
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implementation of effective teaching strategies and practices. Interviewees agreed that
the district initiatives and school practices were a positive addition to supporting positive
academic outcomes. Logan and Lorraine were grateful for the embedded staff
development within their weekly schedule. Diane, Gavin, Mary, and Wally were the most
candid and forthright when responding to interview questions especially when discussing
teaming practices, inclusive practices relative to special education, and state assessment
participation of students with disabilities.

Teachers did express a deep concern relative to academic skills that students with
disabilities would need in order to survive the high school curriculum and to graduate
from high school with a diploma. Gavin, Marie, and Logan expressed a deep concern
about students with disabilities succeeding on state assessments. Logan discussed
concerns that too many curriculum modifications for students with disabilities gave them
a false sense of mastery of academic skills required for success in high school.

Teacher statements affirmed a belief that the current administration was more
effective in facilitating positive change for the staff and student achievement than the
previous administration, however, there were subtle comments and observations to lead
me to believe that not all were happy. Perhaps, more concerns may have been expressed
if I had spent an extended length of time at the research site.

When meeting with the principal and two of the three assistant principals, it
seemed unusual that the assistant principal that served with the previous administration
did not join the group for discussion. In fact, the third assistant was not available during

the entire week of research. Statements made by some of the interviewees supported my
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suspicions about an unsettled change of administration. Mary stated that her leadership
style was different from the previous administration noting that the previous
administration used a top-down management style rarely eliciting feedback from teachers
and staff.

Lorraine, Tanya, and Logan expressed appreciation of the administrative team
involving teachers in the decision-making process and providing a schedule that allowed
for collegial collaboration. Timothy noted that teachers were taking more risks since
“things had changed at the school.” I sensed that Timothy was holding back information
because his comment seemed to be less of a compliment than was intended. Wally shared
that many teachers were distressed when the previous principal left CJHS. He said,
“Some of the teachers prefer being told what to do. Some of the teachers perceive
collective problem-solving and collegial teaming as a burden.”

By using a matrix to record repetitive responses (see Table 4), I identified the
following as the categories most frequently discussed by interviewees: (a) leadership, (b)
school culture, (c) literacy initiative, (d) data analysis, (e) SBR strategies, (f) staff
development, and (g) accountability. Within the categories, themes emerged and included
intense focus on improvement of instruction through data analysis, school leadership as a
change agent, staff development to implement district initiatives, and a school culture that

adopted an attitude of inclusion and high expectations of students with disabilities.
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Table 4

In Vivo Categories and Subcategories

Categories

Subcategories

School leadership

Scheduling/teacher support/high expectations
Shared-decision making
Staff development opportunities

Accountability

District and state student assessments

District leadership

Technology and data analysis initiatives
Baldrige strategic planning
Literacy initiatives/literacy coaches

School culture

Inclusive practices/collaboration
Collegial dialogue
Teacher and student connections

Paradigm shift

Collaborative attitude
Positive school atmosphere
Teachers taking more risks

SBR teaching strategies

Direct, strategic, and differentiated instruction
Skills tutor — computer software

SRA corrective reading program

Interactive learning

Scaffolding

Vocabulary development, word walls

Support practices

Test-taking skills

Mnemonics, rubrics, graphic organizers
Special education accommaodations
Special education support services
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Summary

A week seemed like a moment in collecting data at CJHS. The fluidity of
discussions in interviews, the freedom to observe educators practicing their craft, and the
experience of savoring the ambience of a collaborative environment nurturing invigorated
me in completing the process of analyzing data. During this time, | not only captured and
documented the perceptions of practitioners implementing effective teaching strategies;
but also, discovered other practices and strategies that enhance positive academic
outcomes for students with disabilities.

The information-rich discussions in the interviews uncovered interrelated
perceptions of practitioners that answered the overarching question and research
questions. Subtle body language, demeanor, and pauses in discussion alerted me to adjust
questioning to uncover further information. Field notes revealed descriptors of
participants during the interviewing process. | described Pam as nervous, Gavin as
focused and intense, Logan as cautious, Timothy as diligent, and Susan as reserved.

Practitioners did not express criticism of new district initiatives and school
practices. Many comments affirmed a belief that the current administration was more
effective in facilitating positive change for the staff and student achievement than the
previous administration. Some expressed a concern relative to academic skills that
students with disabilities would need in order to survive the high school curriculum and
to graduate from high school with a diploma. Some complained that too many curriculum
modifications for students with disabilities gave students a false sense of mastery of

academic skills required for success in high school.
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The experience of gathering data in the field is analogous to weaving a delicate
wall hanging. Just as the careful selection of textured fabric and colored threads is
important in weaving a wall hanging, so is the process of experiencing an environment

with unique residents while meticulously analyzing collected data. The next chapter is an

interpretation of findings.
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION
Introduction

Educating students with disabilities in a least restrictive environment with age-
appropriate peers and providing an equitable education for all students is a requirement of
all public schools. Five decades of federal and state legislation have given rise to
powerful statutes. Accountability is embedded in No Child Left Behind and IDEA
resulting in high demands on students, parents, and educators.

Recently, U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan (2009) stated, “Schools must
get dramatically better” (p. 1). In the process of reauthorization efforts of the ESEA,
Secretary Duncan and his staff have focused on key issues such as (a) teachers and school
leaders, (b) federal role in education, (c) progress monitoring and continuous
improvement, (d) diverse learners, and (e) college-ready graduates (National Association
of Elementary School Principals, 2009). His method is “tight on goals and loose on how
you get there” (p. 1). State and local education agencies are charged with the
responsibility of identifying and implementing research-based strategies and systemic
practices that support academic success for all students. “School systems must conduct,
consider, and apply significant research in designing programs that lead to constantly
improving student achievement” (Withrow, 1999, p. 4).

The “repair shop” model or dual system of educating students with disabilities is
ineffective and no longer acceptable (Lipsky, 2005). Educators, administrators, and
students with disabilities are experiencing a shift from basic skills in a self-contained

special education classroom to academic challenges in a general education classroom.
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Personal Reflections

As the primary instrument of research, | was cognizant of my biases as an
educator and administrator committed to the promise that all students can experience
academic success. The smells, sights, and sounds of the teaching and learning process
were exhilarating. | frequently had to remind myself of my biases, including a great
desire to document effective teaching strategies and supportive practices for all students.
My field notes were valuable cues as to possible biases especially when analyzing data.
The freedom to observe both formally and informally, and review documents assisted in
triangulating the information through interviews.

Through participants’ perceptions, observations, and document reviews, |
identified effective strategies and practices that support student academic success.
Extrapolation of findings applicable to a similar situation becomes the responsibility of
the reader in deciding what applies to his or her unique situation. According to Patton
(1990), qualitative research should “provide perspective rather than truth, empirical
assessment of local decision makers’ theories of action rather than generation and
verification of universal theories, and context-bound extrapolations rather than
generalizations” (see Merriam, 1998, p. 209).

Reflections on Findings

Themes emerged from the data corpus through a deliberate process of analysis.
Connections of identified themes, both past and present, are continuous over five decades
of legislation and research. Like pieces of a puzzle interlocking to form one design,

answers to the analytic research questions formed a holistic picture. It is through
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inductive reasoning that a researcher can make sense of the data and arrive at the answers
to the guiding questions. By repetitive review and manipulation of data, | was able to
extract meaning that connected past and present research. Patton (2002) stated, “A
qualitative analyst returns to the data over and over again to see if the constructs,
categories, explanations, and interpretations make sense” (p. 570). A cross-case analysis
was conducted to put together an integrated perspective of this case (see Table 5). The
matrix reflects representative excerpts from each participant group detailing emergent

themes.
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Table 5

Cross-case Analysis Matrix

Strategies System Supports Perceptions of
Practices SBR

General Logan, “I think | Gavin Logan, “I think | Logan, “Students

Education that any time mentioned staff | administrative with disabilities

Teachers you have development, support is the in my class are
students with “Last year, the | key because required to do all
disabilities literacy coach | they back the work. They
needing extra provided many | teachers in all are held
academic different situations.” accountable
support, you strategies to Pam’s response | because they
end up usinga | expose the to team planning | have to learn.”
variety of teachers to added by the Gavin, “I teach
teaching everything. Our | administration, | for

strategies that
include
multisensory
and hands-on
activities.”
Logan, “I use
more projects
now.”

Pam, “We do
simulations. At
the beginning of
the school year,
students
experience Ellis
Island as if they
were
immigrants
arriving at Ellis
Island.”

[grade-level]
intent is for
students to see
the continuity
between
content areas in
the curriculum,
not just each
subject.”
Logan, “I
would say
having more
support, more
help, and more
resources are
the major
changes.

“I miss my five
minutes of
individual
planning time. |
really do,
however, the
extra team
planning time
have given me
the opportunity
to work with the
other social
studies teacher.”
Pam equated
administrative
support with
student
discipline, “I do
not really have
administrative
support.”

understanding.
They [general
and special] have
to know the why
of the concept.”
Gavin said,
“Collaborating
with a special
education teacher
has widened my
instructional lens
for all students,
and best practices
for students with
disabilities were
best practices for
all students.”
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Special
Education
Teachers

Marie, “I try to
parallel my
instruction with
the general
education
curriculum as
much as I can.”
Tanya, “You
want them in
the mainstream.
That is a best
teaching
practice.”
Tanya, “We use
Skill Tutoring
for math and
reading in the
media center.
Another
effective
program is SRA
Corrective
Reading.”

Tanya, “We
have been very
up on new
technology at
CJHS. Once a
week, we have
technology
training in our
building for all
the staff. We
are getting a
new math
program next
year.”

Marie, “I really
appreciate the
district’s
literacy and
technology
initiatives.”
Tanya, “All
staff reviews
data and
realizes the
need to
continue to
have high
expectations
for all
students.”

Tanya said, “We
are really and
truly made to be
a whole lot more
accountable for
what we teach.”
Marie, “I go into
the mainstream
and work with
Pam one period
a day. We are
goingtoa
workshop to get
more
information and
training on how
to implement an
effective
collaborative co-
teaching model
of instruction.”

Tanya, “Having a
background in
special education
[referencing
Mary] helps in
understanding
that alternative
teaching
strategies may be
needed to meet
the needs of
students.”

Marie, “At first |
was afraid of it
[data], but now
we are getting to
the point where
everyone is using
it.”
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School
Principal

Mary discussed
the
implementation
of word walls,
content
vocabulary,
leveled reading,
data analysis
that informs
instruction, and
staff
development
opportunities.
Mary, “We are
building
background
knowledge and
content
vocabulary
using Marzano
and Pickering’s
research.”

Mary discussed
the importance
of making data-
driven
decisions.
Mary,
“Sometimes, it
is a struggle for
students with
disabilities to
read the test.
Special
education
teachers have
access to
specialized
reading
programs that
involve direct
instruction. It is
highly scripted
and research-
based program
[3-Tiered
Reading].”

Mary, “Team
teaching has to
be truly team
teaching
situation in
order to support
positive student
outcomes.”
Mary shared
that her
challenge was to
make changes at
CJHS that
effected student
academic
success in all
subgroups.
Mary, “We look
at students
based on data--
which ones are
on the bubble--
and give those
students a lot of
extra
intervention.”

Mary, “I have
encouraged open
communication
between staff,
parents, and
students. There
has been a
cultural change at
CJHS. The
administrative
team has worked
hard at fostering
a positive
environment by
asking teachers
and students for
input into the
decision-making
process.”

Mary, “I expect a
lot from myself
and | expect a lot
from the people
who work with
me.
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School
Psychologist

Timothy,
“Special
education
teachers are
communicating
with general
education
teachers making
sure students
with disabilities
are receiving
instructional
strategies and
accommodation
s listed in their
IEPs.”
Timothy,
“General
education
teachers do a
better job of
formatting
test/quizzes to
emulate the
state
standardized
tests.”

Timothy, “The
district
supported a
new reading
curriculum.”
[Literacy
initiative that
included a new
reading
curriculum,
strategies, and
coaches]
Timothy,
“Special
education
teachers
became trainers
of trainers and
were able to go
in and get
mainstreamed
teachers on
board.”
[Individualized
instruction and
the
collaborative
teaching
model]

Timothy shared
that the
principal
supported
teachers and
staff in
providing
creative
scheduling to
allow extra time
to meetasa
team and
provide extra
support for
students with
disabilities.
Timothy,
“Academic
teams have
gotten involved
with Kkids that
they probably
wouldn’t have
picked up
before.”

Timothy, “The
culture change
shows in teacher
attitudes relative
to taking risks in
making
suggestions for
school
improvement.”
Timothy,
“Students are
building
relationships
with teachers and
administrators.”
Timothy, “We do
have a new
principal whose
background is
special
education, so she
clearly
understands what
the needs are and
is very willing to
put her support
behind that
[needed supplies
and materials].”
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System
Administrators

Robert
discussed the 3-
Tier Reading
Model that
provided
parallel
instruction for
students reading
below grade
level with those
reading on
grade level.
Wally agreed
with other
interviewees’
perceptions that
involved the
district’s
commitment to
using effective
teaching
strategies that
included
authentic
assessments,
scaffolding
instruction,
strategic
learning,
cooperative
learning groups,
collaboration,
and
differentiated
instruction.

Robert, “The
literacy
initiative
started by the
school district
addressed
literacy
challenges
relative to
prevention of
failures in
kindergarten
through second
grade,
eventually
strengthening
reading skills at
third, fourth,
and fifth
grades.

Wally,
“Working with
systemic
changes for
increased
student
achievement in
a school means
change
throughout the
entire school.”

Robert,
“Systemically,
there is support
from the top on
down especially
with the new
superintendent.”
Susan, “What
helped the
turnaround at
CJHS was the
change in
leadership. The
change came
about in order to
have a fresh
start.”

Wally stressed
the importance
of analyzing
data, using
effective
teaching
strategies, and
providing staff
development
opportunities.

Susan, “Teachers
do not always
implement
instruction as
intended. The
success of a
program is
contingent on
appropriate
implementation.”
Susan,

“Things were
stagnant, and the
state assessment
scores were
dropping. ‘How
are we going to
handle this?’
‘What are we
going to do?’
Assigning a new
principal who did
a lot of listening
and had the skills
to turn around
the school was
the answer to the
questions.

Wally stressed
systemic changes
taking place
through all levels
of the
organization
“There was a
need to provide
staff involvement
targeting
awareness of the
quality process.
How do you get
better?”

130




External
Administrators

Lorraine and
Diane stressed
the importance
of teaching test-
taking
strategies,
emulating
standardized
testing formats,
and using
accommodations
documented in
the IEP.
Lorraine, “We
have to get
away from
teaching to the
middle and look
at
differentiating
instruction
within the
class.”

Lorraine, “The
thing that we
have lacked
over the years
is having the
opportunity to
look at data so
that we can see,
over time, what
kind of
progress
students have
made.”

Diane, “The
district
provides early
morning and
after school
transportation
for remediation
and enrichment
activities.”

Lorraine, “Mary
provides an
opportunity for
collaborative
decision-
making.”
Diane, “We are
really
committed to
building
relationships
because we feel
at the junior
high school in a
large part that is
our success with
students.”

Diane, “Planning
asateamisa
part of the
culture at CJHS.
The philosophy
is that we are all
in this together.”
Lorraine, “The
school culture
[CJHS} changed
with the change
in leadership.”

Strategies

The general and special educators repeatedly identified collegial dialogue,

collaboration, and an inclusive school culture as important in supporting academic

success for students with disabilities. Special and general education teachers cited

examples of positive collegial experiences relative to planning instruction, analyzing

effective teaching strategies, and working together as a team. A collaborative culture,

from the central office (systemic supports) to the principal (shared-decision making) and

to teachers (collaborative/co-teaching model), was reflected in interviews, observations,

and school improvement plan.
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The occasional visitor may not have been aware of the positive school culture at
CJHS, but it was nearly palpable to the inhabitants of the environment. The perception of
a positive school culture surfaced in all aspects of interviewing. Interviewees shared their
perceptions of building relationships in an inclusive environment. Mary shared the
following: “An inclusive practice that nurtures an opportunity to build relationships with
colleagues and promote continuous improvement of student learning is team planning.
Team planning provides an opportunity to talk with colleagues.” Both general and special
education teachers agreed that Mary provided opportunities for team planning and
collegial dialogue through creative scheduling and staff development. The school
psychologist supported the notion of a collaborative school spirit by stating that teachers
were willing to share ideas and take risks. Mary fostered the cultural change by stating,
“The administrative team has worked hard at fostering a positive environment by asking
teachers and students for input into the decision-making process.” Susan discussed that
school improvement was stagnant changed because of Mary’s leadership. Diane and
Lorraine supported Susan’s statement relative to the leadership change at CJHS. “In
collaborative schools, teachers work jointly to examine student data, experiment with
new research-based teaching practices, engage in action research, examine student work,
modify teaching strategies, and increase their expertise and knowledge” (REL, 2003, p.
25).

Characteristics of the school culture identified by interviewees involved (a) high
expectations, (b) empowerment, (c) inclusion, (d) involvement, (e) accountability, and (f)

collegial communication. | observed general and special educators discussing curriculum,
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adjusting teaching strategies, and planning collaboratively To the extent that
characteristics are positive depends on how inhabitants manipulate them in their
environment.

No climate can guarantee effective teaching and learning, because school climate

in and of itself it cannot make a poor program good or a weak teacher strong, but

an open school climate can provide the necessary atmosphere for reflection,

cooperation, change, and improvement. (DiPaola & Hoy, 2008, p. 44)

All participants emphasized the importance of emulating standardized assessment
formats in anticipation of positive outcomes on state standardized assessments and
utilizing accommodations documented in IEPs. Special education teachers made note of
providing parallel instruction of general education curriculum for students with
disabilities and including students with disabilities in the general education classroom.
Marie, “I try to parallel my instruction with the general education curriculum as much as
I can.” Logan said, “Students with disabilities in my class are required to do all the work.
They are held accountable because they have to learn.” When students required support
services, a special education teacher provided additional assistance during a 40-minute
resource period scheduled by the principal. Cognizant of meeting the needs of all students
in the class, special and general educators discussed effective and alternative teaching
strategies.

Teachers at CJHS worked hard to include students with disabilities in the general
education classrooms and to implement teaching strategies that met the unique needs of

students requiring accommodations to be successful when engaging in the curriculum in
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the general education classroom. In higher performing schools, practitioners have a clear
understanding of academics. The OSEP conducted research that identified five strategic
directions that supports academic achievement for students with disabilities.

It is critically important that children with disabilities have access to the same

curriculum that other children have if they are going to become successful adults.

Simply put, children with disabilities should be learning what other children are

learning in school, and schools should be held accountable for results. (OSEP,

1998, pp. 4-5)

System Practices

All participants shared a philosophy of commitment to student achievement for all
students. The district’s literacy and technology initiative included staff development
embedded within the school day. General and special education teachers discussed the
plethora of reading strategies provided by the literacy coach and discussed using literacy
strategies across the curriculum and not just in language arts class. Marie said, “I really
appreciate the district’s literacy and technology initiatives.”

The administration (principal, system and external) emphasized the district’s data
analysis initiative. Robert said, “Teachers are trained to access and use data in an
educational setting. To me it [benchmark testing] empowers the teacher to figure out
what they are supposed to do and gives them feedback as to whether it [adjusts to
instruction] is working.” General and special education teachers used data analysis
strategies to inform and adjust teaching strategies and student support. Tanya said, “All

staff reviews data.” Marie said, “At first [ was afraid of it, but now we are getting to the
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point where everyone is using it.” Special education teachers, Mary, system and external
administrators discussed data analysis as a strategic tool in guiding instructional
decisions. DiPaola and Hoy (2008) stated,

In this era of standards and accountability, some districts have focused on
systemic district-level reform. . . . For districts to support professional learning
communities, they must provide ongoing assessment data to teachers and principals and
train them to use the data to diagnose problems. (p. 138)

Special education teachers expressed the importance of aligning curriculum for
students with disabilities with the general education curriculum. A caveat to curriculum
alignment was that the mathematics curriculum was not aligned to state standards. All
participants expressed a concern that minimal progress in mathematics was directly
related to curriculum misalignment. The system and external administrators agreed that a
mathematics initiative was needed and was being planned for the following school year.
Robert said,

That [focus on state standards] is probably the weakness that we have. We are

working on the instruction department because the thing that we are missing is

that we do not have a list of what people [teachers] need to do, what students need
to be taught, and a way to measure where they [students] have been. We [system
administrators] are working on that now. When the curriculum mapping is
completed, all teachers at all schools will use it. Everyone in the district is going
to know what it is. I think that [curriculum alignment with state standards] is

going to have a huge effect on our state assessment scores.
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Supports

Systemic practices that support student academic success filter from federal
legislation, to state interpretations, to district practices, and practitioners’ implementation
of pedagogy. Virginia Congressman Bobby Scott (personal communication, November 4,
2002) stated the following:

The accountability provision of NCLB will require more than ever that special

and general educators work together as a team focused toward the goal of

academic achievement. It will require intensive academic support, closely linking
the IEP to the general curriculum. It will require that we give special education
and general education teachers significantly more time for professional
development to better equip them to work with students with disabilities.

Extensive staff development relative to the district’s literacy initiative and data

analysis provided monies for trainers and resources and ultimately literacy

coaches. Current research supports systemic strategies by districts touting their
efforts as essential to student achievement.

All interviewees shared that administrative support at CJHS resulted in educators
using teaching strategies gleaned through staff development relative to the literacy,
technology, strategic planning, and data analysis initiatives. Teachers and Mary agreed
that staff development in these areas supported effective teaching strategies and became a
valued tool in developing professional skills. Susan cautioned that fidelity in
implementing strategies was important in affecting positive student outcomes. DiPaola

and Hoy (2008) said, “The principal is responsible for identifying and providing
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resources that ensure continued professional growth. The goal of job-embedded
professional development is the improvement of teaching and learning” (p. vii).

Teachers viewed the principal as a facilitator who empowered them to voice
opinions and suggestions for school improvement. Creative scheduling provided the time
needed for teacher to engage in professional dialogue within and across grade levels.
Logan viewed administrative support at CJHS as providing more support, more help, and
more resources. Pam ruminated about losing five minutes of personal planning time;
however, she embraced the opportunity to have extra time to plan with the other social
studies teacher on the team. The principal expressed a strong commitment to scheduling
daily team planning time and facilitating collaborative partnerships. Indeed, Susan boldly
stated that CJHS had made a turnaround and that was because of a change in leadership.

The principal and system administrators provided resources necessary for special
education teachers to align their curriculum with the general education curriculum. After
working with 4,000 elementary schools in Ontario, Fullan (2010) identified the ‘skinny of
change,” a small number of changes initiated and sustained by the principal makes a large
impact on student achievement. He identified the following factors as important: (a)
establishing job-embedded learning, (b) building relationships, (c) modeling hope and
optimism, (d) providing resources, (¢) communicating and staying the course, (f)
investing in capacity building for literacy and numeracy, and (g) celebrating success.
Fullan emphasized, “Powerful principals are obsessed with the instructional core of

personalizing learning and getting results for each and every student” (p. 14). At CJHS, a

137



change in administration resulted in creating a school culture invested in high academic
achievement for all students.
Perceptions of SBR

The pedagogical strategies and systemic practices shared by participants were
embedded in research. Researchers agree that building high-quality programs for student
learning requires the use of SBR strategies that are consistently effective (DiPaola &
Hoy, 2008; Fullan, 2010; McLaughlin, 2009). Teachers were not as specific in
identifying SBR strategies and practices as | had expected; however, they were resolved
in teaching strategies that supported positive academic outcomes for students. Pam’s
definition of SBR strategies was, “Whatever way I can get it across to them.” General
and special education teachers discussed teaching for understanding, using life
experiences to connect abstract concepts, differentiating instruction to meet the needs of
all students, and requiring all students to meet high expectation of learning. On the other
hand, Mary and system administrators were specific in referencing strategies such as the
3-Tier Reading Model, scaffolding instruction, strategic teaching, cooperative learning,
collaborative/co-teaching model, Marzano’s six steps to teaching content vocabulary, and
differentiated instruction.

The research supports teaching strategies and systemic practices demonstrated at
CJHS: (a) special and general education teachers working together, (b) students with
disabilities included in the general education classrooms, (c) all students valued and
encouraged to achieve academically, (d) teachers participating in the decision-making

process relative to school improvement, and (e) staff analyzing data that inform
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instructional practices (Anderegg & Vergason, 1996; Cramer, 1998; DiPaola & Hoy,
2008; Friend & Pope, 2005; Rea, 1997; REL, 2003). This study supports DiPaola and
Hoy’s (2008) statement that principals in high-performing schools are important in
providing staff development that creates opportunities for teachers to work together,
share ideas, and analyze effectiveness of pedagogy.

Summary

The original intent of this study was to identify effective teaching strategies and
systemic practices in an exemplary school that supported positive academic outcomes for
students with disabilities. Surprisingly, many more mechanisms were identified as
building a school environment at CJHS that was effectively supporting student
achievement, specifically: (a) school leadership, (b) school culture, and (c) collegial
partnerships. An inclusive environment, strategic planning, collegial dialogue, and staff
development was perceived as effective strategies and practices in affecting a positive
impact on student achievement. As | was searching for specific SBR teaching strategies
and systemic practices to be the answer to positive academic achievement for students
with disabilities, the extent that school leadership, shared-decision making, and collegial
partnerships affecting student achievement was surprising.

The school improvement plan clearly stated that academic achievement for all
students was a primary objective for the school. Investment in that objective was
substantiated through interviews and observations. The systemic practices of starting and
implementing district initiatives (literacy, technology, and data analysis) linked to staff

development within the school day was perceived by educators as important tools in their
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professional development relative to implementing pedagogy that supported student
achievement. When asked about SBR teaching strategies, teachers shared that they used
the strategies learned through staff development and the literacy training; however, they
could not cite the research that supported SBR teaching strategies. Teachers emphasized
that they taught for understanding, reviewed testing data and adjusted teaching strategies
accordingly, collaborated with colleagues, and participated in staff development
opportunities. On the other hand, administrators were well versed in research relative to
teaching strategies and practices.
Recommendations for Further Research

The discussion of national standards began in 1959 when President Dwight D.
Eisenhower addressed Congress: “We must have teachers of competence. To obtain and
hold them, we need standards. We need a national goal” (Cavanagh, 2010, p. 5). This
continued to 1970 when President Richard M. Nixon addressed Congress on education
reform. “The problem is that in opposing some mythical threat of national standards,
what we have too often been doing is avoiding accountability for our own local
performance” (p. 5). A Nation at Risk in 1983 issued more warnings about education, and
in 1991, President George H. W. Bush proposed voluntary national standards in America
2000. President Bill Clinton continued educational reform by signing into law the Goals
2000: Educate America Act. In 2002, the bipartisan NCLB outlined accountability
standards requiring states to align their curriculum with measurable standards,
specifically in reading and mathematics. In 2009, the Common Core State Standards

Initiative supported by the Council of Chief State School Officers and the National
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Governors Association asked for “fewer, clearer, and higher academic expectations and
tests based on the standards” (Cavanagh, 2010, p. 10). In several of the higher-
performing nations, national academic standards guide the when, why, and how of
pedagogy and educational practices. The National Center for Educational Accountability
(2009) developed a core practice framework developed from longitudinal data of high-
performing schools that was designed to assist policymakers and educators to identify
educational practices that sustain continuous school improvement. The core areas include
themes such as staff selection, leadership, capacity building, instructional tools, strategies
monitoring, data recognition, intervention, and student expectations.
All themes are interrelated, just as the identified themes in this case study
overlapped and intersected. One is contingent on the other, for example,
For teachers to collaborate to use the results of district-administered tests to
diagnose student needs and adjust their own teaching (theme 2), they must have
access to data from high-quality tests (theme 4), understand the core curriculum
that is being taught and assessed by the tests (theme 1), use that information to
assess the strategies they use (theme 3), and be able to decide on a suitable set of
interventions for students who are falling behind (theme 5). (NCEA, 2009, p. 5)
Research focused on the process of developing policy and making research-based
decisions relative to common core standards across all states warrants further
investigation. Answers to the when, why, and how questions are important in providing
consistency across the states. Further research of high performing nations relative to

national academic standards could inform global educational communities of potential
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standards that promote effective pedagogical strategies and systemic practices for
positive student academic outcomes. At the federal and state level, findings from
qualitative and quantitative studies need to be used to make well-informed decisions that
facilitate a connection between policy and implementation. According to Feuer, Towne,
and Shavelson, there is more than one way to answer questions in education. The caveat
is to engage the qualitative and quantitative researchers in a common goal of advancing
understanding (Feuer, Towne, & Shavelson, 2002).

Because important decisions influencing curriculum and implementation of
instruction are essentially the responsibility of states, local education agencies, schools,
administration, and teachers, it is important to investigate effective pedagogy. There
needs to be a link between policy and practice. Educators need to know about researched
strategies, how to implement strategies with fidelity and how to measure outcomes. More
case studies should be conducted in exemplary schools to generate multiple evidence of
effective teaching strategies and practices. Comparative case studies should be conducted
as a cross-case analysis of teaching strategies and practices used at exemplary schools.

Further investigation of effective practices that prepare middle or junior high
school students for academic success in high school and postsecondary is imperative.
High expectations for students with disabilities is important in affecting positive
academic outcomes, hence, research relative to state standardized assessments relative to
students with disabilities participating in grade equivalent assessments needs to be
explored. What is needed to prepare and support students with disabilities in becoming

contributing members of society?
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Summary

From the beginning to the end, research has informed policymakers, educators,
parents, and stakeholders of strategies, programs, and philosophies, however, educational
research is scant. Research in special education is needed to inform practitioners of
effective pedagogical strategies and practices that generate positive student outcomes in
an era of high academic standards. The spotlight must focus on the connection between
policy and research juxtaposed with access and implementation. This bounded case study
at one junior high school uncovered teaching strategies and systemic practices that were
effective in supporting positive academic outcomes for students with disabilities. More
quantitative and qualitative research is needed to inform practitioners of effective
teaching strategies and systemic practices. Currently, the Council for Exceptional
Children is working with the federally funded IES to encourage and generate much
needed educational research.

Just as the Mississippi River with all its bends and turns and major tributaries
provides sustenance for cities, a high quality and equitable education for students with
disabilities has run a course of twists and turns over the past several decades. The major
tributaries that provide sustenance to educators’ access and implementation of effective
teaching strategies and systemic practices are key legislation, astute stakeholders, skilled
practitioners, inclusive practices, and research that supports pedagogy that sustain and
raise academic achievement for students with disabilities. Importantly, | encourage
practitioners to examine the teaching strategies and systemic practices in this study for

possible application in a similar circumstance.
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APPENDIX A:
ACCESS TO SCHOOL DISTRICT
February 26, 2006

Community Consolidated School District xx
XXXX XXXXX XXXXXKXXX XXXXXKK XXXX
XXXXKXXXK XXXXKXX, XXXXXXXK XXXXX

Dear Dr. XXXXXXXX,

| am a doctoral candidate at The George Washington University (Washington,
D.C.) in the Department of Educational Leadership. I am currently working on the data
collection component of my dissertation that involves identification of schools in high-
performing districts. The data collected will target academic standards as outlined in
NCLB and achievement that students with disabilities meet and exceed on state
standardized assessments. A triangulation of data will include teacher/administrative
interviews, classroom observations, and examination of documents. The data collection
will not involve interviewing students. The purpose of this study is to identify, from the
perspective of school practitioners, practices in middle schools that are successful in
improving the academic success of students with disabilities.

| am interested in learning more about the alternative teaching strategies and
innovative programs that are being implemented to support students with disabilities,
such as, those in XXXXXX .

| am asking permission to complete my research in your school district as | have
identified middle schools in XXXXXXX that meet my research criteria. The time frame
that I am considering is April 13, 17, 18, and 19.

Thank you for your time and consideration in this matter.

Sincerely,

Sharon M. O’Neill



APPENDIX B:

INFORMED CONSENT
Sharon M. O’Neill, Investigator
804-526-8335
Dr. Sharon Dannels, Research Coordinator
804-745-9120
I. Introduction
You are invited to take part in a research study conducted by Sharon M. O’Neill, a
doctoral student in The Graduate School of Education and Human Development at The
George Washington University. The researcher’s advisor and dissertation chair is Dr.
Sharon Dannels of The George Washington University. The title of the study is
Academic Standards and Students with Disabilities: School Practitioners’
Perspectives of Pedagogical Strategies and Systemic Practices Leading to Academic
Success. Before you decide to be a part of this study, you need to understand the risks
and benefits. This consent form provides information about the research study. I will be
available to answer your questions and provide further explanations. If you agree to take
part in the research study, you will be asked to sign this consent form. This process is
known as informed consent. Your decision to take part in the study is voluntary. You
may decide not to begin or to stop this study at any time.
I1. Purpose
The purpose of this study is to identify the practitioner’s perspective of the best practices

and pedagogy that prepares students with disabilities for success in participating in state

standardized assessments.



You have been selected to participate in this study because you utilize effective teaching
practices in the classroom were students with disabilities receive instruction in core
curriculum courses. | am interested in your perspectives and experiences with
pedagogical practices and policies that support high academic achievement of students
with disabilities on state standardized assessments.

I11. Procedures

Data will be conducted through interviews, observations, and artifact examination. The
interviewing and observation process will be conducted through mutual planning and
agreement. In order to capture all your words and ideas, | will be tape recording the
interview and taking notes during the observation period. Common themes and patterns
will be identified to gain a better understanding of pedagogical practices and policies that
prepare students with disabilities for success on standardized assessments.

IV. Possible risks

There is no more risk or harm than you would experience in everyday life.

V. Possible benefits

Your participation in this study will help to identify best practices and pedagogy used in
preparing students with disabilities for success on standardized assessments.

V1. Costs

There are no monetary costs to your school division for taking part in this study.

VI1I. Compensation

There will be no monetary compensation for participants in this study.
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VI11. Right to withdraw

Participation is voluntary and you may withdraw at any time.

IX. Privacy of research records

All information gained from interviews, observations, and examination of artifacts will
be confidential. No one will know except for the research team that you are a part of this
study. All names and other personal identifying information will be coded before data
analysis. Only aggregate data will be reported. At the conclusion of the project, all
records will be destroyed.

X. Questions

If you have additional questions about procedures, please call the researcher at

(804) 733-2740 during the work day. If you have complaints about participating, please
call the Assistant Vice President for Health Research, Compliance and Technology
Transfer at (202) 994-2995.

XI. Signatures

By signing this consent form, you agree that you have read this informed consent form,
understand what is involved, and agree to take part in this study. You do not give up any
of your legal rights by signing this informed consent form. You will receive a copy of
this consent form.

Participant’s printed name

Signature Date
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XI1. Researcher Statement
| have explained the research to the above individual regarding the purpose, procedures,
the possible risks, and potential benefits associated with participation. Any questions

raised were answered to the individual’s satisfaction.

Sharon M. O’Neill

Student Investigator

Signature Date
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APPENDIX C:

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FORM

A. Characteristics of school, staff, and community

Al. What are the characteristics of the student population, staff, and
community?

A2. What improvements has the school made that you are most proud?

Follow up with related questions. For example, if the answer is “the change in
attitude of the teacher,” follow up questions might be, “How did their attitudes change?
What had an effect on their attitudes?”
B. Instructional/Organizational Practices

B1. Describe your teaching experience (i.e., years, grades, evaluations, and
experiences with students with disabilities).

B2. Think back to five or more years ago. What instructional/organizational
practices did you use in your classroom?

Lecture Handouts Note taking  Pencil/paper Technology

B3. What instructional/organizational practices are you currently using in

your class?
Homework Individual Instruction Grouping
Behavior Management Collaborative teaching Hands on activities

B4. Have your instructional/organizational practices changed in the last 5

years? How? Why?



Things dropped Things added Things revised

B5. What prompted you to use the practices you are currently using? From
where did the ideas come?

Standards Research Inclusion of students with disabilities

Other teachers
C. Accountability/Performance Standards

C1. How do you feel about state standardized assessments?

C2. How do you feel about students with disabilities being held to the same
standards as other students? Should one set of standards apply to all students?
Should all be tested?

C3. Describe how you are preparing students to take the state assessments? Are you
doing anything different for students with disabilities?

Practice tests Direct instruction Writing

Problem solving
D. Improving Academic Achievement of Students with Disabilities

D1. How have students with disabilities in your classroom influenced your
instruction? What special education practices have you adopted or revised in your
current instructional strategies?

D2. Describe the things you do to meet the challenge of improving academic
achievement for students with disabilities.

Here listen for the elements listed below. As they are mentioned, place a check on

the line next to the element.
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Elements

______Administrative Support ___ Leadership

__ Assessment ___ Research-based Programs

______ Classroom Instruction ____Schedule Consideration

____ Community/Parent Support _____School-wide Focus on Test Success
______ Curriculum Alignment ___ Staff Development

_____ Curriculum Mapping/Pacing ______ Student Motivation

___ Data Analysis ______ Teacher Planning Accommodations
______Intervention Strategies ______ Technology

When the participant seems to have finished talking, explore other elements not
mentioned by saying: “I’m going to read a list of items to you. If you would like to
comment on any of them, please do so.” Read each item not checked and place a ‘P’
[prompt] by the ones the participant discusses. Then ask: “What is not being done to

prepare students with disabilities for state assessments?

Note: Adapted from “A study of effective practices in Virginia schools: Educators’

perspectives of practices leading to student success,” by Virginia Department of

Education, 2000, Richmond.
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APPENDIX D:

OBSERVATION FORM

OBSERVATION FORM  #

TIME

Item

Present Not Field Notes
Present

Uses whole-class
activities

Uses group activities

Uses student pairing

Uses individual
assignments/activities

Makes modifications for
students

Monitors students’
performance

Uses praise

Makes negative
comments

Students interact with
the teacher

Students engage in
teacher-directed
activities

Support personnel in
class




APPENDIX E:

TALLY SHEET - CLASSROOM ACCOMMODATIONS

Extended time for class/nomework assignments
41/55
75%

Explain directions
28/55
51%

Reduce length of assignments
16/55
29%

Test one concept at a time
5/55
51%

Allow use of calculator, tape recorder, computer
21/55
38%

Provide visual aids/graphic organizers
12/55
22%

Teacher proximity
30/55
55%

Modified testing
28/55
51%




Frequent reinforcement of previously mastered skills
13/55
24%

Use individual behavior management system
6/55
11%

Preferential seating
10/55
18%

Testing support from special education staff
17/55
31%

*Fifty-five IEPs reviewed for classroom accommodations.
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APPENDIX F:

SOURCE CODING GRID

. Document Reviews
Interviews
Observations Report Card Comments (DRC)
Teache_rs (T) Student Accommodations (DSA)
Administrators (A) school | Plan (DS
Central Office Personnel (C) chool Improvement Plan (DSI)
State School Report Card (DSR)
Pam - T1 01 DRC
Gavin - T2 02 DIE
Logan - T3 03 DSl
Tanya - T4 04 DSR
Marie - T5 05
Mary - Al
Diane - A2
Lorraine - A3
Timothy — A4
Robert - C1
Susan - C2
Wally - C3




APPENDIX: G:
HISTORICAL CONTEXT FOR SCHOOL REFORM

Policy formulation for special education began with the federal government
playing a leading role in expanding opportunities for children with disabilities; however,
this was not done in isolation. Parents, advocacy groups, courts, and state and local
policymakers provided the spark needed to initiate inclusive educational policies.
Developments outside of education, such as the Civil Rights Movement and the War on
Poverty served as catalysts for federal actions that addressed social justice issues
(American Youth Policy Forum [AYPF] and CEP, 2001).
1950s and 1960s

In 1954, Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, established that no
state could deny life, liberty, or property without due process of law and equal protection
under the law (Bateman, 2000). Although this decision focused on racial discrimination,
it anticipated future legislation for children with disabilities. According to Permuth and
Mawdsley (2001), professors at the University of South Florida and Cleveland State
University, respectively, the Brown case was the most important case of the 20" century
because of its influence on social change and racial equality in schools. The decision
read, in part,

Today, education is perhaps the most important function of state and local

governments. . . . In these days, it is doubtful that any child may reasonably be

expected to succeed in life if he is denied the opportunity of an education. Such an

opportunity, where the state has undertaken to provide it, is a right that must be



made available to all on equal terms. (National Center for Public Policy Research

[NCPPR], 2007, Opinion section, para. 9)

Indeed, the Brown case opened the door for equal protection under the 14th
Amendment for individuals seeking equal treatment, including those with disabilities.
The decision forever changed public schools (Permuth & Mawdsley, 2001). Kahlenberg
(2001), a senior fellow at the Century Foundation, stated that the Brown decision
“brought great hope to the proponents of equity in education” (p. 13).

In 1958, the Education of Mentally Retarded Children Act, P. L. 85-926,
authorized federal assistance for training teachers to work with handicapped students
(Digest of Education Statistics [Digest], 2000). The Civil Rights Act of 1964, P. L. 88-
352, moved special education issues to the forefront by making the public aware of social
justice issues and civil rights for all people. During this time, parents and other advocates
urged schools and school districts to identify children with disabilities. The federal
government provided funding and training for special education programs involving
children with hearing and mental impairments. The Captioned Films for the Deaf Act, P.
L. 85-926, authorized a loan service of captioned film. The grants provided to states were
to be used to educate children with learning disabilities. The Elementary and Secondary
Education Act of 1965 (ESEA), P. L. 89-10, provided federal aid to improve education
for poor children, migrant children, children with disabilities in state-supported
institutions, and other disadvantaged groups (AYPF & CEP). The ESEA Amendments of
1968, P. L. 90-247, affected children with disabilities by (a) authorizing support for

regional centers for the education of handicapped children, (b) supporting the
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development of model centers for deaf-blind children, (c) encouraging recruitment of
personnel, and (d) disseminating information about educating the handicapped. Another
piece of early legislation, the Handicapped Children’s Early Education Assistance Act of
1968, P. L. 90-538, authorized preschool programs for handicapped children.

Guidance from research and analysis of experts in education has enabled effective
policymaking. Rist (1994, January) stated, “This is not simply a conceptual issue. . . .
There are real choices that have to be made and you must understand why you are
making them, how they are to be implemented, and what outcomes are anticipated” (p.
16).
1970s and 1980s

Despite efforts of policymakers in the 1950s and 1960s, children with disabilities
were still denied access to education in the early 1970s. “More than one million were
excluded from school, and hundreds of thousands were housed in state institutions”
(AYPF & CEP, 2001, p. 12); however, major changes in providing an appropriate
education for students with disabilities were enabled by federal laws and their periodic
amendments: The Rehabilitation Act of 1973, P. L. 93-112, and Title 11 of the Americans
with Disabilities Act (ADA) significantly strengthened the rights of individuals with
disabilities (Bateman, 2000). The Rehabilitation Act of 1973, specifically Section 504,
was the first federal law to prohibit discrimination based on disability and thus preserved
basic civil rights. School systems were required to make program changes to include
children with disabilities who would benefit from a regular educational environment

(Cramer, 1998).
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Before the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, educating students with disabilities took
place in a self-contained classroom with standards, assessment, and accountability
measured by the special education teacher. Students with disabilities received instruction
for art, music, core courses, and physical education in the special education classroom.
Often, students with disabilities ate lunch at a different time from students without
disabilities; however, after the implementation of Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of
1973, law expressly prohibited discrimination against handicapped students being denied
benefits and participation in programs based solely on an individual handicap (Reutter,
1994).

On November 19, 1975, President Gerald R. Ford signed EAHCA, P. L. 94-142,
an act that authorized state grants to assist in providing all handicapped children with free
appropriate public education designed to meet their unique needs (Digest, 2000). Part of
the EAHCA required a due process hearing before schools changed the educational
placement of students with disabilities and defined a long-term expulsion as a change in
educational placement (Bateman, 2000). Its focus is to require schools to offer a
continuum of services and to educate students with disabilities in an environment that
least restricts the student’s potential for benefiting from instruction (Anderegg &
Vergason, 1996).

The legislation in the 1970s and 1980s contributed to a favorable climate for the
continuance of significant changes to educational policy that supported free, appropriate
education for students with disabilities. Legislation such as the Carl D. Perkins

Vocational Education Act of 1984, P. L. 98-524, provided aid to states to make
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vocational education programs accessible to all persons, including those with disabilities
(Digest, 2000). The Handicapped Children’s Protection Act of 1986, P. L. 99-372,
enabled parents of handicapped children to collect attorney’s fees for cases brought under
the protection of special education legislation (Bateman, 2000).

In 1986, a waiver system from the U.S. OSERS initiated improvement to
educational services for students with learning problems (Stainback, Stainback, & Bunch,
1989). Madeline Will (1986), a proponent of integrating students with disabilities into
general education classes, introduced the waiver system as the Regular Education
Initiative (REI). Will asserted that educational services for students with disabilities were
fragmented and ineffective. She emphasized the need to coordinate educational
responsibility for students with disabilities among the special and general educators
(Jenkins, Pious, & Jewell, 1990). Because of the ineffectiveness of pullout programs for
students with disabilities, regular and special educators were encouraged to work together
(Whitworth, 1994; Will, 1986). Prior to this time, special educational services were the
second system (Jenkins, Pious, & Jewell, 1990). The premise of this initiative was to
consider the general education classroom as the primary context of instruction for
students with disabilities (Smith, 1988); however, this initiative was plagued with
challenges. Will (1986) reported that special programs--also known as the second or dual
system--create problems by creating (a) compartmentalized delivery systems, (b) dual
administrative arrangements, (c) stigma for students in the program, and (d) frequent
battles between parents and the school about placement. It was determined that a

partnership between regular and special educators and strategies for improving
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educational opportunities for students with learning problems enhances educational
outcomes for students with learning problems (Davis, 1989; Peltier, 1993; Whitworth,
1994; Will, 1986). The strategies included (a) increased instructional time, (b) support for
teachers, (c) site-based program decisions, and (d) new instructional strategies.
1990s

Even though significant progress evolved through legislation and court decisions
in the 1970s and 1980s, individuals with disabilities continued to occupy an inferior
status in society. On July 26, 1990, President George H. W. Bush signed into law ADA,
P. L. 101-336, which he described as:

The world’s first comprehensive declaration of the equality of people with

disabilities and evidence of America’s leadership internationally in the cause of

human rights. With today’s signing of the landmark Americans with Disabilities

Act, every man, woman, and child with a disability can now pass through once

closed doors into a bright new era of equality, independence, and freedom.

(Disability and Business Technical Assistance Centers [DBTACS], 2002, p. 8)

The ADA prohibited discrimination against people with disabilities, provided an
avenue by which parents could file complaints against public schools; and highlighted
“equality of opportunity, full participation, independent living, and economic self-
sufficiency for persons with disabilities” (Bateman, 2000, p. 9).

Another significant piece of legislation was the Education of the Handicapped Act
Amendments of 1990, P. L. 101-476. The changes to the original legislation included

renaming the Education of the Handicapped Act to Individuals with Disabilities
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Education Act (IDEA). The legislation mandated that children with disabilities from the
ages of 3 through 21 receive (a) a free and appropriate education to meet individual needs
regardless of the severity of the disability, (b) an education in a least restrictive
environment with nondisabled peers, and (c) an IEP that outlines educational and related
services. It also gave parents specific rights concerning their child’s education, authorized
federal grants to help states pay to educate children with disabilities, removed the term
handicapped, and renamed the legislation to emphasize people first (Bateman, 2000).

On June 4, 1997, IDEA became P. L. 105-17 when the bill was signed by former
President William J. Clinton. The law, designed to strengthen academic expectations and
accountability for the nation’s 5.8 million children with disabilities, bridged the gap
between what students with disabilities learned and what was required in the general
education curriculum (OSERS, 2002). The statute addressed the following changes: (a)
higher expectations, (b) greater access to the general curriculum, (c) expedited hearings
for behavior issues, (d) alternative educational settings for up to 45 days relative to
infractions involving drugs, guns, and other dangerous weapons, (e) parental
involvement, (f) accountability, and (g) research-based educational strategies (Koch,
2000b). Public Law 105-17 underscored the fundamental principle that students with
disabilities receive an education in a least-restrictive environment. President William J.
Clinton said, “Once and for all, children with disabilities have a right to be in the
classroom” (Heumann & Hehir, 1997, p. 1).

The IDEA of 1997 mandated that children with disabilities participate in

standardized testing along with their nondisabled peers in state and district-wide
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assessments (Koch, 2000b). The language of the law clearly states that children with
disabilities will demonstrate progress in the general curriculum (Healy, 2001). For those
children with disabilities not participating in state and district-wide assessments, this law
requires use of an alternate assessment (Thurlow, n.d.). The intent is to ensure that
educational reform efforts include all children (VDOE, 2001). William F. Goodling, a
past chairman of the United States House Committee on Economic and Educational
Opportunities, stated that IDEA of 1997 refocused education for students with disabilities
with the general education curriculum in mind (Koch, 2000b).

President George W. Bush signed the NCLB legislation, P. L. 107-110, on
January 8, 2002, saying, “Some say it is unfair to hold disadvantaged children to rigorous
standards. | say it is discrimination to require anything less. It is the soft bigotry of low
expectations” (Wrightslaw, 2002, para. 4). The act built on ESEA and retained the
emphasis of the original legislation on standards, assessments, and accountability and
added (a) increasing accountability for student performance, (b) focusing on quality
teachers and teaching strategies that are based on effective research-based programs and
practices, (c) reducing bureaucracy and increasing flexibility for states, school districts,
and schools, (d) closing the achievement gap for all students, (e) improving literacy by
putting reading first, (f) making schools safer in the 21* century, and (g) empowering
parents to make informed choices relative to the quality of their child’s school (U.S.
DOE, 2002b).

Part of the act is to hold each state accountable for developing rewards and

sanctions based on the achievement of students in all public and charter schools
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(Learning First Alliance, 2002). Successful schools receive increased federal funding,
and those that fail to meet requirements of the legislation are subject to stringent
sanctions. Closing the achievement gap for disadvantaged children falls under Title I, part
A, of NCLB and emphasizes the attainment of equality through high standards and
accountability for all children. Beginning with the 2005-2006 school year, annual
assessments in reading/language arts and mathematics began in grades 3 through 8 (U.S.
DOE, 2002b).

School districts will have an opportunity to disaggregate testing data and use the
information to identify the educational needs of students before they fall behind. Schools
that are committed to systemic change must analyze existing data. According to
Bernhardt (1998), analysis of data can make a major difference in reform efforts by
improving school processes and student learning. Data are beneficial because they (a)
replace hypotheses with facts, (b) identify root causes of problems, (c) assess progress
toward defined goals, and (e) assist in understanding the impact of processes and
accountability.

In the monograph, No Child Left behind: Views about the Potential Impact of the
Bush Administration’s Education Proposals, 19 respondents addressed the potential
benefits and problems of the proposals. “Respondents were asked their reasons for
supporting or not supporting the proposals as well as their views about the factors that
may make a difference in the proposals’ effectiveness” (Rotberg, Bernstein, & Ritter,
2001, p. 1). The respondents represented a wide range of perspectives about key policy

issues and were selected from the federal government, education organizations, interest
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groups, and research organizations. The interview questions addressed three key
proposals: (a) reducing bureaucracy and increasing flexibility, (b) increasing
accountability for student progress, and (c) empowering parents (Rotberg et al., 2001).

In the section of the monograph that addressed increasing accountability for
student performance, respondents stressed the importance of (a) aligning standards,
curricula, and tests; (b) administering high-quality diagnostic tests and using the
information to improve instruction; (c) ensuring that teachers are qualified and trained in
the new requirements; and (d) providing adequate resources that improve education and
meet testing requirements. Most of them agreed that test scores alone would not reflect an
accurate picture of quality education and that the diversity of state tests would make
comparisons difficult. Several advocated using the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) to compare states’ academic achievement. “When you emphasize
differences between states in performance standards and achievement, there is some
evidence the states [will] do something [to improve results]” (Rotberg et al., 2001, p. 19).

The NCLB legislation gave birth to AYP. Using data collected from measuring
AYP, each state, school district, and school now monitors student progress in meeting
state content and performance standards. The Commonwealth of Virginia established a
starting point for AYP using data collected from the 2001-2002 school year that
measured progress in elementary and secondary English and mathematics. Changes in
high school graduation rates and absenteeism are monitored. All students will participate
in the measurement of AYP, including the following subgroups: (a) students with

disabilities, (b) students who are economically disadvantaged, (c) limited English
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proficient students, and (d) minorities (VDOE, 2002). All states are expected to
incrementally raise their benchmarks for all students in anticipation of reaching 100% in
2014. Interim goals will be set every 2 to 3 years. Three extensive plans outline ways for
school divisions to demonstrate AYP.

Designed to empower schools, NCLB provides flexibility through program
consolidation and use of federal funding. Localities will determine their unique needs in
progressing toward improved student performance. Accountability is required to
document expenditure of taxpayers’ money, as it must be used for programs to raise
student achievement (U.S. DOE, 2002b).

Five decades of progress toward providing an appropriate education for students
with disabilities continued when President George W. Bush signed IDEIA into law on
December 3, 2004. The focus of IDEIA, meeting the needs of students with disabilities,
aligns with the focus of NCLB: (a) improving student achievement through
accountability, accessibility, and teaching practices based on SBR, and (b) providing
legislation dedicated to “improving academic achievement through high expectations and
high-quality education programs” (U.S. DOE, 2007, p. 1). Informed policymaking results
in an equitable education for all students as evidenced by the alignment of IDEIA and the
goals and purposes of NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2007). Margaret Spellings, former U.S.
Secretary of Education, stated, “No Child Left Behind and the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act have put the needs of students with disabilities front and
center. We now have a laser-like focus on helping these kids” (U.S. DOE, 2006, p.1). The

intent of the law is to protect the rights and individual needs of infants, toddlers, and
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youth with disabilities, including protection of their families (U.S. DOE, 2007), and
emphasize outcomes, not process (Pennsylvania Training & Technical Assistance

Network, 2007).
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APPENDIX H:
INFLUENCE OF COURT CASES

Legislative bodies displayed interest in supporting academic standards for
students with disabilities through the development of laws that lead to policy formulation.
One policy tool that Congress uses is specificity of legislation. The more detail in the
policy, the more control Congress has on policy implementation. The courts’ most
important influence on policy implementation comes from the interpretation of
administrative rules and regulations (Anderson, 2000). Court cases and class action
lawsuits have challenged the intent of reform policy formulation and implementation.
Specific Court Case

Litigation based on equitable access to a quality education for students with
disabilities included court cases such as Stuart v. Nappi and Doe v. Koger. In 1978,
Stuart v. Nappi was one of the first court cases that upheld the premise that a long-term
expulsion represented a change of placement for students with identified disabilities. In
1979, Doe v. Koger added to the Stuart v. Nappi decision in that a contingency between a
causal relationship of the handicapping condition and disruptive behavior had to be
determined before the limitation of expulsion applied (Bateman, 2000).

Other court cases included Burlington School Committee v. Department of
Education of Massachusetts, April 29, 1985. In this case, the Education for All
Handicapped Children Act was substantiated when the Supreme Court ruled that parents
of students with disabilities may be reimbursed by the school system for the cost of a

private school placement if the public school did not provide an appropriate education
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(Koch, 2000a). Honig v. Doe in 1988 decided limits of expulsion in terms of what was
labeled the stay-put provision, adding that the statute provides for a change in placement
only with parental or court approval (Reutter, 1994).

1. On November 9, 1993, in Florence County School District v. Carter, the
Supreme Court ruled that lower courts may order school systems to reimburse private
school costs for children with disabilities even if the private school did not meet all
federal requirements (Reutter, 1994). In 1993 in Oberti v. Board of Education of the
Borough of Clementon School District, the court clearly outlined the guidelines for
including children with disabilities in a general education setting. “If a school has not
given any consideration to including the child in a regular classroom with supplementary
aids and services and to modifying the regular curriculum, then it has most likely violated
IDEA’s mainstreaming directive” (Bateman, 2000, p. 16).

Since 2001, the court has underscored the importance of students with disabilities
receiving an equitable education. A 2001 decision, Rome School Committee v. Mrs. B.,
stated that a student's IEP must address behavior when the behavior interferes with the
student's receiving educational benefit. On February 1, 2002, lawyers settled a class
action lawsuit against the Oregon State Board of Education, alleging that the school
system discriminated against students with learning disabilities. A 42-page document
prepared by a panel of experts contained 30 recommendations relative to fair treatment
on high-stakes tests. This document was the basis for settlement of the suit. “Under the
settlement, Oregon will modify its current testing system so that students with learning

disabilities will be able to demonstrate their abilities and are not tested on their
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disabilities,” said Alison Aubry, an attorney with Disability Rights Advocates. According
to the lawyers and plaintiffs, the settlement of the class action suit was unprecedented and

would have national implications (PRNewswire, 2002).
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