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Introduction

This report is a synthesis of research
conducted in four states and eight
districts by the Educational Policy
Reform Research Institute (EPRRI),
which was funded by the U.S.
Department of Education’s Office

of Special Education Program from
2000-2006 to investigate and describe
the impact of including students with
disabilities in evolving state educational
accountability systems.

EPRRI documented the efforts to
implement standards, assessments,

and accountability with students with
disabilities in two school districts in
each of the following states: California,
Maryland, New York, and Texas.
Information was obtained over a
five-year period through site visits,
interviews, review of documents, and
analysis of existing state-and district
data. Results of this research have been
reported in a series of case studies, an
analysis of the extant data, and other
research reports and articles. These
products are available at www.eprri.org.
This document synthesizes information
from several of the technical reports and
provides an update to Topical Reports
7and 8 with 2004-05 data.

EPRRI’s research began in 2001, prior
to the passage of No Child Left Behind
(NCLB) and continued for several

years after the passage of the law. The
findings presented in this document
provide an opportunity to observe
the policy changes and initial impacts
resulting from NCLB.

Methods

The four states that were the focus of
EPRRI’s research were selected based
on the types of accountability system
each state had in place, its history

of educational reform, assessment
system and the level of participation

of students with disabilities in the
state’s assessments and accountability
system. Demographic diversity was also
considered. Within each of the four
states, EPRRI staft worked with state
special education leaders to identify
two school districts to study. Districts
that were considered were those known
to be implementing standards driven
reforms well and to have good data
systems. Demographic diversity was
also considered.

EPRRI researchers utilized two
complementary strategies to collect
information and data: analysis of
documents and in-depth interviewing.
Examples of the types of documents
reviewed include Board of Education
policies and minutes, strategic plans,
reports from Superintendents and
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State Commissioners of Education,

and State Department letters and
memos to districts. We accessed many
documents on federal and state Web
sites. In addition, we reviewed press
releases and letters issued by the U.S.
Secretary of Education; transcripts of
speeches by the President and Secretary
about NCLB; reports issued by the U.S.
General Accounting Office on NCLB;
and journal and newspaper articles
about the four states. To obtain updated
data and information, we continually
monitored state Web sites for evolving
efforts to implement NCLB. During
this 5-year study, we conducted 35
interviews at the state level and 44 at
the district level and within 20 schools.
State level interviews occurred between
October 2001 and January 2002 and
district level interviews took place
between April and June 2002.!

For all states and districts, we also
collected and analyzed data obtained
from the Web sites of each state and
district for the school years 1999-
2000, 2000-01, 2001-02, and one

final time in 2004-05. Data collected
include: general education and special
education enrollment figures, percent
of students receiving free and reduced
lunch, percent of students receiving
special education services, percent of
students identified as English Language
Learners (ELL), race and ethnicity
distributions, assessment participation
rates for students with disabilities,

and performance scores of students
receiving special education services

Profiles of Reform

compared to students not receiving
special education services. Performance
data were retrieved for elementary and
middle school levels in the core subject
areas of reading/ELA and mathematics.
We did not include high school data
because it was inconsistently reported
among our four states.

State Profiles

This document includes four sections:
Section 1 provides an overview of the
demographics for each of the four states
and eight districts, teacher-student
ratios, and per pupil expenditures.

In Section 2, we present assessment
participation and performance data
including the achievement gap between
students with disabilities and general
education students. Section 3 contains
timelines that illustrate the changing
policies in each of the four states. In
Section 4, we highlight some of the
major themes that emerged from
EPRRI’s research.

! A full report of methods employed and data
are available on www.eprri.org in the four state
Case Study Reports and Topical Review 7:
Accountability for Students with Disabilities
Who Receive Special Education. Note that
2004-05 data were collected for this report only.



Demographics and

Student-Teacher Ratios

The four states and eight districts in our
study were quite diverse in terms of key
demographic and contextual variables.
Most state and district demographics
remained relatively stable from school
year 2000-01 to 2004-05. For example,
state student enrollment increased an
average of 4.34% while the average
enrollment increase among the eight
districts was 4.20%. The percent of
students receiving special education
services within the states and districts
remained within (+/-) 4 percentage
points from 2000-01 to 2004-05. The
average state percentage was 11.83%

in 2000-01 and 12.13% in 2004-05; the
average percentage receiving special
education services across all eight
districts was 11.34% in 2000-01 and
11.29% in 2004-05. Following is an
overview of each state and its districts;
descriptions are from academic year
2004-2005, with graphics showing some
of the few demographic changes.

California

California had the largest enrollment
of the four study states, with over 6.3
million students. Nearly half (49.1%)

of the students in the state were
economically disadvantaged. About 11%
of California’s students received special
education services and 25% of the
students received services for English
language learners (ELL). The largest
ethnic group represented by California
students was Hispanic (46.8%); African
Americans represented 8% of the
students. The average class size in
California was about 21 students per
teacher, the largest among the four study
states. Demographic data remained
relatively stable between 2000-01 and
2004-05, with the following exceptions:
there was a decrease in the percent of
students receiving ELL services in Long
Beach Unified; and a decrease in the
percentage of White students in New
Haven Unified.

2004-05 California Enrollment, Percent Low Income, Percent Students Receiving Special Education

Services (K-12), and Percent ELL
California 2004-05 %,

% ELLs: 25.5%

Enrollment: 13,492
New % Low income: 31.6

Umfled

School district data

l % ELLs: 22.8

¥ Decrease = 5 percentage points from 2000-01

% Low income: 65.9
% Students receiving special ed services: 8.0

I % Students receiving special ed services: 9.5

State data

Total
Enrollment: 6,322,083

% Low income: 49.1

% Students receiving
special ed services: 10.8

% ELLs: 25.2
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Percent

Students

California Ethnic Data for All Enrolled Students in 2004-05

I State Long Beach Unified
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Maryland

Maryland was the smallest of the
four study states, with 865,561
students. Maryland reported the
lowest percentage of economically
disadvantaged students (31.8%).
Approximately 12% of Maryland’s
students received special education
services and just over 3% of the
students in the state participated in
ELL programs and services. More
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E-3 New Haven Unified

than one third of the students were
African American (38.1%), just under
half of the total student population

was White (49.5%), and Hispanic
students represented over 5% of the
total student population. On average,
Maryland’s class size was about 15
students per teacher. From 2000 to 2005,
demographic data remained stable in all
categories and the two LEAs.



Percent

Students

2004-05 Maryland Enrollment, Percent Low Income, Percent Students Receiving Special
Education Services (K-12), and Percent ELL

Maryland 2004-05 !‘ State data
Enrollment: 28,729 Total
% Low income: 9.4 Enroliment: 865,561
% Students receiving special ed services: 11.6

0, H .
% ELLs: 0.4 % Low income: 31.8

Enrollment: 139,393 % Students receiving
Montgom- % Low income: 23.5 special ed services: 12.1

- % Students receiving special ed services: 12.2 % ELLs: 3.4

| g

School district data

Maryland Ethnic Data for All Enrolled Students in Data 2004-05

W State Carroll Co. Montgomery Co.

50
40
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. l ]
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Maryland Ratio of Students per Teacher for All Students

EdState | Carroll Co.  EdMontgomery Co.
20 -

2000-01 2004-05
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New York

New York’s public school enrollment Over half of New York’s students were
was just over 2.88 million students. White (53.2%); African American and
Approximately 37% of students in New Hispanic students each represented
York were classified as low income, about one fifth of the state’s students
and almost 7% received ELL services. (19.9% and 19.7%, respectively). Of the
The percent of students who received four states, New York had the smallest
special education services for grades student:teacher ratio of 13:1. Across
K-12 in New York was 14%, but the two time, demographic data remained stable
districts varied by 8 percentage points. in all categories.

2004-05 New York Enrollment, Percent Low Income, Percent Students Receiving Special
Education Services (K-12), and Percent ELL

New York 2004-05 ] State data
Enrollment: 5,585 - Total
% Low income: 6.0 Enrollment: 2,880,411

% Students receiving special ed services: 10.5
% ELLs: 1.9

% Low income: 36.6

Enroliment: 33,055 % Students receiving
Rochester % Low income: 68.6 special ed services: 14

. % Students receiving special ed services: 18.8
0, .
JELLs: 75 % ELLs: 7.2

School district data

New York Ethnic Data for All Enrolled Students in 2004-05

Il State North Colonie Central Rochester City

Percent

20 1
10-J I
. | | -

African American Hispanic White Other
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Students

New York Ratio of Students per Teacher for All Students

EdState | ' North Colonie Central ~ Ed Rochester City

TR

2000-01 2004-05
Texas
Texas enrolled over 4.4 million students 2004-05, the percentage of low income
in early childhood through grade 12 students increased by more than 5%
and identified 54.6% of the students in the state and both districts as did
as economically disadvantaged. About the percentage of students receiving
12% of Texas’ students received special ELL services in Garland. In addition,
education services and 14.4% received the percent of Hispanic students in
ELL services. About 45% of Texas’s both districts increased by more than
students were Hispanic, 38% were 5 percentage points while the percent
White, and 14% African American. of White students in both districts
The average student to teacher ratio decreased by 5 percentage points.

was nearly 15:1. Between 2000-01 and

2004-05 Texas Enroliment, Percent Low Income, Percent Students Receiving Special
Education Services (K-12), and Percent ELL

Texas 2004-05 Y State data

Enroliment: 79,188 Total
% Low income: 28.7 & Enroliment: 4,400,644

% Students receiving special ed services: 9.1
% ELLs: 12.8

% Low income: 54.6 &

Enrollment: 55,781 % Students receiving
‘ % Low income: 42.9 # special ed services: 11.6

“. % Students receiving special ed services: 10.6
% ELLs: 14.4

_- % ELLs: 18.7 &

4 Increase 2 5 percentage points from 2000-01

School district data
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Students

Texas Ethnic Data for All Enrolled Students in 2004-05

M State I Cypress-Fairbanks Garland
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Participation
and Performance Data

This section presents the assessment
participation rates for students with
disabilities and student performance
data for both general and special
education students by state and district.
It should be noted that between 2000-
01 and 2004-05 there were a number
of changes across the four states in
assessment and accountability policies.
These include the introduction of

new tests, changes in allowable test
accommodations, school performance
indices, and reporting requirements.

In the following sections, we present
performance and participation data
with the caution that any interpretations
must be considered in light of the
changes that were occurring over the
time period and state-to-state variation
in reporting methods. In addition, the
following should be considered when
interpreting the data: participation

rate data include only students with
disabilities; group performance data
are presented graphically sorting

the performance of students with

disabilities from the performance of
students without disabilities. The data
from each state website varied slightly
in grades assessed, years of available
data, and presentation of calculated
rates versus raw data, so slight variations
are evident when comparing states.
Data from 2004-05 were added to
capture one more point in time after
the implementation of NCLB. It is
important to note that representatives
from each state reviewed their
participation and performance data and
made revisions as necessary.

California

Beginning with the 2000-01 school
year, California presented raw data
about participation of students with
disabilities on state assessments,

but did not present group data for
the number of all special education
students. Data were not available for
math participation until 2004-05.

We used data from http://datal.cde.
ca.gov/dataquest for the denominator to
calculate the assessment participation
rate as:

# of students reported as receiving special education & participating in assessments

total # of special education students enrolled (in December of the given year)

Educational Policy Reform Research Institute



California State and District-Level Participation Rates for Students with Disabilities on
Mathematics California Standards Tests

100 M State Elementary
¥ Long Beach Unified Elementary
New Haven Unified Elementary
80 1 I State Secondary
Long Beach Unified Secondary
- New Haven Unified Secondary
C
@
o 60+
9]
o
40 4
20 4
0 :

2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 2003-04 2004-05

California State and District Level Participation Rates for Students with Disabilities on
ELA California Standards Tests

Percent

100 1
I State Elementary
¥ Long Beach Unified Elementary
New Haven Unified Elementary
80 -
Il State Secondary
Long Beach Unified Secondary
60 New Haven Unified Secondary
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0 T
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California Mathematics: Percent of State Assessment Participants Meeting or Exceeding Proficiency

Standards on the SAT9 in 1998-99, 1999-00, and 2000-01; CST During 2004-05
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Percent

Maryland

Maryland reported raw data for
participation and exemption of all
students with disabilities on the state
assessments at the state, district, and
school levels by content area and

by grade level. We calculated the
participation rate in the following
tables as:

# of students with disabilities who
participated in state assessments (by
grade)

total # of students in special education
(by grade)

Maryland State and District-level Participation Rates for Students with Disabilities on
the MSPAP Mathematics in 1998-99, 1999-00, and 2000-01; MSA Mathematics

2004-05

100 -

80 1

60 4

40

20

1998-99  1999-00  2000-01
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2004-05

M State Elementary
[ Carroll Co. Elementary
Montgomery Co. Elementary

Il State Secondary
Carroll Co. Secondary
Montgomery Co. Secondary



Maryland State and District-level Participation Rates for Students with Disabilities on the

MSPAP Reading in 1998-99-1999-00, and 2000-01; MSA Reading in 2004-05
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New York

reported as “tested” in the state to those

We were able to gather 1999-2000

» .

<«

»

identified as “exempt” and “absent” in

data from the Performance Report of

each school district. The total number

Educational and Vocational Services and

tested (aggregate of all public school
districts) was then divided by this

Results for Individuals with Disabilities,

1999-2000 - Volume 2. To determine
participation we calculated the total

aggregate denominator. The formula is

indicated below:

number of special education students

total # of students with disabilities tested

<« »

total # students with disabilities + students “exempt/absent
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New York State and District-Level Participation Rates for Students with Disabilities on

the State Mathematics Test

100 -

80

60 -

40 4

20

1998-99 1999-00

2000-01

2004-05

I State Elementary
¥ North Colonie Central Elementary
Rochester City Elementary

Il State Secondary
North Colonie Central Secondary
Rochester City Secondary

New York State and District-Level Participation Rates for Students with Disabilities on
the State English Language Arts Assessment
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Percent

Texas

State and district level participation
and performance data presented by
Texas in the Academic Excellence
Indicator System (AEIS) reports were
retrieved from http://www.tea.state.
tx.us/perfreport/aeis/. Participation rates
include percentage of all students with
disabilities tested, and those who were
tested on the State Developed Alternate
Assessment (SDAA) only for the 2000-
01, 2001-02, and 2004-05 school years.
Beginning in 2000-01, the SDAA

was administered to special education
students in grades 3-8 who received
instruction in the Texas Essential

Knowledge and Skills (TEKS). The
SDAA assessed the areas of reading,
writing, and mathematics and measured
individual students’ academic growth
from one test administration to the next.
A student’s Admission, Review, and
Dismissal (ARD) committee determined
whether the students would be assessed
on the SDAA and the expected level

of achievement (based on individual
student’s growth expectations) for that
assessment. A second generation of the
alternate assessment, the SDAA II was
first administered in 2005. We reported
the state calculations for participation.

Texas State and District-Level Participation Rates for Students with Disabilities on TAAS
and SDAA in 1999-00, 2000-01, and 2001-02; TAKS and SDAA in 2004-05
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State Timelines
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We constructed timelines for each state
in order to capture the extraordinary
number of changes that have occurred
within state policies related to standards,
assessment and accountability

systems. The major policies are
organized according to the following
categories: content standards/curricular
frameworks; assessments; assessments
for students with disabilities;
accountability; and graduation/diploma
requirements.

The following pages provide a graphic
overview of the evolution of standards-
driven reform policies in each of the
four states.
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Key Themes

In the previous sections of this
document, we presented an overview
of key data collected over the period of
our investigation. We also presented an
overview of the state policy context.

This final section synthesizes the key
themes from both an examination of the
data presented in Sections 1-3 and from
interviews conducted as part of the
individual state case studies described in
the introduction to this document.

Theme 1: Constancy of
Changes

Clearly evident throughout the

entire research effort were the almost
continuous changes in state policies

in all areas related to standards,
assessments and accountability. Not
every state made the same changes,

at the same time, or in the same

order. Moreover, changes in some
states appeared less drastic, reflecting
adjustments to existing policy as
opposed to wholesale revision.
Nevertheless, the changes impacted
districts and schools as they were
required to adjust practices and engage
in additional professional development.
Following are some of the more
interesting findings:

o All four states initiated their

standards-based reform initiatives
in the early to mid-1980s. However,
the pace of change began to
accelerate in the mid 1990s. In New
York and California, high school
assessment policies changed at least
five times between 1995 and 2006.
Maryland’s policies changed three
times between 1990 and 2006. Texas
made significant changes to its exit
exams at least twice between 1997
and 2006. As of 2004, the four states
had multiple types of diplomas or
completion certificates: California
and Maryland had three; New

York students had four; and Texas
students had one. On average,
between 1997 and 2006 each state
also made four changes to their
policies concerning how students
with disabilities would participate in
their assessment systems.

School and district personnel
became reform weary over the years.
Local district personnel expended
a great deal of effort adjusting their
implementation efforts to each new
state policy change or revision.
Local district administrators

faced challenges in understanding
new policy requirements and
communicating these to principals,
teachers, and families. For some
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states and districts the imposition

of new federal requirements posed
major challenges. For instance, New
York administrators noted that they
were always faced with the challenge
of reconciling a tradition of local
district autonomy and control with
increasingly directive federal and

state policies. This created challenges

to consistent implementation.

o The majority of state-level policy
changes were the result of federal
policy requirements, specifically
NCLB and IDEA. However, state
specific factors also forced changes.
For example, California changed its
accountability system in reaction
to federal requirements, judicial
decisions, and changes in elected
state leadership. In Maryland and
Texas, interviewees described the
importance of disability advocates
in promoting change. In Maryland,
educational advocates contacted
State Board of Education members
who then supported recommended
changes; in Texas, advocates
contacted members of the legislature
which modified accountability
policies to include students with
disabilities.

Theme 2: Key Features of
State Accountability Systems

At the beginning of EPRRI’s research,
the four state accountability systems
differed in (a) state-mandated curricula;
(b) assessment instruments; (c) subjects
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and grade levels assessed; (d) students
included in the assessments; (e) how
results were disaggregated; and (f) how
student performance was used in school
and district accountability ratings. By
the end of the study, the state policies in
these areas were far more uniform.

 In 2000, California and Texas
were administering assessments
in grades 3 through 11. New York
administered its assessments in
4th, 5th and 8th grades and once in
high school. Maryland assessed at
3rd, 5th, 8th, and 11th grades. At
the end of EPRRI’s data collection,
all four states were administering
assessments in grades 3 through 8
and at least once in high school.

« Although graduation standards
varied and changed across the time
of this study, all four states had a
high school assessment as part of its
graduation requirements in 2006.

+ By the end of EPRRI’s research in
summer 2006, all four states were
still developing their alternate
assessment options for students
with disabilities. “Modified”
assessments were under development
in Maryland and California; Texas
was seeking approval from the
U.S. Department of Education for
its alternate assessment based on
alternate achievement standards.



Theme 3: Students with
Disabilities in State
Accountability Systems

A particular focus for EPRRI was
investigating how students with
disabilities were being included in
the accountability systems in their
respective states and districts and the
perceived and documented impacts
of their participation. The four states
varied in: (a) when all students were
included in state assessments; and (b)
when the assessment results of students
with disabilities were included in the
school performance ratings.

To put into perspective how students
with disabilities were faring in the
accountability systems, it is important
to consider that the proportion of
general education students who met or
exceeded state proficiency standards

on the statewide assessments varied
greatly across locale, subject area, and
grade level. However, as previously
noted, states made a number of changes
in their assessment policies during

the time data were collected, making

it extremely difficult to establish clear
trends in performance. In addition,
how performance data were reported
and used to rate schools also changed
over time, including such policies as the
number of rating options a school might
have and the consequences for school
performance imposed by a state.

States began including performance
data for at least some students with
disabilities in their accountability

systems early on; however, these were
students who were taking the general
assessment with accepted or no
accommodations. In Maryland, scores
for students with disabilities in their
high school assessments were included
in accountability ratings in the 1970s.
Texas began including the scores in
the 1980s. In California and New
York, student performance scores were
included in school accountability ratings
beginning in the 1990s.

Participation Rates

The passage of NCLB appeared to

have the biggest impact on assessment
participation rates of students with
disabilities. Participation in math and
reading assessments increased between
10 and 41 percentage points between
1999-2000 and 2004-05. Participation
rates for the four states and eight
districts ranged from 47% to 90% at
the outset of the research. (The year
listed was the first time participation
rates were publicly available.) Following
are some illustrations of the variability
across the four states:

« California: average 65% participation
for reading in all grades (2000).

« Maryland: average 58% for reading
and 90% for math (1998).

» New York: average 86% for reading
and 87% for math (1999).

o Texas: average 47% for aggregate of
reading and math (1999)
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In the 2004-05 assessments,
participation rates for students with
disabilities continued to vary across
sites, but the range decreased (88% to
100%). The state average participation
rates for the reading and math
assessments were:

« California: average 89% for reading
and 88% for math.

« Maryland: average 100% for both
reading and math.

« New York: average 96% for reading
and 95% for math.

 Texas: average 90% for aggregate of
reading and math.

Assessment Accommodations

Permissible accommodations

and policies for how IEP teams
determined an individual student’s
accommodations varied across

states and districts. Specific
accommodations varied both in
whether they were allowed or not, and
in their implications of scoring and
aggregation. Accommodation policies
changed within states over time as well
resulting in a continuously evolving
guide. Teachers and other IEP team
members often did not know which
accommodations were allowed nor did
they understand the implications of
accommodations decisions (e.g., that
the students’ scores may count in a
different way or be invalidated.
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Alternate Assessments

Between 1999 and 2006, all four states
changed their alternate assessment at
least one time. In 2000-01, Maryland
and New York provided an alternate
assessment option for students

with disabilities. By 2003, all four
states provided at least one alternate
assessment option.

The Performance Gap

In general, the gap between the
performance of general education
students and their peers who receive
special education increased over time
in three of the four states but varied
within states and across grade levels
and subjects. Performance at the 8th
grade, particularly in math showed the
least gain. Only Texas demonstrated a
decrease in the gap in some areas. Some
state specific observations about the
performance gap include:

« In California the percentage of
general education students in
the state and districts that met
proficiency generally increased
or remained stable across time,
while students with disabilities’
performance generally decreased.
Statewide, the gap between general
education and special education
students grew at all but 8th grade
reading and 4th and 8th grade math.

« In Maryland the percentage of
students meeting proficiency
increased or remained stable
across time for all students, with



the exception of 8th grade math.
Although student performance
increased for all students, the

gap between general education
and special education student
performance got wider across time.

In New York the percentage of
students who met proficiency
increased at the state level and in
both districts, with the exception of
8th grade reading. The gap between
general education and special
education students increased across
the state and the districts, with the
exception of 8th grade reading in
Rochester City and 4th grade math
in North Colonie.

In Texas the percentage of general
and special education students
meeting proficiency decreased,
with the exception of 3rd grade
special education students in
reading and math and 4th grade
students with disabilities in math.
The gap between general education
and special education students
decreased for 14 of the 24 possible
data points. Overall, Texas students
demonstrated the smallest gap
between general education and
special education students in reading
and math performance. [Note that
these data were collected during
the time that Texas had a state
alternate assessment in which about
50% of its students with disabilities
participated.]

Perceptions of School
Administrators

EPRRI researchers conducted in-depth
interviews with a variety of state and
local general and special education
administrators between fall of 2001 and
spring of 2002. Interviews focused on
broad issues and challenges associated
with students with disabilities in the
state and local district accountability
procedures. The interviews provide

a perspective on the impacts of the
accountability reforms on this subgroup
of students that mere analysis of data
cannot. The words of administrators
bring to life some of the positive aspects
of the reform policies as well as the
challenges in implementing these
reforms.

Changing Expectations

Administrators who were interviewed
during the course of the study had
many things to say about including
students with disabilities in the new
accountability policies. Among the
most frequent comments were those
that emphasized how the expectations
for students with disabilities had been
altered as these students began to take
the assessment and their performance
became visible. They also noted how
administrators had to confront the
reality that poor performance could
also be attributed to lack of opportunity
provided to the students with
disabilities.

o “At first the Board expected low
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performance. “‘You have children
with low ability so they are going to
give [the district] low performance’
I pulled out the data for students and
said ‘here are the ranges of IQ scores,
because they understand IQs....and
I said here are kids with average to
high IQs and horrible scores. Why?
Because of inappropriate instruction
in reading and math. They were
never taught to read.”

o “They [the administration] focus on
students with disabilities because
they don’t think these children
should be in the [accountability]
system. But, it is not only students
with disabilities, we [need to] work
on pulling all students up.”

o “I think historically that we have
underestimated the abilities of
children with disabilities. We set up
our instructional programs around
expectations that are always lower
than they should be. We want to
force people to reconsider their
expectations and allow children to
have opportunities they have not had
before”

o “Before NCLB we had more
discretion over which students with
disabilities would participate in
our alternate assessments and the
expectations for student performance
were always low.”

o “We were concerned with how
some students with disabilities were
assigned to the alternate assessment.
Some [of these students] can do
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much better than [IEP] team
expectations.”

An interesting finding was the
emergence of a new informal
“classification” of students with
disabilities. Throughout the interviews,
teachers and administrators frequently
referred to groups of children based
on the type of assessment the students
took or their performance levels :
“These are alt assessment kids” “For
the children just ‘below Basic” we have
extra remediation.” Performance on
assessments took on a new and more
important meaning than other student
characteristics.

However, we found that when teachers
or school practitioners categorize
students with and without disabilities
based on their performance levels, they
report that they lower expectations

for the students at the lowest end of
the distribution and administrators
perceived that teachers provided less
attention to increasing the achievement
on state standards for these students.

Leadership

Clearly throughout the interviews,

we heard many comments about the
importance of district and school
leadership in making sure that students
with disabilities were included in the
accountability systems. Leadership
made a difference in how quickly
schools were able to adjust instruction
or other practices to include students
with disabilities.



» “To give our Superintendent credit, I
think he really came on very strong
[to make] sure that all students
[are held to] the same expectations
including students with disabilities.
That [happened] from the beginning
and [it] made a big difference”

o “Our Superintendent believes that all
kids, including those with disabilities
can achieve and that’s what we’re
doing. It’s pretty much a part of our
culture here”

Theme 4: Personnel

System capacity is an important
component of standards-based reform
and administrators in all four states

and eight districts expressed concerns
about the ability of teachers to meet

the ambitious goals set for students

with disabilities. Administrators were
acutely concerned about the quantity
and quality of special education teachers
who they viewed as critically responsible
for improving the performance of
students with disabilities. In addition,
administrators were faced with the need
for well qualified general education
teachers who knew their subject matter

and could teach it to diverse groups of
children.

States responded to personnel quality
and capacity issues by adjusting policies,
increasing monitoring of credentials,
and modifying training programs. Some
examples of state and district strategies
include:

« Instituting tracking systems to
monitor the credentials of teachers
statewide and dismissing those
who fail to meet state certification
standards

 Providing incentive pay for teachers
who will teach in “failing” schools

« Limiting school district discretion
over how to allocate professional
development days and funds

« Establishing mentoring programs in
collaboration with local colleges and
universities

« Requiring general education teachers
to increase their skills in working
with students with disabilities

Some strategies that were specifically
targeted at special education personnel
include:

 Changing state certification to focus
more on subject matter content and
less on disability

« Promoting co-teaching between
general and special education
teachers to capitalize on the general
education teachers’ knowledge
of subject matter and the special
education teachers’ skills in
individualizing instruction.
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Conclusions

The poet Edmund Spenser wrote
hundreds of years ago of the “ever-
whirling wheels of change,” and today
there may be no more apt descriptor
of the state of education policies. Over
an extraordinarily short period of
time, states have had to grapple with
the implications of major changes

in the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) as well as the
implementation of the No Child Left
Behind Act (NCLB). Both policies are
reshaping instruction and accountability
for students with disabilities in the
United States.

As state and local administrators
continue their efforts to fully integrate
students with disabilities into NCLB,

it is important to examine the changes
that have occurred and challenges that
lie ahead. This report features only

a snapshot of what was happening
nationally. Through an in-depth and
intense focus on four states and eight
districts prior to the implementation of
NCLB, our research serves as a baseline
measure for the changes effected by this
far-reaching legislation.

Through IDEA and NCLB, the Congress
has made a clear and explicit policy
commitment to including all students in
the educational reforms that dominate
US educational policy. Students with
disabilities are expected to share in the
opportunities created by education
reform and be fully included in states’
content and achievement standards,
assessments, and accountability systems.
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Furthermore, there is an expectation
that these students will benefit from
participation in these state initiatives.

Clearly, what our research has

shown is that all four states had
initiated statewide, standards-based
accountability policies prior to NCLB.
In addition, several of the eight districts
had also moved ahead with their own
comprehensive reforms, including
additional standards and accountability
procedures. The passage of NCLB
required changes to these systems and
accelerated the pace of change in the
states. Not surprisingly, the result was
greater homogeneity across state policy.

There is no doubt that over time
students with disabilities had greater
opportunity to fully participate in the
state assessment and accountability
systems. Findings from the research
point to an overall improvement in
participation rates of students with
disabilities during the research period.
Rules regarding exemptions tightened
with the implementation of NCLB. Prior
to 2001, three of the four study states
allowed special education students to
not participate in their state assessments
if their IEPs explicitly exempted them.
After IDEA 1997 and prior to NCLB,
there were still large numbers of
students with disabilities who did not
participate in state assessments and/or
whose scores were excluded from the
accountability system, despite the law’s
requirements.

Prior to NCLB, all four states reported



disaggregated performance data for
students with disabilities at the school,
district, and state levels. However, the
performance data were not included in
accountability indices. Furthermore,
since participation rates were not
reported, it was impossible to know
how many students with disabilities
were assessed and how many scores

of students who had received certain
accommodations were excluded

from the reporting. As a result, it was
impossible to have accurate school-
level accountability for the performance
of students with disabilities. With the
passage of NCLB, accountability for this
subgroup was intended to be ensured;
however, it is not entirely perfect.

Findings from the EPRRI research
illustrate how difficult it has been to
establish state, district or school-level
performance profiles, let alone compare
across states. Collecting data from

such disparate and volatile systems

is challenging: data were not always
publicly reported; data specifically on
special education students were not
always available at the school level; data
were unavailable because of subgroup
size and confidentiality rules; and
frequent changes in policy and practice
made comparisons over time suspect.

Opverall, there was great variation in
achievement of students with disabilities
from year to year in our case study
states, most likely as a result of the
ongoing revisions that were taking place
in assessment and/or accountability
policies in the states.

As states move into full implementation
of the 2004 amendments to IDEA and
the reauthorization of NCLB in the next
few years, the results of this research
provide some clear findings as well as
some that are far more ambiguous at
this time.

First, it is clear that students with
disabilities are part of the accountability
systems in their respective states and
that their performance is both visible
and counted. This has led to greater
scrutiny of these students, including
what they were being taught and who is
teaching them. It has caused individuals
in schools and districts to reconsider
some of their low expectations

and beliefs about the limitations of
these students. At the same time,
administrators face huge challenges
such as the inadequate supply of well-
qualified teachers...both general and
special education...who can teach these
students.

Even at this point in the implementation
of NCLB, the policy environment
remains fluid, which challenges
assumptions regarding achievement
trends. Changes in assessments and
accommodation policies continue.

The pressure on schools to implement
the almost continuous state and

federal policy changes takes a toll on
practitioners and until policy and
practice are stabilized, developing a true
picture of the effectiveness of reform
will continue to confound researchers
and policymakers.
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