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Student Self-Determination: A Preliminary Investigation of
the Role of Participation in Inclusive Settings

Carolyn Hughes
Queens College, CUNY

Joseph C. Cosgriff
Vanderbilt University

Martin Agran
University of Wyoming

Barbara H. Washington
Murray State University

Abstract: Little is known about the effects of participation in inclusive settings on student self-determination.
In this exploratory study, we examined the association between students’ inclusive school and community
activities and the self-determination skills of active involvement in IEP activities and use of selected self-
determination strategies. Forty-seven students with severe intellectual disability from three high schools partic-
ipated; one high school was undergoing state takeover for consistently failing to make AYP and served students
living in a high-poverty community. Findings revealed significant differences across schools in student
participation in general education and school- and community-based transition activities, which were associ-
ated with level of self-determination skill use. Students attending schools offering more inclusive activities
reported significantly more use of six of nine self-determination skills. Active student IEP participation was
reported to be low across all schools. We discuss implications of findings for future research and practice.

Accumulating evidence has suggested the role
of self-determination in promoting positive
academic, social, and adult outcomes for stu-
dents with intellectual and developmental dis-
abilities (e.g., Fowler, Konrad, Walker, Test, &
Wood, 2007; Lachapelle et al., 2005; Mar-
torell, Gutierrez-Recacha, Perda, & Ayuso-
Mateos, 2008; Wehmeyer & Palmer, 2003).
For example, Lachapelle and colleagues
(2005) reported that self-determination status
related positively to quality of life for adults
with intellectual disability. Wehmeyer and
Palmer (2003) found a positive relation be-
tween self-determination and post-school out-
comes (e.g., employment and independent
living) for students with intellectual and learn-
ing disabilities. Active involvement by students
in their individualized education programs
(IEPs) and transition planning is valued as a
means to promote students’ self-advocacy, self-

determination, and positive post-school out-
comes, and provides a measure of students’
level of self-directed learning (Martin, Van
Dycke, Christensen et al., 2006; Test et al.,
2004; Wehmeyer, Palmer, Soukup, Garner, &
Lawrence, 2007). The importance placed on
students’ involvement in their own educa-
tional decision making was established in the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA) Amendments of 1997 mandating the
inclusion of students in their IEP meetings
when transition planning is being discussed
and requiring educational decisions to be
based on students’ declared interests and
preferences—a further example of self-deter-
mined behavior.

Research suggests that exercise of self-deter-
mination skills (e.g., choice making, problem
solving, self-advocating) and active involve-
ment in transition planning is positively re-
lated to skill instruction received and oppor-
tunity to practice skills in inclusive settings
(e.g., Wehmeyer et al., 2007). Early studies in
residential settings for adults with intellectual
disability revealed that, in general, residents
had little opportunity for making choices or
decisions or advocating for themselves in their

Correspondence concerning this article should
be addressed to Carolyn Hughes, Educational and
Community Programs, Queens College, City Uni-
versity of New York, 65-30 Kissena Blvd., Powder-
maker Hall 033, Flushing, NY 11367. E-mail:
Carolyn.hughes@qc.cuny.edu
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daily lives (e.g., Kishi, Teelucksingh, Zollers,
Park-Lee, & Meyer, 1988; Wehmeyer & Melt-
zer, 1995). Subsequent studies examined re-
strictiveness of residential environment in
relation to opportunities to practice self-deter-
mination. In general, more inclusive settings
that provided supports and accommodations
were associated with greater opportunities for
choice, decision making, and promotion of
self-determination for adults with intellectual
disability (e.g., Robertson et al., 2001; Weh-
meyer & Bolding, 2001; Wehmeyer & Garner,
2003). We found only one published study,
however, in which self-determination skills
were taught to adults in a residential setting.
Specifically, Hughes (1992) taught four adults
with severe intellectual disability living in a
group home to solve problems related to daily
living skills by learning to direct their own
performance.

In contrast, a sizable number of investiga-
tions of the effects of instruction on self-
determination and active involvement in edu-
cational planning has been conducted in
school settings (cf. Carter, Owens, Trainer,
Sun, & Swedeen 2009; Chambers et al., 2007;
Shogren et al., 2007). Several researchers have
demonstrated the effectiveness of published
curricula in promoting positive measures of
self-determination (e.g., Cross, Cooke, Wood,
& Test, 1999; Hoffman & Field, 1995; Powers
et al., 2001; Zhang, 2001b). For example,
Cross et al. (1999) found that introducing the
ChoiceMaker curriculum (Martin & Marshall,
1995) to students with intellectual disability to
teach choice making and goal setting resulted
in increased scores on The Arc’s Self-Determi-
nation Scale (Wehmeyer & Kelchner, 1995).

Research has also examined the effects of
instruction to increase students’ active involve-
ment in transition planning and the IEP pro-
cess, primarily with students with high-inci-
dence disabilities (e.g., Allen, Smith, Test,
Flowers, & Wood, 2001; Martin, Van Dycke,
Christensen et al., 2006; Mason, McGahee-
Kovac, Johnson, & Stillerman, 2002). For ex-
ample, Martin, Van Dycke, Christensen et al.
(2006) used the Self-Directed IEP curriculum
(Martin, Marshall, Maxson, & Jerman, 1997)
to teach secondary special education students
(9% with intellectual disability) to increase
their speaking, goal setting, and leadership
roles in their IEP meetings. Studies show, how-

ever, that without instruction and support, few
students are actively involved in the IEP pro-
cess. Martin, Van Dycke, Greene et al. (2006)
reported that, without training, secondary stu-
dents at IEP meetings generally talk only 3%
of the time. Secondary students in Agran and
Hughes’s (2008) study likewise self-reported
having received little instruction and assum-
ing only a minimal role at their IEP meetings.

However, few investigations in schools have
examined inclusiveness of setting in relation
to self-determination skills (Shogren, Bovaird,
Palmer, & Wehmeyer, 2010). Zhang (2001a)
asked general and special education teachers
to rate how often students with mild intellec-
tual disability demonstrated 13 self-determina-
tion behaviors (e.g., making choices, setting
goals, self-advocating) in their respective class-
rooms. Special versus general education
teachers reported higher rates of self-determi-
nation behavior, suggesting that special edu-
cation settings are more conducive to self-
determination than are general education
environments. However, Zhang suggested that
teacher bias or expectations may have influ-
enced results because special education teach-
ers are more likely to be aware of the 1997
IDEA mandate to address students’ interests,
preferences, and choices in educational pro-
gramming. Unfortunately, Zhang did not re-
port actual opportunities or activities that may
have related to exercising self-determination
in either setting. Further, student perspective
on opportunity to exercise self-determination
(e.g., making choices) across settings was not
sought.

Carter et al. (2009) asked special education
teachers of high school students with severe
intellectual and developmental disabilities to
use the AIR Self-Determination Scale (AIR;
Wolman, Campeau, DuBois, Mithaug, & Sto-
larski, 1994) to rate opportunity to engage in
and demonstration of self-determination be-
haviors at school. The AIR provides examples
of opportunities for self-determination for
each of six questionnaire items; however, ex-
amples relate only to teachers’ provision of
opportunities that could influence self-deter-
mination. To illustrate, the example for the
goal-setting item is “Troy’s teachers let him
know that he is responsible for setting his own
goals to get his needs and wants met.” There-
fore, the AIR asks teachers to rate their own
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actions in providing opportunities for stu-
dents to practice self-determination, which
could lead to inflated scoring. Indeed, teach-
ers in Carter et al.’s (2009) study rated oppor-
tunities for self-determination as sometimes to
almost always available at school, although they
reported that students almost never to sometimes
demonstrated self-determined behaviors.
However, no evidence was provided by the
authors to corroborate teacher report; there-
fore, it is not known to what extent opportu-
nities actually existed in school settings. In
addition, Carter et al. did not provide student
input on opportunities to practice self-deter-
mination skills because of concerns with the
validity of responses of students with severe
intellectual disability.

This study is a preliminary investigation of
the association of level of participation in
inclusive activities in school and community
and students’ reported self-determination skill
use. As argued by Walker et al. (2011), “the
degree to which one is socially included af-
fects one’s opportunities to engage in self-
determined actions; it also impacts the expe-
riences in which one learns about individual
preferences, interests, wants, needs, and de-
sires” (p. 15). Walker and colleagues further
argued that research (e.g., Wehmeyer et al.,
2007) clearly shows, as compared to more re-
strictive settings and experiences, inclusion in
community and school provides greater op-
portunities to make choices, express prefer-
ences, set goals, and become more self-deter-
mined. However, participation in inclusive
settings and activities has not been investi-
gated in relation to self-determination in
school settings. Our hypothesis was that par-
ticipation in more inclusive school and com-
munity activities would be associated with
greater self-determination skill use.

In addition, we sought to extend the litera-
ture on self-determination and student in-
volvement in educational programming by
addressing limitations of previous studies of
self-determination in school settings. First, be-
cause students from low-income communities
rarely have been included in investigations of
self-determination, we included a high school
serving high-poverty youth in our study sam-
ple. Second, participants in previous studies
investigating self-determination in both resi-
dential and school settings were largely White

(e.g., Carter et al., 2009; Shogren et al., 2007;
Wehmeyer & Meltzer, 1995), whereas the ma-
jority of our participants was from groups
underrepresented in the disability literature
(e.g., Blacks and Hispanics).

Third, rather than include participants with
less intense disabilities (e.g., learning disabili-
ties or mild intellectual disability), as in the
majority of studies investigating self-determi-
nation and IEP involvement (cf. Test et al.,
2004), students in our study had severe intel-
lectual disability. Fourth, instead of querying
teachers with respect to students’ active IEP
involvement and self-determination (e.g.,
Zhang, 2001a), we interviewed students di-
rectly to obtain their perspective on IEP in-
volvement and engagement in self-determina-
tion behaviors. Last, to address the concerns
of Carter et al. (2009) and others with respect
to validity of responses of people with severe
intellectual disability and their tendency to
acquiesce when queried, we introduced a
novel methodological feature by asking partic-
ipants to provide an example when a response
was affirmative. If the example and response
did not match in meaning, the response was
invalidated. Retained responses provided rich
illustrations of self-determination use as re-
ported by students themselves.

Method

Settings

Students from three high schools located in a
large urban school district of 78,000 students
in southeastern U.S. participated in the study.
We selected these three high schools because
they represented geographically and demo-
graphically diverse areas of the school district.
School A was purposely chosen because we
wished to sample the self-reported self-deter-
mination skills of students attending an un-
der-resourced, economically challenged high
school serving students from a high-poverty
community. In contrast, students attending
Schools B and C were from more middle-
income communities (see below). Further,
unlike the other two schools, School A was
being taken over by the state due to a 53%
dropout rate and failing to make Annual
Yearly Progress (AYP) on state exit exams.
School A had also been identified as a segre-
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gated, high-need “dropout factory” (Balfanz &
Legters, 2004), whereas Schools B and C were
in good standing with respect to graduation
rates and exit exam scores.

School A enrolled 1070 students, of which
81% were Black, 16% White, and 3% Hispanic
or Asian; 74% of students qualified for free or
reduced lunch. The majority of households
(56%) in the community were single-parent
and 42% had an income of less than $25,000.
In comparison, free or reduced lunch rates at
Schools B and C were 41% and 53%, respec-
tively. Majority student populations at these
schools were 53% Black (40% White; School
B) and 52% Black (24% White, 20% Hispanic;
School C). Single-parent households in the
communities served by these schools were
28% (School B) and 30% (School C), and
household incomes of less than $25,000 were
27% (School B) and 17% (School C). Because
preliminary Pearson Chi-square tests revealed
significant differences across demographic
characteristics of School A compared to each
of Schools B and C when analyzed separately
(i.e., students’ race/ethnicity � .001, gradua-
tion rate � .001, free/reduced lunch status �
.001, single-parent households � .001, house-
hold income � .001), for all subsequent anal-
yses, we compared School A against Schools B
and C combined.

Participation in inclusive settings. In addi-
tion, extensive direct observation by the au-
thors in these high schools prior to the cur-
rent study indicated that participation in
inclusive school- and community-based activi-
ties by students with severe disabilities varied
considerably for School A students versus stu-
dents attending Schools B and C. To confirm
our observations, we compared amount of
time in and type of general education classes
attended, and amount of time participating
in transition-related activities (e.g., in-school
jobs, vocational classes, community work ex-
periences) as drawn from school records. We
used Pearson Chi-square tests in SPSS (p �
.01) to compare findings.

Table 1 displays participants’ enrollment in
general education classes and involvement in
school- and community-based transition activ-
ities. Significant differences were found using
Pearson Chi-squared tests for number of class
periods in (a) general education, (b) school-
based transition activities, and (c) community-
based transition activities for School A stu-
dents versus School B-C students combined.
Only four of the 19 participating students in
School A attended one or more general edu-
cation classes daily outside their self-contained
classes. Similarly, only three students from
School A were enrolled in one or more class

TABLE 1

Participation in General Education and Transition Activities

School

No. of class periods A B-C p

Total participants 19 28
In general education classes (daily) � .001*

None 15 (79)a 8 (29)
1 class period 3 (16) 5 (18)
2 or more class periods 1 (5) 15 (54)

In school-based transition activities (daily) � .001*
None 16 (84) 11 (39)
1 class period 2 (11) 1 (4)
2 or more class periods 1 (5) 16 (57)

In community-based transition activities (weekly) .007*
None 11 (58) 11 (39)
1 class or less per week 8 (42) 6 (31)
2 or more classes per week 0 (0) 11 (39)

Note. * p � .01.
a Number and percentage of participants. School A is compared against Schools B-C combined.
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periods per day of school-based transition ac-
tivities. Only eight (42%) of School A’s partic-
ipants spent up to one class period per day
in transition activities in the community. On
the other hand, 15 of 28 students in Schools
B-C attended two or more general education
classes per day; five attended one class daily.
Over half (n � 16) of School B-C participants
engaged in two or more class periods of
school-based transition activities daily, and
over one third (n � 11) spent two or more
class periods daily in community-based transi-
tion activities.

In addition, a two-tailed t-test (p � .05) for
the combined categories of enrollment in
general education and school- and com-
munity-based transition activities was signifi-
cant, t(45) � 7.88, p � .001, with a mean of
.89 (SD � 1.05) for School A versus a mean of
3.43 (SD � 1.10) for Schools BC where none �
0 and two or more classes per week � 2. The effect
size was large (Cohen’s d � 2.35).

Based on our preliminary analyses across
School A compared to Schools B-C, we deter-
mined that proceeding with our investigation
of students’ participation in the IEP process
and self-determination skill use was justified,
as follows.

Participants

Participants (N � 47) were enrolled in special
education programs for students with intellec-
tual disability that emphasized functional aca-
demics and employment skills. Participant
selection criteria were: (a) students had an
Individualized Education Program (IEP) and
received special education services in classes
for moderate and severe intellectual disability,
(b) students had moderate to extensive sup-
port needs as documented by school records,
(c) students could respond verbally to spoken
questions in four-to-five word phrases and fol-
low one- to two-part directions, and (d) writ-
ten parental and student consent was ob-
tained. Students meeting these criteria were
19 of 38 students (School A), 14 of 25 (School
B), and 14 of 41 (School C) enrolled in these
classes. Students excluded were those who
did not communicate verbally (e.g., used ges-
tures) and those with limited support needs
(e.g., only monitoring or verbal prompts
needed to complete daily living skills indepen-

dently). Participants’ ages ranged from 14–21
years (M � 17) and 25 of 47 students were
female. Participants at School A were 16
Blacks and three Whites; at School B, five
Blacks and nine Whites; and at School C, eight
Blacks, four Whites, and two Hispanics.

Instruments and Administration

Student Self-Determination Survey (SS-DS).
We developed the Student Self-Determination
Survey (SS-DS) based on an extensive review
of literature in self-determination and student
involvement in the IEP process. The SS-DS
comprised 18 interview items (17 forced-
choice questions with requests to give exam-
ples and one open-ended question) related to:
(a) involvement in the IEP process (n � 8;
e.g., Agran, Snow, & Swaner, 1999; Martin,
Greene, & Borland, 2004; Test et al., 2004)
and (b) use of self-determination strategies,
such as problem-solving (n � 9; e.g. Agran &
Hughes, 2008; Wehmeyer, Agran, & Hughes,
2000). A final open-ended question asked stu-
dents to identify their post-school goals (e.g.,
Benz, Lindstrom, & Yovanoff, 2000). A draft
instrument was field-tested for clarity of word-
ing among five research staff and 17 racially
and ethnically diverse high school students
with severe intellectual disability; revisions in
wording were incorporated into a final instru-
ment. Cronbach’s alpha for the SS-DS was .82
(18 items, 54 respondents with severe disabil-
ities).

The survey was conducted as individual in-
terviews by graduate students in special edu-
cation by following a written script (Agran &
Hughes, 2008) to ensure consistency in ad-
ministration. Interviewers read the questions
to each participant individually in a quiet area
of the classroom, providing clarification or
rewording as needed to promote comprehen-
sion. Participants were asked to identify if and
how often they engaged in an IEP-related be-
havior (e.g., attending IEP meeting) or a self-
determination skill, such as goal setting. If
they responded affirmatively, they were asked
to describe an occurrence as an illustration of
when they had used the skill. To control for
acquiescence as is characteristic of individuals
with severe intellectual disability, if, after
probing for understanding, participants’ ex-
amples did not match their response, affirma-
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tive responses were invalidated. As interviews
were conducted, interviewers recorded partic-
ipants’ responses on the interview protocol.

Data Analysis

Data analysis was comprised of the following
four steps: First, students’ educational pro-
gramming and participant responses were nu-
merically coded and tabulated. Descriptive sta-
tistics were calculated for both data sets using
Pearson Chi-square tests in SPSS. To control
for random significance due to the number
of descriptive comparisons (18), the p-value of
the Chi-square analyses was set at .01. Second,
because school and community demographic
characteristics differed significantly for School
A when compared to each of Schools B and C
(see Setting), we compared School A findings
against School B-C combined responses, as
previously indicated. Third, upon visually ex-
amining histograms to assure normality of
the data, we performed two t-tests to compare
the mean summative responses of School A
participants against the combined mean sum-
mative responses of School B-C participants.
We compared students’ (a) reported level of
involvement in their IEP process and (b) re-
ported use of self-determination strategies.
We set the p-value at .05 for both hypothesis-
based comparisons and also calculated effect
sizes. Fourth, we combined student-reported
qualitative statements of their self-determina-
tion skill use and chose representative exam-
ples to illustrate findings.

Results

Findings are displayed in Tables 2 and 3, in
which responses for School A are compared
to combined responses for Schools B-C. Rep-
resentative examples of students’ self-reported
statements in response to questions on the
SS-DS are included below.

Participation in the IEP Process

Overall IEP participation. Students’ self-re-
ported participation in the IEP process in re-
sponse to SS-DS questions is shown in Table 2.
Low participation was reported across partici-
pants and schools for all phases of the IEP
process queried, revealing no significant dif-

ferences in responses for School A compared
to combined School B-C responses. Less than
half of participants across all schools (n � 21)
reported even knowing what an IEP was and
only five students (School A � 0) reported
leading their IEP meetings, although two-
thirds (n � 31) did report attending their
meetings. When asked to tell what an IEP was,
one student from School A said, “It’s a record
for how you’re doing.” A School C participant
responded that “an IEP is like a place, a meet-
ing. They ask a couple of questions, like what
you want to do, what you want to work at, and
you have to tell them what, and where you
want to work at once you leave out of this
school.” Another School C participant stated,
“It is when you get the chance to talk about
what you need, your goals, and what you need
to work on your need.”

When asked to tell about an IEP meeting
he or she had attended, a School A student
reported, “I sit in them. They talk about my
reading skills, math skills, and what I will do
after graduation.” Similarly, a student from
School B said, “They talked about me. They
talked about school.” Just over a third (n �
17) of all participants reported knowing what
their IEP goals were, while two-thirds (n � 31)
said they never read their IEPs. Those report-
ing to know their IEP goals gave examples,
primarily related to academic performance.
For example, one student attending School A
said, “Working on my reading and getting
better at math,” while a School B student
stated, “Do good in subjects, pass, and get As
in classes.”

Only 12 students reported ever evaluating
their progress on their IEP goals, although
seven students across Schools B-C reported
evaluating their goals once a week (School
A � 1) or daily (School A � 0). Only 40%
(n � 19) of participants reported ever discuss-
ing their IEP goals with parents or family,
although nine students across Schools B-C re-
ported doing so daily or weekly (School A �
2). Similarly, only 28% (n � 13) of partici-
pants reported ever discussing IEP goals with
teachers. Examples of IEP goal discussion pri-
marily related to IEP meetings. For example,
one School A student remarked that she dis-
cussed her IEP goals with her teachers “when
we have an IEP meeting with my mom.”
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Statistical analysis of IEP participation. A two-
tailed t-test (p � .05) revealed no significant
statistical difference between means of the cu-
mulative responses to questions about partic-
ipation in the IEP process between School A
and Schools B-C combined, t(45) � 1.44, p �
.158 with M � 3.05, SD � 2.34 (School A)
versus M � 4.46, SD � 3.82 (Schools B-C),
where no � 0 and yes � 1; never � 0 and daily �
3.

Self-Determination Skills

Table 3 shows findings for questions on the
SS-DS related to self-determination skills.
School A participants reported significantly
less (p � .01) frequent use of six of nine
self-determination skills: specifically, self-advo-
cacy (How often do you speak up for your-
self?), choice making (How often do you make
choices by yourself?), self-reinforcing (How of-
ten do you tell or reward yourself that you did
well when you finish a task?), self-monitoring

(How often do you count the number of times
you perform a task?), self-evaluating (How of-
ten do you compare how well you are doing
now with how well you did in the past?), and
problem solving (How often do you solve prob-
lems by yourself at school, work, or home?)
than did students attending Schools B-C com-
bined. At the same time, similarities across
schools were evident in examples of use of
self-determination skills provided by students,
as follows.

Self-advocating occurrences (Question 10)
reported by students across schools primarily
related to defending themselves in social situ-
ations or from bullying. Examples included
“When someone says you did something and
you didn’t, you have to say ‘No,’ you didn’t”
(School A); “Yeah, with bullies—two boys that
I’m not even scared of—used to be a little girl
but not now” (School B). Students’ examples
of making choices by themselves (Question
11) generally related to daily life outside
school, such as “I make choices to listen to my

TABLE 2

IEP Participation

Response

Item School No Yes p

1. Do you know what an IEP is? A 9 (47)a 10 (53) .390
B-C 17 (61) 11 (39)

2. Do you go to your IEP meetings?
A 8 (42) 11 (58) .366

B-C 8 (29) 20 (71)

3. Do you lead your IEP meetings?
A 19(100) 0 (0) .051

B-C 23 (82) 5 (18)

4. Do you know what your IEP goals are?
A 9 (47) 10 (53) .069

B-C 21 (75) 7 (25)

Never Yearly Weekly Daily

5. How often do you read your IEP?
A 15 (79) 4 (21) 0 (0) 0 (0) .087

B-C 16 (57) 6 (21) 6 (21) 0 (0)
6. How often do you evaluate your

progress on goals since last IEP?
A 15 (79) 3 (16) 1 (5) 0 (0) .103

B-C 14 (64) 1 (5) 2 (9) 5 (23)
7. How often do you discuss your

IEP goals with parents/family?
A 13 (68) 4 (21) 2 (11) 0 (0) .400

B-C 15 (56) 3 (11) 3 (11) 6 (22)
8. How often do you discuss your

IEP goals with teachers?
A 14 (74) 4 (21) 0 (0) 1 (5) .745

B-C 14 (64) 5 (23) 1 (5) 2 (9)

Note. * p � .01.
a Frequency and percentage of responses. Variation in number of responses (range � 41–47) is due to

responses being invalidated if no example was provided or example did not match response. School A is
compared against Schools B-C combined.
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CD” (School C). Self-reinforcing (Question
12) reportedly occurred in response to both
school (e.g., “When I did well and made the
honor roll, I told myself ‘Good job’” [School
A]) and outside school events (e.g., “I say ‘Be
cool’ when I did good playing soccer” [School
C]). Students reported that they self-moni-
tored (Question 13) primarily when exercis-
ing “I count when I’m on a track—I got to do
five laps” (School A) or engaging in commu-

nity-based job training “I count the number
of tables I wash” (School C). Self-evaluating
(Question 15) was reported to occur in rela-
tion to academic or work performance (e.g.,
“In the past I couldn’t read and write and now
I can help people when they are sick or hurt”
[School C]) and personal interactions (“I’m
getting along with my family better now”
[School B]). Problem-solving examples gener-
ally were in response to outside school events,

TABLE 3

Self-Determination Skill Use

Response

School Never Sometimes Most of the time All of the time p

9. How often do you set your own goals in school, not with your parents/guardians?
(goal setting) .069

A 13 (68)a 3 (16) 2 (11) 1 (5)
B-C 9 (36) 3 (12) 4 (16) 9 (36)

10. How often do you speak up for yourself? (self-advocating) .002*
A 11 (57) 2 (11) 2 (11) 4 (21)

B-C 2 (7) 12 (44) 3 (11) 10 (37)

11. How often do you make choices by yourself? (choice making) .003*
A 8 (42) 8 (42) 2 (11) 1 (5)

B-C 3 (12) 4 (16) 8 (32) 10 (40)

12. How often do you tell or reward yourself that you did well when you finish a task?
(self-reinforcing) .005*

A 11 (58) 4 (21) 0 (0) 4 (21)
B-C 3 (11) 8 (30) 4 (15) 12 (44)

13. How often do you count the number of times you perform a task? (self-monitoring) .002*
A 16 (84) 3 (16) 0 (0) 0 (0)

B-C 8 (30) 7 (26) 6 (22) 6 (22)

14. How often do you tell yourself how to do a job or task? (self-instructing) .016
A 11 (58) 6 (32) 1 (5) 1 (5)

B-C 5 (19) 8 (31) 2 (8) 11 (42)

15. How often do you compare how well you are doing now with how well you did in the past?
(self-evaluating) .004*

A 15 (79) 2 (11) 1 (5) 1 (5)
B-C 7 (26) 5 (19) 4 (15) 11 (41)

16. How often do you solve problems by yourself at school, work, or at home? (problem-solving) .002*
A 9 (47) 8 (42) 2 (11) 0 (0)

B-C 2 (8) 9 (36) 4 (16) 10 (40)

17. How often do you make decisions for yourself? (decision making) .165
A 7 (37) 7 (37) 2 (11) 3 (16)

B-C 4 (15) 7 (27) 4 (15) 11 (42)

Note. *p � .01.
a Frequency and percentage of responses. Variation in number of responses (range � 44–46) is due to

responses being invalidated if no example was provided or example did not match response. School A is
compared against Schools B-C combined.
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such as losing a house key (e.g., “My mom told
me she’d leave the key under the trash can
and it wasn’t there so I had to call my mom
and she had to leave work” [School A]) or
challenges at home (e.g., “When there are
problems at home, it’s very hard to study dur-
ing it. Had to ask Mom to help with sister”
[School B]).

Although findings for the remaining three
skills (i.e., goal setting, self-instructing, decision
making) were not significantly different at the
p � .01 level (self-instructing was at p � .05),
School A participants reported never using
these skills more frequently than did students
in Schools B and C combined. For example,
11 School A participants reported never self-
instructing, whereas 11 School B-C reported
self-instructing all of the time (e.g., “Yeah, some-
times I do talk to myself, it’s a good idea and
learning strategy” [School B]). Self-determi-
nation skills reported most frequently by
School B-C students were self-advocating,
choice making, self-reinforcing, and problem
solving.

Statistical analysis of self-determination skills.
A two-tailed t-test (p � .05) revealed a signifi-
cant difference between means of the cumu-
lative responses to self-determination skill
items for School A and Schools B-C combined,
t(44) � 5.54, p � .001. School A had a mean
score of 5.89 (SD � 4.50) whereas Schools B-C
combined had a mean of 15.22 (SD � 6.29),
where never � 0 and all of the time � 3. The
effect size was large (Cohen’s d � 1.71).

Post-school Goals

When asked the open-ended question on the
SS-DS “What do you want to do when you
graduate from high school?,” two-thirds of stu-
dents across schools (n � 30) indicated want-
ing to seek employment. Responses included
“Work in a grocery store putting things in a
bag” (School A) and “I want to become a
model and a fashion designer, because I like
to design prom dresses” (School C). Nine stu-
dents cited post-secondary education goals,
primarily related to career training, such as
“Go to technical school—do paint collision,
custom painting” (School A) or “Go to college
and graduate in culinary arts” (School B).
Seven students indicated wanting to stay home
and, in some cases, care for children, such as

reported by a student from School B: “Stay
home, keep my cousins.” Three students did
not indicate any post-school goals.

Discussion

In this exploratory study, we examined the
role of participation in inclusive settings and
activities associated with active involvement
in IEP activities and use of self-determination
strategies among high school students with
severe intellectual disability. We included a
population rarely participating in self-deter-
mination investigations: students attending
a high-poverty high school—many of whom
were Black, Hispanic, or other ethnicities. Fur-
ther, student interview data provided rich
narrative findings to corroborate student self-
reported use of self-determination skills.

Findings revealed significant differences
in student participation in general education
and transition activities across schools, which
were associated, in turn, with level of self-
determination skill use. Students with severe
intellectual disability who were primarily edu-
cated throughout the day in their special
education classrooms (School A) reported sig-
nificantly less use of six of nine self-determi-
nation skills than did School B-C counterparts
who experienced significantly more opportu-
nity for inclusion in school and community.
We also found significantly lower composite
responses on self-determination skill use. Stu-
dent-reported IEP participation was found to
be low with no significant differences across
schools. Most students across schools indi-
cated wanting employment after high school
versus post-secondary education. Our findings
contribute to the literature in several impor-
tant ways, as follows.

First, an empirical association has been es-
tablished in the literature between indicators
of self-determination and participation in the
IEP process and positive post-school out-
comes, such as employment (Martorell et al.,
2008). It is critical, therefore, to know what
components of transition programming pro-
mote the development of self-determination
skills and active involvement in educational
programming. This question is particularly
compelling in light of the chronically poor
post-school outcomes faced by students with
severe intellectual disability (e.g., unemploy-
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ment, economic dependence, segregation;
Newman, Wagner, Cameto, & Knokey, 2009).
Researchers have examined the role of in-
struction in promoting students’ self-determi-
nation and IEP involvement (e.g., Cross et al.,
1999); in contrast, little is known about the
influence of participation in inclusive settings
and activities (e.g., Shogren et al., 2010).

We found that School A students partici-
pated in inclusive classes and school- and
community-based transition instruction signif-
icantly less than did students attending
Schools B-C. Numerous studies have demon-
strated the positive effects of both inclusive
school environments and community-based
training on post-school outcomes, such as em-
ployment, postsecondary education, and inde-
pendent living (e.g., Cimera, 2010; Test et al.,
2009). It is likely that attending school exclu-
sively in a separate special education class-
room, such as did 79% of School A partici-
pants (Table 1), and having very limited or
no community-based instruction (all School A
participants), provided students little oppor-
tunity to independently make choices, solve
problems, or speak up for themselves. As sug-
gested by Wehmeyer and Metzler (1995), ed-
ucational environments that are highly struc-
tured, restrictive, or protective typically do
not provide opportunities for independent
problem solving or decision making. When
daily activities are totally predictable, students
likely do not have the opportunity to develop
the skills to respond independently to the
ever-changing, unpredictable events and vicis-
situdes that comprise everyday life in inclusive
school and community settings.

In contrast, inclusive environments may
present frequent challenges that can prompt
independent performance and self-determi-
nation skills. For example, the bus route that a
student takes to a community-based job site
may unexpectedly change, causing the stu-
dent to have to problem-solve options to get
to work. Or when walking in the hall to her
inclusive class without a teacher, a student
must learn to prompt and reinforce herself to
get to class on time. School A students in our
study—who were already handicapped by lim-
ited access to inclusive school and community
instructional environments—reported signifi-
cantly less use of self-determination skills than
did their counterparts experiencing more in-

clusive educational environments, suggesting
that segregated settings can hinder self-deter-
mination. Our findings suggest that the de-
gree to which students are included in school
and community may affect their opportunities
to make choices, set personal goals, express
preferences, and develop other self-determi-
nation skills, as argued by others (e.g., Walker
et al., 2011; Wehmeyer et al., 2007).

Second, our study is important because it is
one of the few to examine self-determination
and IEP participation among ethnically and
racially diverse students with severe intellec-
tual disability (Schools A-C), as well as those
attending a failing, high-poverty high school
(School A). Studies of self-determination and
IEP participation have overwhelmingly in-
cluded White, middle-class participants (e.g.,
Carter et al., 2009). Further, rarely have high-
poverty youth with severe intellectual disabil-
ity (or any transition-age youth with severe
disabilities, for that matter) been asked about
their self-determination and IEP involvement,
highlighting the need to include these stu-
dents as study participants. Students attending
high-poverty School A reported significantly
less use of self-determination skills than
School B-C students. They also spent signifi-
cantly less time in general education classes
and transition activities in school and commu-
nity than did their School B-C counterparts.

We cannot assume a relation between high-
poverty schools and lack of inclusion and tran-
sition activities from these findings; however,
limited resources typically associated with
high-poverty environments likely present chal-
lenges to providing inclusive activities in high-
poverty schools. For example, lack of transpor-
tation, job sites, and recreational facilities
typically associated with high-poverty neigh-
borhoods (Barton & Coley, 2010) may se-
verely limit community-based instruction for
students attending these schools. Likewise,
limited numbers of paraprofessionals and
other school staff may prevent teachers from
implementing job training sites on campus,
such as in the cafeteria, school office, or sports
facilities, because of lack of supervisory staff
across dispersed training sites. If participation
in inclusive activities in school and community
relates to increased self-determination, as sug-
gested by this study, the “deck may be stacked”
against students with severe intellectual dis-
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ability attending high-poverty schools. These
students may be entering adult life a step
behind their counterparts attending more
affluent schools who may have had access to
inclusion and community-based transition ex-
periences. Not only may post-school success
be compromised, but self-determination and
student-directed learning may be as well.

As argued by Wehmeyer et al. (2011), pov-
erty, segregation, and restrictiveness of setting
may inhibit the development of individuals’
self-determination, especially when coexisting
with disability. When limited inclusion is com-
pounded with the lack of resources and op-
portunity for enriched and varied experiences
traditionally associated with high-poverty envi-
ronments, development of self-determination
skills is likely to be hindered. Consequently,
researchers have cited the need to examine
the effects of racial and ethnic marginaliza-
tion and economic status on self-determina-
tion (e.g., Carter et al., 2009; Wehmeyer et al.,
2011). This call is particularly timely consider-
ing that by 2020, the majority of public school
students is expected to be low-income and of
color—as is already true in the South and
several western states (National Center for Ed-
ucation Statistics, 2006; Suitts, 2010).

Third, low participation in IEP activities was
reported by students across Schools A-C. Al-
though the majority of participants reported
attending their IEP meetings (School A 58%;
Schools B-C 71%), few students across schools
reported ever leading their IEP meetings or
knowing or evaluating their IEP goals. Com-
ments of students who did report attending
their IEP meetings suggested limited involve-
ment (e.g., “I sit in them. They talk . . .”). Our
findings are particularly disconcerting be-
cause not only is IEP participation required
by IDEA legislation; it has been advocated
since the 1990s as a means to improve student
outcomes (e.g., Martin & Marshall, 1995).
However, as observed by Martin, Van Dycke,
Greene et al. (2006), active participation in
IEP meetings will not occur without instruc-
tion. In particular, students with severe intel-
lectual disability and limited verbal skills are
unlikely to state their goals, ask for feedback,
and other recommended actions at their IEP
meetings (e.g., Martin et al., 1997) without
considerable instruction and support. Our
findings suggest, however, that instruction

and support for IEP participation may be
rare across even affluent schools that provide
greater opportunity for inclusion and commu-
nity experiences.

In addition, we found few differences across
schools with respect to students’ post-school
goals or views toward personal decision mak-
ing. Most students (30 of 47) cited employ-
ment as a post-school goal, primarily in entry-
level jobs, such as bagging groceries. Only
nine mentioned postsecondary education as a
goal and only in the context of technical train-
ing (e.g., auto body work). Over 20% (n � 10)
of students either wanted to stay home or
expressed no post-school goal. Such limited
expectations for adult life likely show that,
despite some transition programming—espe-
cially at Schools B-C—little career exploration
and planning may have occurred even among
the more inclusive schools. Lack of career
instruction may also explain students’ seem-
ing ambivalence about having decisions made
by parents or teachers at an age when most
adolescents would be less than favorable to-
ward personal decisions made by others.
Decision-making skills are best taught within
the framework of having actual opportunities
to make relevant life choices (Walker et al.,
2011), which likely were absent in partici-
pants’ curricula.

Limitations and Future Research

Our findings also highlight limitations of our
study and directions for future research. First,
we did not directly observe students’ partici-
pation in school- or community-based activi-
ties across schools. Therefore, we do not know
if opportunity to make choices and so forth
actually occurred more frequently in inclusive
school and community settings. We do con-
tend that stimulus variation increases when
students routinely enter different environ-
ments comprised of ever-changing demands,
persons, and features to which students must
respond. Studies in residential environments
have shown that simply moving to a less re-
strictive environment can increase opportuni-
ties to choose (e.g., Wehmeyer & Bolding,
2001) and that both opportunities to choose
and social inclusiveness of the environment
relate to level of self-determination (e.g.,
Wehmeyer & Garner, 2003). Restrictiveness
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of setting may serve as a mediating variable
consistent with contemporary social-ecologi-
cal views of environmental factors that en-
hance or inhibit self-determination (e.g.,
Walker et al., 2011; Wehmeyer et al., 2011).
Future researchers should develop means to
observe both inclusiveness of settings and ac-
tivities and occurrences of actual self-determi-
nation use (e.g., when given the opportunity
to choose lunch items in the cafeteria, a stu-
dent exercises choice either independently or
with assistance).

Second, we did not investigate the psycho-
metric properties of the SS-DS, the instrument
we developed to identify student use of self-
determination skills. Although we did estab-
lish a Cronbach’s alpha of .82 for the SS-DS
among 54 respondents with severe intellectual
disability, indicating a high level of internal
consistency among items, the validity and re-
liability of the instrument were not demon-
strated. Drawing items extensively from the
literature, as we did when we developed the
instrument, however, does provide some evi-
dence of its content validity. Developing a
psychometrically sound self-report instrument
to assess students’ self-determination skill use
would contribute substantially to the research
base. We do hold, however, that the SS-DS was
sufficient with respect to the exploratory na-
ture of this study.

Third, we did not report or control for IQ
of participants, although all students met
our criteria for and were identified by their
schools as having severe intellectual disability
based on assessment data in their school re-
cords. It could be that variation in students’
responses related to unreported differences in
cognitive skills. However, researchers report
that IQ is not a strong predictor of level of
self-determination; rather, IQ is a stronger
predictor of restrictiveness of placement (e.g.,
Wehmeyer & Garner, 2003). We also com-
pared schools by demographic characteristics
(e.g., free and reduced lunch status) and in-
clusiveness of participants’ activities. However,
we did not address or control for variables
such as family support, teacher quality, or
community resources that could have influ-
enced self-determination behavior. It could
be that schools differed on many additional
characteristics that influenced self-determina-
tion skill use reported by students. Future

studies would benefit from an expanded array
of variables that are systematically measured
and accounted for when comparing student-
reported self-determination skill use across
settings and schools.

Fourth, we had only 47 participants in our
study representing three high schools within
one urban school district. Although we pur-
posely selected three schools within the dis-
trict that were diverse geographically and
economically, generalizability of findings is
limited. Having more participants across
school settings and additional student-
reported examples of self-determination be-
havior, such as we requested from students to
validate affirmative responses, however, would
have strengthened the argument for general-
izability of findings. Future research efforts
should address study limitations by incorpo-
rating direct observation of opportunities for
self-determination across school and commu-
nity settings; developing a psychometrically
sound assessment of student self-determina-
tion skill use; controlling for IQ and other
participant, school, and community character-
istics; and expanding participant pools and
environmental settings.

Implications for Practice

Findings from this exploratory study suggest
that students with severe intellectual disability
with limited access to inclusive school and
community experiences are likely to experi-
ence arrested development in self-determina-
tion skills compared to peers experiencing
more inclusive educational opportunities. On
its most basic level, this study highlights the
need to increase inclusiveness of settings and
experiences available to students with severe
intellectual disability to foster students’ self-
determination and post-school success. This
recommendation may especially apply to stu-
dents attending high-poverty schools where
opportunities for inclusion in school and com-
munity characteristically are limited. Relating
inclusiveness of school and community set-
tings to students’ post-school outcomes is an
area warranting further investigation, particu-
larly in light of the limited postschool employ-
ment and postsecondary education experi-
ences reported for students from low-income
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households as compared to those from more
affluent homes (Newman et al., 2011).

In addition, findings illustrate the need to
instruct and support students across all
schools in acquiring IEP participation skills.
As argued by Shogren et al. (2007), we need to
have more, not fewer, opportunities and in-
struction for those who traditionally have had
restricted opportunities to learn and practice
self-determination and educational planning
skills (i.e., students with severe intellectual dis-
ability and those who are low-income). These
students can learn to make choices, self-advo-
cate, and direct their own performance (e.g.,
Wehmeyer et al., 2007). We need to provide
the opportunity, instruction, and support for
them to do so.
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General Education Teachers’ Goals and Expectations for their
Included Students with Mild and Severe Disabilities

David Lansing Cameron
University of Agder

Bryan G. Cook
University of Hawaii at Manoa

Abstract: The purpose of this study was to examine general education teachers’ goals and expectations for their
included students with mild and severe disabilities. Participants were seven inclusive classroom teachers who
were interviewed about their goals and expectations regarding one of their included students with a mild
disability and one of their included students with a severe disability. Teachers described their primary goals for
students with severe disabilities to be in the area of social development and reported that academic performance
for these children was of little relevance. For children with mild disabilities, goals and expectations focused on
classroom and behavior skills, academic performance, and improved self-confidence. Findings are considered in
relation to a model of differential expectations (Cook, 2001; Cook & Semmel, 2000), which suggests that
teachers’ attitudes towards students conform to their perceptions of the obviousness of the child’s disability.

The prevailing view among many parents, ed-
ucators, and policymakers is that the general
education classroom is the preferred place-
ment for students with disabilities (Coster &
Haltiwanger, 2004; Ferguson, 2008; Marks,
Schrader, & Levine, 1999). In fact, it seems
that the debate over inclusion has largely
shifted from a discussion about whether stu-
dents with disabilities should be served in gen-
eral education settings to a focus on how best
to implement inclusive practices effectively
and provide appropriate access to the general
education curriculum (Ford, Davern, &
Schnorr, 2001; Soukup, Wehmeyer, Bashinski,
& Bovaird, 2007). Initially, growth in inclusive
placements occurred primarily for students
with mild disabilities such as learning disabil-
ities and behavioral disorders. However, in
recent years schools have also experienced a
dramatic increase in the percentage of time
that children with severe and profound disabil-
ities spend in general education classrooms
(United States Department of Education
[USDOE,] 2006). A significant consequence of
this expansion is that general education teach-

ers have been required to take on greater re-
sponsibility for educating students with mild,
moderate, and severe disabilities alongside stu-
dents without disabilities.

Advocates for inclusion argue that both stu-
dents with disabilities and their nondisabled
peers benefit from integrated environments
(Agran & Alpers, 2000; Hollowood, Salisbury,
Rainforth, & Palombaro, 1994), yet they also
acknowledge that what occurs for students
with severe disabilities in general education
settings is very different from what occurs for
students with mild disabilities or typically de-
veloping students (Giangreco & Broer, 2005;
Hollowood et al.). Traditionally, goals for stu-
dents with severe disabilities have focused on
functional, vocational, and social skills (West-
ling & Fox, 2008; Soukup, Wehmeyer, Bashin-
ski, & Bovaird, 2007). However, legal man-
dates now require that all students, including
those with severe disabilities, have access to
the general education curriculum (IDEA,
2004). Thus, inclusive classroom teachers to-
day are faced with the challenging tasks of
determining (a) which aspects of the general
education curriculum are appropriate for
which students; (b) how and when to provide
instruction in the general education curricu-
lum to different students; and (c) how and
when to address the functional, behavioral,
and social goals of their included students.

Correspondence concerning this article should
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ment of Education, University of Agder, Service
Box 422, 4604 Kristiansand, NORWAY. Email:
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Teachers’ approaches to these tasks are clearly
related to the goals and expectations that they
hold for their students.

The importance of setting goals and hold-
ing high expectations for improving learning
outcomes has been demonstrated in numer-
ous studies (e.g., Babad, 1998; Brophy, 1986;
Good & Weinstein, 1986; Grahm, MacArthur,
Schwartz, & Page-Voth, 1992; Miller & Kelley,
1994; Page-Voth & Grahm, 1999; Rubie-Da-
vies, Peterson, Irving, Widdowson, & Dixon,
2006; Shilts, Horowitz, & Townsend, 2004;
Weinstein, 2002). The assumption underlying
these findings is that there is a direct relation-
ship between the goals and expectations held
by teachers and their behaviors towards indi-
vidual students. This is undoubtedly the ratio-
nale behind the use of measurable goals and
objectives in Individual Education Programs
(IEP), which are seen as a cornerstone of
effective special education practice.

The process by which teachers’ goals and
expectations affect the performance of stu-
dents with disabilities is further clarified by
research on teacher efficacy (e.g., Brownell &
Pajares, 1999; Page-Voth & Graham, 1999;
Ruble, Usher, & McGrew, 2011). This body of
research draws largely on the tenets of Bandu-
ra’s (1986) social cognitive theory and the
construct of self-efficacy. Simply stated, self-
efficacy suggests that, “individuals pursue ac-
tivities and situations in which they feel com-
petent and avoid situations in which they
doubt their capability to perform successfully”
(Brownell & Pajares, 1999, p. 154). Research
examining teacher efficacy with respect to in-
clusion has found that general educators who
believe that they are successful in teaching
children with disabilities are more willing to
include those students in their classrooms and
direct more teaching effort towards included
students than teachers who feel less successful
in this area (Ashton & Webb, 1986; Brownell
& Pajares, 1999). A logical extension of this
reasoning is that teachers will be more likely
to set goals and hold expectations for their
included students in areas where they feel
confident in their own ability to help students
achieve.

Despite considerable attention devoted to
the need to differentiate goals for included
students with disabilities (Baker & Zigmond,
1995; Carter & Hughes, 2006; Vaughn,

Hughes, Moody, & Elbaum, 2001; Vaugh &
Linan-Thompson, 2003), little is known about
how teachers actually plan and set goals for
students whose learning characteristics differ
meaningfully. However, several investigations
have considered teachers’ perceptions regard-
ing the goals of inclusion for students with
and without disabilities in general. For exam-
ple, Carter and Hughes (2006) studied admin-
istrators, general educators, special educators,
and paraprofessionals’ perceptions regarding
the inclusion of students with severe disabili-
ties in 11 high schools. Consistent with previ-
ous research (Agran & Alper, 2000; Fisher &
Meyer, 2002; Kennedy, Shukla, & Fryxell,
1997), they found that teachers perceived so-
cial outcomes to be the most important ben-
efit of inclusion for students with disabilities.
Although studies such as these suggest that
teachers place greater emphasis on the social
benefits of inclusion as compared to other
curricular areas, observational research indi-
cates that the vast majority of instruction for
students with disabilities in inclusive class-
rooms tends to be related to academic content
(Cameron, Cook, & Tankersley, 2011; Helm-
stetter, Curry, Brennan, & Sampson-Saul,
1998).

The model of differential expectations (see
Cook, 2001; Cook & Semmel, 2000), which
draws on aspects of attribution theory
(Weiner, 1979) and social comparison pro-
cesses (Festinger, 1954), holds that readily ap-
parent external cues as to the presence of a
disability impact teachers’ expectations and
feelings towards students with disabilities. The
model suggests that teachers hold typical ex-
pectations for students with mild disabilities
(e.g., learning disabilities, behavioral disor-
ders) because these “hidden” disabilities pro-
vide no clear indicator as to the presence of a
disability. In essence, teachers treat students
with mild disabilities much like their nondis-
abled peers because they look just like them.
Conversely, teachers may be more likely to
adjust their expectations for students with se-
vere disabilities because their disabilities are
“obvious” and provide a clear signal to teach-
ers that their abilities are different from oth-
ers. The model provides a possible explana-
tion for findings that students with mild
disabilities such as learning disabilities and
behavioral disorders are more often rejected
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by teachers than students with more severe
disabilities, despite the increased teaching de-
mands that are likely to accompany students
with severe disabilities in inclusive classrooms
(Cook, 2001; Cook & Cameron, 2010).

In addition, the model of differential expec-
tations suggests that in contrast to children
with mild disabilities, inclusive teachers may
be less likely to perceive the poor perfor-
mance of students with severe disabilities to be
a consequence of their own teaching effort
(Cook, 2004). Thus, general education teach-
ers may conclude that they have little to offer
included students with severe disabilities and
set goals for these students that are unreason-
ably low with respect to students’ actual po-
tential. With respect to students with mild dis-
abilities, teachers may set goals and expect
improvement in academic areas that are con-
sistent with those held for modal students,
assuming that if the child just “tried harder”
then he or she could perform as well as non-
disabled students.

Several studies have found a connection be-
tween teachers’ attitudes and the instructional
effort that teachers direct towards students
with diverse learning and behavioral charac-
teristics (Brophy & Good, 1986; Cook & Cam-
eron, 2010; Good & Brophy, 1972; Jordan,
Lindsay, & Stanovich, 1997; Ruble, Usher, &
McGrew, 2011). Moreover, ample evidence in-
dicates that the goals that teachers set for
students have a clear and profound effect on
student performance (Christenson, Ysseldyke,
& Thurlow, 1989; Doherty & Hilberg, 2007;
Fuchs, Fuchs, & Deno, 1985; Hattie & Timper-
ley, 2007). The purpose of this study was to
explore the goals and expectations general
education teachers hold for their included
students with mild and severe disabilities and
to examine how these intentions differ by stu-
dent group.

Method

Participants

We began the process of selecting participants
by contacting special education administra-
tors from local school districts in the region of
northeast Ohio. Administrators were asked to
identify schools that practiced inclusion and
whose faculty would be willing to participate

in the study. We then met with principals and
teachers from nine schools, briefly observed
their programs, and discussed the study with
potential participants. After identifying gen-
eral education teachers who taught classes in
which students with both mild and severe dis-
abilities were included, we asked one general
education teacher from each of the schools to
participate in the study. Two of these teachers
were unable to participate. Each of the re-
maining teachers represented a different
school, including five elementary and two
middle schools, ranging in size from 333 to
980 students. All seven teachers interviewed in
this study comprise a subsample of partici-
pants from an investigation reported by Cam-
eron, Cook, and Tankersley (2011).

The sample comprised two 3rd grade teach-
ers and one teacher from grades 1, 2, 5, 6, and
8. Participants had an average of 8.7 years of
teaching experience and between 1 to 16
years of experience teaching in classrooms in
which students with disabilities were included
(M � 6.6 years). Four teachers reported hav-
ing between 5 and 9 years of experience teach-
ing in inclusive classrooms. One teacher had
taught in an inclusive classroom for 16 years,
and two teachers had less than 2 years of
experience teaching in inclusive classrooms.
All of the teachers were female and reported
their race as Caucasian. Each teacher was re-
sponsible for a separate classroom in which
average daily attendance ranged from 16 to 25
students. None of the classrooms were co-
taught with other teachers. However, there
were often other educational professionals, in-
cluding assistants and special education teach-
ers, present in these classrooms on an inter-
mittent basis.

Students

Interviews focused on the goals and expecta-
tions teachers held for seven students with
severe disabilities and seven students with
mild disabilities. Demographic information
for included students is provided in Table 1.
Students identified as having severe disabili-
ties (a) were nominated by teachers as having
a severe disability, (b) had scores that fell in
the severe range on the Basic Scale of Disabil-
ity Severity (Cameron, 2004; described be-
low), and (c) were categorized by their
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schools as having a multiple disability (MD) or
intellectual disability (ID). Each of the teach-
ers was responsible for a separate inclusive
classroom in which only one student with a
severe disability was included (i.e., only one
student in each classroom met the above cri-
teria). Students grouped as having mild dis-
abilities (a) were nominated by their teacher
as having a mild disability, and (b) had scores
that fell in the mild range on the BSDS. Chil-
dren in the mild disability group were labeled
as having a learning disability (LD), behav-
ioral disorder (BD), or were in the high func-
tioning range of autism spectrum disorder
(ASD). Teachers reported that children with
mild disabilities were included from 60% to
100% of the school day (M � 80.0, SD � 15.0),
whereas students with severe disabilities spent
from 20% to 70% of the day in general edu-
cation classrooms (M � 42.1, SD � 23.4). All
of the students with severe disabilities were
supported by a paraprofessional when in gen-
eral education settings.

Procedure

After obtaining informed consent from teach-
ers, we asked them to nominate included stu-
dents with identified disabilities (i.e., receiv-

ing special education services under the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act)
for participation in the study. We then solic-
ited informed consent for participation in the
study from the parents of these students.
Teachers were asked to nominate students as
having a mild or severe disability based on
their perceptions of the level of support that
students required. Students with mild disabil-
ities were described as students with identified
disabilities whom teachers perceived as requir-
ing little or only “intermittent” levels of sup-
port, whereas students with severe disabilities
required “pervasive” or “extensive” support
(Westling & Fox, 2008). In addition, the first
author and a graduate student in special edu-
cation observed students over the course of
several lessons and rated students nominated
by teachers using the BSDS (Cameron, 2004).
The BSDS involves rating a student’s ability as
compared to his/her same-age peers on a
4-point scale in three areas: (a) intellectual
functioning, (b) behavior, and (c) motor, sen-
sory and/or communication skills. Reliability
of the scale (k � 0.81) was calculated by Cam-
eron (2004) using Cohen’s kappa (Cohen
1961). Researchers randomly selected a stu-
dent with a mild disability in each class to be
the subject of interviews from among the

TABLE 1

Demographic Characteristics of Participating Students with Disabilities

Student Grade Gender Age Disability % Includeda

Mild disabilities
Student 1 1st male 7–10 Learning disability 85
Student 2 2nd female 7–10 Autism 90
Student 3 3rd male 10–3 Learning disability 65
Student 4 3rd male 9–7 Learning disability 90
Student 5 5th male 11–0 Learning disability 70
Student 6 6th male 12–8 Behavioral disorder 100
Student 7 8th female 15–0 Learning disability 60

Severe disabilities
Student 8 1st male 7–1 Multiple disability 30
Student 9 2nd male 7–11 Intellectual disability 20
Student 10 3rd male 10–2 Multiple disability 25
Student 11 3rd female 9–8 Multiple disability 40
Student 12 5th male 11–11 Multiple disability 70
Student 13 6th male 12–1 Multiple disability 80
Student 14 8th male 13–11 Multiple disability/Down syndrome 30

Note. a Percent of school day the student is included in general education settings.
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three to four students identified as having
mild disabilities based on the above criteria.
Teachers also completed a short survey with a
number of demographic questions prior to
the interview.

The interviews were conducted by the first
author in a private setting at each school sev-
eral days after our initial observations. Inter-
views ranged from approximately 45 minutes
to 1 hour and were audio-recorded. Interview
questions were broadly grouped into three
themes: (a) goals and expectations for stu-
dents in general, (b) long-term versus short-
term (e.g., day to day) goals and expectations,
and (c) how goals and expectations differed
for the different children. However, the inter-
views themselves were semi-structured so that
we were able to move back and forth between
themes or discuss adjacent topics, such as di-
lemmas and successes that teachers had expe-
rienced with particular children. We did not
refer to “students with mild/severe disabili-
ties” in the interviews, but rather to the indi-
vidual students described above.

Analysis

The first author transcribed each of the inter-
views. Teachers’ responses were then sepa-
rated into their smallest meaningful units and
a process of constant comparison was em-
ployed to develop a series of themes (Lincoln
& Guba, 1985). The second author then inde-
pendently coded these items using themes de-
rived from the first phase of analysis. We then
compared responses and calculated an agree-
ment coefficient (88%) using the point-by-
point method (Kazdin, 1982). We discussed
individual items where coding was in disagree-
ment until we arrived at a consensus as to the
meaning of each item and the major themes
of the interviews. Some of the themes were
broadened or adapted so that all items that we
perceived as being meaningful for the study
were included.

Presentation and Interpretation of Findings

Five themes emerged from our analysis of the
interview transcripts. These involved goals and
expectations relating to (a) social develop-
ment, (b) classroom and behavior skills, (c)
academic improvement, (d) student self-con-

fidence, and (e) the perceived insignificance
of academics (Table 2). Although teachers’
responses to questions about students with
mild and severe disabilities were often quite
similar, two of these themes pertained almost
exclusively to one group of students. First,
teachers’ emphasis on improving student self-
confidence emerged when discussing chil-
dren with mild disabilities. Second, the per-
ception that academic progress was largely
irrelevant pertained solely to students with se-
vere disabilities. With respect to other be-
tween group differences, a strong trend was
found among teachers’ responses concerning
two themes: (a) teachers reported that social
development was the primary goal for stu-
dents with severe disabilities, whereas (b) ex-
pectations for students with mild disabilities
centered on behavioral and classroom man-
agement issues.

As teachers’ goals largely overlapped with
the expectations they held for students, we
chose to combine these two concepts in the
analysis. However, in general it seems that
beliefs concerning teachers’ goals for students
corresponded to long-term hopes or aspira-
tions; whereas expectations related more di-
rectly to daily aspects of classroom life (e.g., “I
expect all my students to pay attention”). Yet,
this distinction was far from consistent.

Social Development

The social development theme comprised
statements indicating that the goal for in-
cluded children was to gain social skills, make
friends, or generally interact with other stu-
dents. Also included in this category were
items referring to the broad social benefits for
both general and special education students,
such as “greater diversity.” All seven teachers
made multiple statements about the value of
children with disabilities socializing and devel-
oping relationships with nondisabled peers.
The only other theme that was emphasized to
a similarly high degree was that of classroom
and behavior skills. Although teachers at times
referred to the social benefits of inclusion in
general; when talking about individual chil-
dren, this issue was almost exclusively used to
describe teachers’ goals and expectations for
students with severe disabilities. Only one
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teacher made this point when referring to her
student with a mild disability.

The social aspect of inclusion was also more
frequently represented in teachers’ discussion
of long-term goals than with regard to short-
term objectives. The few statements referring
to short-term expectations related to socially
appropriate behavior for the entire class, such
as the expectation, “that they get along and
accept everybody.” In contrast, long-term
goals and expectations tended to be applied
toward students with severe disabilities and
focused on concepts such as making friends,
fitting in, or feeling comfortable with one an-

other. For example, one teacher noted, “Prob-
ably the most important thing is getting them
comfortable with relating to their peers.” An-
other teacher expressed her hopes that a stu-
dent with a severe disability would “become a
real member of the class.”

Teachers were also adamant about the goal
of getting typically developing students to be-
come more accepting of children with disabil-
ities. For example, one teacher stated, “My
biggest goal for all the children with special
needs is that the kids see them as kids just like
them, but with differences.” The issue of ac-
ceptance was particularly prominent for stu-

TABLE 2

Teachers’ Goals and Expectations for their Included Students

Category Description of Category Examples Focus

Social
Development

Statements concerning the goal
or expectation that students
with disabilities gain social
skills, make friends, or
generally interact with
nondisabled students.

“My long-term goal is really
just to get them
comfortable with
interacting with peers
and being part of a
group.”

Primarily emphasized for
students with severe
disabilities and as a
long-term goal.

Classroom and
Behavior
Skills

Statements related to the
expectation or goal of
performance in areas such as
following routines, paying
attention, staying on task,
turning in homework,
organizing materials, and/or
motivation to work.

“An expectation would be
that they come to
attention when I direct
them . . . so that they are
sitting down ready to
listen.”

Primarily emphasized for
students with mild
disabilities in
association with short-
term goals and
expectations.

Academic
Improvement

Statements that the teacher
would like to see
improvement with regard to
some aspect of academic
performance.

“I would hope that his
reading would improve.”

Primarily emphasized for
students with mild
disabilities. Referred
to as both a long-term
and short-term goal.

Student Self-
confidence

Statements that the teacher
would like to see the
students’ perception of
themselves and/or their
abilities improve.

“I think a goal that I have
for them is for them to
see themselves as able to
be successful.”

Solely in reference to
students with mild
disabilities and
primarily as a long-
term goal.

Insignificance
of Academics

Statements referring to the
teacher’s belief that the
academic performance of the
student is not likely to
improve, is of lesser
importance than other areas,
is not the general educator’s
responsibility, and statements
describing a lack of
knowledge regarding student
abilities.

“She had an academic
plateau. She’s not going
to go past what she has
right now.”

“I’m probably not real sure
what his abilities are
going to be at the
moment.”

The only area for which
teachers stated what
they did not see as a
goal for students.
These statements
referred solely to
students with severe
disabilities.
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dents with severe disabilities. A teacher re-
flected over her long-term goals for a student
with a severe disability and issues such as, “how
he’s going to fit in with the kids. Are they
going to accept him? Are they going to be
kind and respect him as a person and treat
him as a class member?”

In accordance with concerns over students’
acceptance of one another, a number of
teachers described scenes that depicted suc-
cessful interactions between children with and
without disabilities. For instance, one teacher
described peers’ interactions with a student
with severe disabilities during recess, “Out on
the playground, like, one nice day last week—
he’s never out on the playground—he was out
there and the kids just had a ball with him. So,
the socialization part is what it’s for.” A second
teacher described a scene in which one gen-
eral education student made a specific request
to work with a child with significant intellec-
tual and physical impairments, “I was kind of
like putting the kids with their partners and D
came up to me and said, ‘I’ll be A’s partner.’
She picked him. She wanted to do it. So, I
thought that was awesome. So I was like, yeah,
alright! I was just going to leave him with the
aide.”

The finding that teachers set goals for in-
cluded students in the area of social develop-
ment is consistent with previous literature in-
dicating that interaction with peers is
considered one of the major benefits of inclu-
sion (Agran & Alper, 2000; Carter & Hughes,
2006; Janney, Snell, Beers, & Raynes, 1995).
For example, Agran and Alper (2000) found
that teachers emphasized social interactions,
friendships, and self-determination as more
important skills for successful inclusion than
academic performance. Presumably, the em-
phasis participants placed on setting goals re-
lated to social development is due to the im-
portant role that social skills play in forming
friendships and emotional well-being.

On the other hand, it is also possible that
teachers perceive social development as the
area that they feel most qualified to address.
In accordance with the model of differential
expectations (Cook & Semmel, 2000), setting
goals for students with severe disabilities pri-
marily in the area of social development
would be perceived as appropriate given
teachers’ differential expectations for chil-

dren with “obvious” disabilities. In contrast,
teachers may be less concerned with setting
goals in the area of social development for
students with mild disabilities as the difficul-
ties they experience are largely “hidden”, lead-
ing to the expectation that their social skills
and related needs are essentially the same as
nondisabled students.

Classroom and Behavior Skills

Teachers often expressed the goal that their
students improve in the area of classroom and
behavior skills. Included in this theme were
teachers’ expectations that students observe
classroom rules and procedures, follow direc-
tions, and develop time-management skills.
Examples of statements included in this
theme were references to staying on task, com-
pleting classwork and homework, and asking
appropriate questions at appropriate times.
The frequency of statements falling within this
area was second only to that of social develop-
ment.

The issue of students’ attention to task was
the most frequently expressed of teachers’
concerns in this area, referring primarily to
students with mild disabilities. Six of the seven
teachers cited this issue as a major goal for
included students. Examples of teacher com-
ments included expectations that students
“pay attention” or “keep their attention fo-
cused on me.” These expectations also varied
with respect to student ability. For example,
one teacher noted, “that he’s engaged as
much as he can be,” when referring to her
student with a severe disability.

Teachers were also adamant that students
be prepared when class begins and organized
in their work. For example, an eighth grade
teacher noted, “that’s a big thing, teaching
them those skills like getting ready and being
ready when we start.” In a fifth grade class-
room a teacher and her colleagues had fo-
cused their efforts on ensuring that students
kept their homework folders up-to-date and
organized. When describing her goal for a
child with a mild disability, she stated, “Our
goal is that this year, he would just have it
ready because he knows that we’ll be coming
by to check it.”

Although behavior was an important goal
for teachers, only a handful of comments re-
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ferred explicitly to reducing or controlling
misbehavior such as aggression or defiance
towards teachers. Regarding her sixth grade
student with a behavioral disorder, one
teacher commented, “I have more conversa-
tions with him because of his behavior. I’m
constantly redirecting him. Whereas other
kids I might not say anything to them during
the entire class period about behavior.” De-
spite these concerns, teachers seemed gener-
ally more concerned with what they perceived
as apathy or lethargy on the part of students.
One teacher concluded that her student with
a mild disability was simply “lazy.” She sur-
mised, “with him, my long-term goal would
probably be to light a fire under his behind
and get him moving.”

Findings that teachers emphasized class-
room and behavior skills for students with
mild disabilities are consistent with previous
research. In fact, since the beginning of inclu-
sion reforms, teachers have expressed the im-
portance of task and order-related behaviors
for successful integration of students with dis-
abilities into general education classrooms
(Cartledge, Frew, & Zaharias, 1985). In a
more recent study, 441 special educators rated
the importance of different standards of prac-
tice for inclusion (Grskovic & Trzcinka, 2011).
Findings indicated that classroom manage-
ment skills were seen as more important than
almost all other areas; only instructional strat-
egies received higher ratings (Grskovic &
Trzcinka). Thus, it is not surprising that teach-
ers in this study also placed a great deal of
emphasis on the issue of classroom skills and
behavior. Teachers’ differentiation of goals
for students with mild and severe disabilities
in this area also appears to be connected to
the theme of academic improvement pre-
sented in the following section.

Academic Improvement

A third theme emerging from the data re-
flected teachers’ desire that students realize
improvement in overall academic perfor-
mance or within specific academic subjects
(e.g., reading, mathematics). Four of the
seven participants made at least one reference
to this issue. In addition, goals and expecta-
tions in this area almost exclusively pertained
to students with mild disabilities. Whereas a

third grade teacher had in mind a fairly con-
crete long-term objective that her student with
a mild disability would eventually “read on
grade level,” another teacher stated that her
goal for a student with a learning disability
was, more broadly, “that his reading would
improve.”

In contrast to long-term objectives, short-
term objectives were more closely aligned with
academic issues pertaining to daily instruc-
tion. For example, a sixth grade teacher ex-
pressed the desire that included students
“leave the classroom with an understanding of
the key concept that we’ve gone over.” An-
other teacher stated her hopes that “academ-
ically” an included student with a severe dis-
ability would become “more involved with the
regular classroom.” Thus, even within the area
of academics, the social aspect of inclusion
played an important role for this teacher.

We interpret the finding that teachers set
clear objectives and hold high expectations in
the area of academics as a positive sign for the
potential for academic growth among in-
cluded students with mild disabilities. How-
ever, teachers’ lack of attention to academic
goals and access to the general education cur-
riculum for included students with severe dis-
abilities may be cause for concern. Carter and
Hughes (2006) found that teachers rated in-
struction in academic and non-academic areas
as significantly higher for general education
students than students with severe disabilities.
These areas included: (a) following rules and
procedures, (b) learning responsibility and
good work habits, (c) developing skills for
adult life, (d) actively participating in class,
(e) acquiring academic or vocational skills, (f)
learning course content, (g) developing criti-
cal thinking, and (h) completing homework
assignments. In fact, the only goal that was
significantly higher for students with severe
disabilities was special educators’ ratings in
the area of “interacting socially with class-
mates” (Carter & Hughes). Correspondingly,
our finding that teachers are more likely to
hold academic goals and expectations for stu-
dents with mild disabilities as compared to
children with severe disabilities suggests that
goals and expectations are lower for the latter
group of students in areas not related to social
development. One plausible explanation for
this difference is that the teachers have lower
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feelings of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1986) con-
cerning their ability to engender positive out-
comes for included students with severe dis-
abilities. Accordingly, students will logically
set higher goals for the performance of stu-
dents whom they perceive as being able to
help to achieve academic goals.

Student Self-confidence

A small number of teacher responses dealt
with the issue of student self-confidence. State-
ments coded under this theme described
teachers’ goals and expectations that students’
perceptions of themselves and their abilities
would improve. The vast majority of these
statements were derived from responses to
questions about teachers’ long-term goals for
their included students and all of the state-
ments coded under this theme concerned stu-
dents with mild disabilities or included stu-
dents in general. Whereas a first grade teacher
reflected on her goal that her student’s “atti-
tude about himself would improve,” another
teacher was concerned that students in her
class recognize their potential for success.
From her perspective, this goal was not likely
to be accomplished in a segregated setting:

A lot of times I think special ed kids are
used to coming in and saying, “oh, I can’t
do that” . . . or “they don’t make me do
that.” I just kind of go “well, you’re going to
do it.” So, I try to make them believe that
they can do things.

Previous research applying the theory of
differential expectations to teachers’ attitudes
in inclusive classrooms found that, in compar-
ison to students with severe disabilities, stu-
dents with mild disabilities were significantly
over-represented among teachers’ concern
nominations (Cook, 2004). Early research es-
tablishing the validity of these categories iden-
tified “concern students” as those with whom
teachers became intensely and personally in-
volved because they felt that their efforts
would make the difference between the
child’s success and failure (Good & Brophy,
1972; Silberman, 1971). It is revealing that
participants felt strongly about the emotional
well-being of their included students with
mild disabilities and suggests that they were

aware of the important role that self-worth
and self-esteem play in motivation and
achievement (Covington, 2002; Thompson,
1994).

Insignificance of Academics

In contrast to the goals of improved academic
performance, a theme emerged from our
analysis suggesting that academic improve-
ment was seen as “insignificant” for students
with severe disabilities. Often it was the belief
that academic goals were of less importance
than goals related to social skills that led to
this conclusion. For example, a third grade
teacher stated, “it works to come up here for
the socialization part, but I don’t think I’m
doing anything for his education.” A middle
school teacher expressed a similar sentiment,
“The reason for her being here is more for the
socialization than for the academics . . . if they
catch something academic along the way than
that’s a plus.”

Statements of this kind were also associated
with the perception that a child’s academic
performance was unlikely to improve. “She
had an academic plateau,” noted one teacher,
“she’s not going past what she has right now.”
Also grouped in this category were items indi-
cating that included students were not consid-
ered the general educator’s responsibility and
academic objectives were, therefore, not a pri-
mary concern. One participant came to the
following conclusion, “I’m not concerned
with his comprehension levels. I’m not his
classroom teacher.” With reference to her stu-
dent who had an individual assistant, another
teacher stated, “She doesn’t take up more
time because the aide works with her.”

Given the assumption among many partici-
pants that students with severe disabilities
were not the responsibility of general educa-
tion, it is not surprising that teachers also
professed a lack of knowledge with respect to
these students. In describing an included stu-
dent with multiple disabilities, one teacher
stated plainly, “I’m not sure what his abilities
are.” This same teacher argued that attending
to the academic instruction of this child would
distract her from teaching her “core stu-
dents,” stating, “There are things that I’ve
changed because he’s in the classroom but, as
in teaching, or, you know, being concerned

26 / Education and Training in Autism and Developmental Disabilities-March 2013



with his academics or actually what he’s doing,
I can’t take my focus off of what I’m doing.”

Schuster, Hemmeter, and Ault (2001) stud-
ied the frequency of teaching opportunities
delivered on the IEP objectives of 12 students
with low-incidence disabilities in inclusive
classrooms. In 383 minutes of observation,
four students did not receive any teaching
related to their IEP objectives, and only 45%
of objectives were addressed among those stu-
dents who did receive instruction related to
their IEPs. Although we did not investigate the
IEP objectives of students in this study, it is
highly unlikely that these students’ IEPs did
not include a number of goals related to areas
other than social development. In other
words, it appears that these teachers placed a
disproportionate emphasis on social goals for
included students with severe disabilities at
the potential expense of other areas.

In accordance with the theory of differen-
tial expectations (Cook, 2001), teachers may
set inappropriately low goals for their in-
cluded students with severe disabilities be-
cause they perceive the likelihood that stu-
dents will experience gains from their
teaching efforts as minimal. Moreover, as the
theoretical construct of self-efficacy (Bandura,
1986) suggests, if teachers see themselves as
lacking the knowledge and ability to teach
these students, they are not likely to invest
energy in an area that they do not feel confi-
dent. Consequently, the combination of
teachers’ lack of awareness of educational ob-
jectives and low expectations for included stu-
dents with severe disabilities may have serious
consequences for the quality of education that
these children receive, at least with respect to
areas other than social development.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

It is important to recognize a number of lim-
itations with regard to this investigation. First,
it is not certain that teachers’ statements of
their goals and expectations for students re-
flect their actual practice with these students.
Teachers certainly interact with students on a
daily basis in accordance with specific learning
tasks in many different areas. Thus, teachers
are likely to hold a range of activity-specific
goals for students that are perhaps more rel-
evant to the “here and now” of teaching than

the broad categories we have presented here.
Observational research of teachers while they
interact with students is necessary to clarify
this picture. In addition, given the importance
placed on IEPs in establishing the educational
objectives of included students, more research
is needed to investigate the degree to which
general education teachers’ goals and expec-
tations align with students’ IEPs. An addi-
tional limitation of the study is that we did not
analyze individual student factors such as per-
sonality, disability type, gender, ethnicity, or
age and grade level, which may have revealed
subtleties about the way teachers think about
and form goals and expectations for included
students. By grouping children broadly into
mild and severe disability groups and across
grade levels we have potentially overlooked
information about how teachers adjust their
goals and expectations for students on an in-
dividual basis. We suggest that future research
consider both contextual variables as well as
individual characteristics of students and
teachers in relation to the goals that teachers
set for their included students.

Conclusion

Findings from this study indicate two strong
trends with respect to the different goals that
general education teachers hold for their in-
cluded students with mild and severe disabili-
ties: (a) participants reported that social de-
velopment was the primary goal for students
with severe disabilities, whereas (b) expecta-
tions for included students with mild disabili-
ties centered on classroom and behavior skills.
In addition, the goal of improving student
self-confidence emerged when discussing chil-
dren with mild disabilities. In contrast, teach-
ers in this study viewed goals related to aca-
demic performance to be of little importance
for students with severe disabilities.

We applied a model differential expecta-
tions to assist in explaining how teachers’
goals and expectations for individual students
with mild and severe disabilities differ. Our
findings suggest that teachers’ goals and ex-
pectations for their included students with dis-
abilities conform to their perceptions of the
obviousness of the child’s disability, leading
teachers to conclude that they have little to
offer included students with severe disabilities
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beyond the opportunity to socialize with other
children. Whereas it is clear that students with
different abilities should have different educa-
tional goals, the finding that teachers’ goals
and expectations for students with severe dis-
abilities were narrowly focused on social de-
velopment may reduce the learning opportu-
nities for these students in other important
areas. We recommend that school administra-
tors, special educators, and general educators
take the time to reflect on the different goals
and expectations they hold for included stu-
dents and consider how these beliefs may af-
fect student achievement and development.
In addition, in order for teachers to set real-
istic, challenging, and appropriate goals for
their included students with disabilities, it
seems necessary that sentiments indicating
that general education teachers do not con-
sider themselves primarily responsible for ed-
ucating students with severe disabilities must
be addressed.
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Disproportionality among African American Students at the
Secondary Level: Examining the MID Disability Category

Andrea D. Jasper
Georgia Southern University

Emily C. Bouck
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Abstract: Concern and research involving the overrepresentation of African American students in the category
of mild intellectual disability (MID) has existed for over four decades. Yet, little research focuses exclusively on
the disproportionate representation of African American students at the secondary level. This study analyzed the
National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS2) data using composition index and relative risk ratio
approaches to explore the proportion of African American students in the disability category of MID at the
secondary level. Additionally, logistic regression analyses were used to examine whether ethnicity predicted the
likelihood of a student being identified as MID. African American students were overrepresented in the disability
category of MID and logistic regression results indicated ethnicity predicted the likelihood of students having
MID.

Decades of research document the dispropor-
tionality of African American students in the
high-incidence category of mild intellectual
disability (MID) (Artiles, 2003; Chinn &
Hughes, 1987; Donovan & Cross, 2002; Hosp
& Reschly, 2002; Skiba, Poloni-Straudinger,
Gallini, Simmons, & Feggins-Azziz, 2006a;
Waitoller, Artiles, & Cheney, 2010). In fact,
concern regarding the overrepresentation of
African American students in the category of
MID dates back to Dunn’s (1968) classic arti-
cle in which he discussed unequal representa-
tion patterns of students of low status back-
grounds (i.e., African American, American
Indians, Mexicans and Puerto Rican Ameri-
cans) in classes for students considered ‘edu-
cable mentally retarded’ (Waitoller et al.,
2010). Despite researchers’ extensive investi-
gation on the issue of overrepresentation, the
disproportionate number of African Ameri-
can students receiving special education ser-
vices persists. The duration and consistency of
findings in literature demonstrates the magni-
tude of this issue (Hosp & Reschly, 2004).

Overrepresentation

Overrepresentation occurs when the percent-
age of minority students in a disability cate-
gory exceeds the percentage of these students
in the total school-aged population (Zhang &
Katsiyannis, 2002). The subjectivity of the de-
termination of high-incidence disabilities
makes these categories more susceptible to
overrepresentation as opposed to low-inci-
dence or severe disabilities (e.g., severe intel-
lectual disability, deaf) (De Valenzuela, Cope-
land, Qi, & Park, 2006; Elhoweris, Mutua,
Alsheikh, & Holloway, 2005; Harry & Ander-
son, 1994; Millan & Reschly, 1998). Hence,
the overrepresentation of African American
students is more likely to occur in high-inci-
dence disabilities, such as mild intellectual
disability.

Overrepresentation can be the result of inap-
propriate referral, identification, or culturally
biased tests. Previous researchers demonstrated
these processes tend to be discriminatory and,
too often, individuals completing the process
lack cultural awareness (Harry & Anderson,
1994; Harry & Klingner, 2006; Oswald,
Coutinho, Best, & Singh, 1999; Skiba et al.,
2006b). Teachers do a vast majority of referrals
and biased perceptions of students—intentional
or unintentional—or a lack of cultural compe-
tence lead to more referrals of African Ameri-
can students than Caucasian students (Skiba et
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al., 2008). Within the identification process,
tests used for assessments are typically standard-
ized on Caucasian Americans and reflect that
particular cultural knowledge base. Hence, tests
can be biased against students unfamiliar with
the Caucasian American cultural knowledge
base, such as African Americans (Artiles &
Trent, 1994; Harry & Anderson, 1994; Harry &
Klingner, 2006). Last, once the referral process
is initiated, the likelihood of African American
students being placed in special education in-
creases significantly with 85% of all referrals of
African American students resulting in special
education placement, as compared to 70–74%
of students as a whole (Gottlieb, Atler, Gottlieb,
& Wishner, 1994; Millan & Reschly, 1998;
Ysseldyke, Vanderwood, & Shriner, 1997).

The lack of cultural awareness on the part
of individuals referring and identifying minor-
ity students for special education services is of
particular concern as the literature suggests
ethnicity predicts disability (Artiles & Trent,
1994; Chinn & Hughes, 1987; Skiba et al.,
2006a; Zhang & Katsiyannis, 2002). In other
words, African American students are more
likely to be identified for special education
services in the MID disability category (Gott-
lieb et al., 1994; Harry & Klingner, 2006).
Oswald et al. (1999) examined the influence
of economic and demographic factors on Af-
rican American students’ identification in the
MID disability category. African American stu-
dents were overrepresented in the MID cate-
gory and were 2.5 times more likely to be
identified as MID compared to non-African
American students.

Impact of Overrepresentation

The disproportionate representation of Afri-
can American students receiving special edu-
cation services for MID and the impact of
disproportionality on African American stu-
dents are two long-standing concerns in the
field (Chinn & Hughes, 1987; Dunn, 1968;
Harry & Anderson, 1994). For one, receipt of
special education services is often permanent
through students’ school years and typically
related to a more restrictive placement (e.g.,
outside of general education classroom) (Pol-
loway, Lubin, Smith, & Patton, 2010). In fact,
African American students identified with
MID spend more time outside the general

education classroom compared to Caucasian
students with MID (McDermott, Goldman, &
Varenne, 2006; Reid & Knight, 2006). Restric-
tive placements may provide a less challenging
and stimulating academic experience and
leave African American students unprepared
to progress educationally (Harry & Anderson,
1994; Hosp & Reschly, 2004).

Second, and equally problematic, are the
negative postschool outcomes of students with
MID. Compared to peers without disabilities,
students with MID are more likely to drop out
of school, less likely to access postsecondary
education or obtain employment, and more
likely to be incarcerated (Nietupski, McQuil-
len, Berg, Daugherty, & Hamre-Nietupski,
2001; Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Levine, &
Garza, 2006). Students with disabilities who do
not graduate from high school with a standard
diploma are more apt to experience lifelong
consequences such as incarceration and the
inability to become economically self-suffi-
cient (Gaumer-Erickson, Kleinhammer-Tra-
mill, & Thurlow, 2007). School completion is
a legitimate concern for students with MID, as
students with MID are more likely to receive
nontraditional exit certificates rather than a
standard diploma (Gaumer-Erickson et al.,
2007; Polloway et al., 2010).

Examining Overrepresentation at the Secondary
Level

Despite concerns about the disproportionate
representation of African American students
in high-incidence disability categories, few
studies examine overrepresentation at the sec-
ondary level (exceptions include Edgar, 1987;
Wagner & Davis, 2006). Secondary students
are often overlooked in the disproportionality
literature as most studies focus attention on
students at the elementary level (Hosp &
Reschly, 2004; Oswald et al., 1999). Thus, re-
search is needed at the secondary level (e.g.,
seventh through twelfth grade) to determine
whether African American students continue
to experience the disproportionate represen-
tation occurring at the younger grades (e.g.,
Hosp & Reschly, 2004; Oswald et al., 1999).
Therefore, this study examined dispropor-
tionality (i.e., risk of being identified and fre-
quency of identification) within the category
of MID at the secondary level to determine
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whether ethnicity influenced the proportion
of students identified with MID.

This study differs from previous studies in
that it examines disproportionality at only the
secondary level as opposed to the elementary
and secondary level or just the elementary
level (e.g., Hosp & Reschly, 2004; Skiba et al.,
2006a; Zhang & Katsiyannis, 2002). To
achieve the purposes of the study, National
Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS2)
data were analyzed. The authors sought to
answer the following four research questions
for students with MID: (a) given a population
of students with disabilities, what are African
American students’ risks of being identified
with MID compared to the risk for non-Afri-
can American students?, (b) given a popula-
tion of students with disabilities, what are Af-
rican American students’ risks of being
identified with MID as compared to the risk
for Caucasian students?, (c) to what extent are
African American students over/under-repre-
sented in the MID disability category in com-
parison to their representation in the school-
aged population?, and (d) does ethnicity
predict whether students are more likely to
have a primary disability of MID?

Method

Researchers focused on Wave 1 data from
NLTS2 conducted by SRI International (SRI
International, n.d.). In NLTS2, information
was collected over a 10-year period from par-
ents, youth, and schools (i.e., teachers and
principals) to provide a national picture of the
experiences and achievements of secondary
students with disabilities as they transitioned
into early adulthood (SRI International, n.d.).
Information was collected over five (5) waves,
beginning in 2001 and ending in 2009, and
included six data collection mechanisms (par-
ent/youth interview, student assessment,
school characteristic survey, school program
survey, transcripts, and general education
teacher survey) (SRI International, n.d.).
NLTS2 data were weighted to represent stu-
dents nationally by creating population esti-
mates (SRI International, 2000). Using a two-
stage sampling process, a random sample of
school districts was selected from the popula-
tion of school districts and was stratified to
represent different regions, sizes and levels of

school district wealth (Wagner & Davis, 2006).
Of the 501 total school districts sampled, the
second stage consisted of randomly selecting
students in each district from each disability
category to create population estimates using
students sampled in each of the federal spe-
cial education disability categories in use dur-
ing 2001 (Javitz & Wagner, 1990; SRI Interna-
tional, 2000; Wagner & Davis, 2006).

Participants

Our analysis focused on a subset of students in
NLTS2 data. To be included in analyses stu-
dents met the following conditions: (a) re-
ceived special education services at the sec-
ondary level (e.g., grades 7 through 12)
during the 2001–2002 academic year (i.e.,
Wave 1), and (b) identified as having a pri-
mary disability of mild intellectual disability
(MID) by school personnel. The authors only
focused on one high incidence category—
MID—as historically African American stu-
dents are believed to be overrepresented in
this category nationally (Harry & Klingner,
2006).

A weighted sample of 58,766 students met
these criteria (see Table 1 for participants’
gender, grade level, and income informa-
tion). Of the weighted sample of students in-
cluded in this investigation, African American
students represented 47.0% of the MID cate-
gory while Caucasian students represented
52.1%. Additionally, non-African American
students, which included Caucasian as well as
Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Island, American In-
diana/Alaska Native, Other/Multiple ac-
counted for 53.0% of the MID category. The
category of non-African American students in-
cluded Caucasian students due to limitations
with NLTS2 data in which categories with un-
weighted numbers lower than two cannot be
reported.

Measures

Of the six data collection mechanisms used in
NLTS2 (parent/youth interview, student as-
sessment, school characteristic survey, school
program survey, transcripts, and general edu-
cation teacher survey), this analysis used data
from the parent/youth interview and school
program survey (SRI International, n.d.). The
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parent/youth interview—completed by each
student’s parent/guardian—obtained infor-
mation about student and family characteris-

tics (e.g., ethnicity, household income), non-
school activities (e.g., hobbies, organized
activities, Special Olympics), and activities af-
ter high school (e.g., post-secondary school,
employment) (SRI International, n.d.). The
school program survey, completed by the per-
son who best knew the student’s school pro-
gram, provided information concerning the
student’s special education and vocational
courses taken and their performance in these
classes and behavior performance in school
(i.e., suspension, expulsion, attendance) (SRI
International, n.d.). From the surveys, we fo-
cused on data regarding students (e.g., pri-
mary disability, ethnicity, and gender) as well
as demographic information about students’
households (e.g., parent/guardian household
income).

Procedure

Within the larger NLTS2 project, the authors
identified relevant variables from the school
program survey and the parent/youth survey
in Wave 1. These variables included students’:
primary disability (npr1D2b), grade level
(npr1A1), ethnicity (np1A3), gender (np1A1)
and household income (income_range). We
eliminated all non-relevant variables and cases
in both databases to leave only students who
had a primary disability of MID. We then
merged the school program survey and par-
ent/youth interview by cases.

In the construction of the final database for
analysis, some original NLTS2 variables were
used; however, some categorical variables were
recoded. The variable regarding student ethnic-
ity (np1A3) originally included six separate cat-
egories (e.g., Caucasian, African American,
Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, American In-
dian/Alaska Native, and Other/Multiple) and
we condensed it into three: African American,
Caucasian, and non-African American (i.e., His-
panic, Asian/Pacific Island, American Indiana/
Alaska Native, Other/Multiple, and Caucasian).
Another manipulated variable addressed stu-
dents’ household income and consisted of 16
separate categories. This variable was condensed
into four categories (e.g., less than $25,000;
$25,001 to 50,000; $50,001 to 75,000; and
greater than $75,000) by separating the catego-
ries into four quartiles.

TABLE 1

Characteristics of Students in Mild Intellectual
Disability Category as a Percent

Characteristic (n � 58,766)

Gender
African American Male 32.8 (5.4)
African American Female 14.2 (4.0)
Non-African Male 24.8 (0.6)
Non-African Female 28.2 (2.8)
Caucasian American Male 24.8 (0.6)
Caucasian American Female 27.3 (1.9)

Income Range, African American
Less than $25,000 36.4 (6.1)
$25,001–50,000 5.7 (5.4)
$50,001–75,000 –
Greater than $75,000 –

Income Range, Non-African
American

Less than $25,000 21.4 (3.6)
$25,001–50,000 20.6 (1.9)
$50,001–75,000 2.7 (0.5)
Greater than $75,000 2.6 (0.7)

Income Range, Caucasian
Less than $25,000 20.7 (3.1)
$25,001–50,000 20.4 (1.6)
$50,001–75,000 2.7 (0.5)
Greater than $75,000 2.6 (0.7)

Grade Level
Eighth 30.5 (8.5)
Ninth 18.5 (5.4)
Tenth 21.5 (4.6)
Eleventh 23.0 (5.7)
Twelfth 5.0 (2.7)

Note: Non-African American included Caucasian,
Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, American Indian/
Alaska Native, and Other/Multiple. All unweighted
values below two were not reported. Not all respon-
dents provided an answer to questions regarding
household income and grade level. Income range
percentages for African Americans in the MID cat-
egory represents 89.6% of the total African Ameri-
can population. Income range percentages for non-
African Americans in the MID category represents
89.3% of the total non-African American popula-
tion. Income range percentages for Caucasians in
the MID category represents 89.1% of the total
Caucasian population. Grade level percentages for
students in the MID category represents 98.3% of
the total student population. Standard error values
are in parentheses.
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Data Analysis

Using the complex samples option in SPSS to
represent weighted national population esti-
mates, descriptive analyses were run to obtain
frequency data regarding participants’ ethnic-
ity, household income, gender, and grade
level. Weights were provided in the original
NLTS2 databases and allowed for the esti-
mates to represent population characteristics
(see Javitz & Wagner, 2003; Wagner, Kutash,
Duchnowski, & Epstein, 2005 for additional
information relative to weighting the data).
Risk index, relative risk ratio, and composition
index approaches were used to examine the
representativeness of participants in targeted
categories. Finally, logistic regression analyses
were conducted to identify whether ethnicity
impacted the likelihood of participants having
a primary disability of MID.

Risk index and relative risk ratio. Risk index
(RI) and relative risk ratio (RR) approaches
were used to answer research questions one
and two regarding African American students’
risk of being identified compared to non-Af-
rican American and Caucasian students
(Skiba et al., 2008). “Risk” indicates the like-
lihood of a student from a target group being
identified with a disability, or in this case the
particular disability category of MID (Skiba et
al., 2008; Westat, 2005). According to Westat,
RI is computed by dividing the number of
students from an ethnic group (e.g., African
American) in a category (i.e., MID) by the
total number of students from an ethnic
group (e.g., African American), and then mul-
tiplying by 100. In order to obtain the best
measure of disproportionality, a relative risk
ratio (RR) must be computed which is done
by dividing the RI for the target group (Afri-
can American) by the RI for the comparison
group (Caucasian or non-African American)
(Westat, 2005). For example, the RI for the
African American group divided by the RI for
the Caucasian group will provide a RR for the
African American group. A RR of 1.0 indicates
no difference between target and comparison
groups, while a RR greater than 1.0 indicates
risk for the target group is greater than risk of
the comparison group (i.e., target group is
overrepresented). A RR less than 1.0 indicates
risk for the target group is less than the risk
for the comparison group (Skiba et al., 2008).

Composition index. To answer research
question three regarding the extent to which
African American students are overrepre-
sented or underrepresented, a composition
index (CI) was used as an alternate approach
to measure the proportion of African Ameri-
can students in MID category compared to
their representation in the school-aged popu-
lation (Skiba et al., 2008). The CI was com-
puted by dividing the number of students
from an ethnic group (e.g., African Ameri-
can) in a category (e.g., MID) by the total
number of students in that category (Westat,
2005). This percentage was compared to the
ethnic group’s representation in the school-
aged population. For the comparison of rep-
resentativeness of African American students
in the school-aged population, we used the
Common Core of Data (CCD). CCD is the
primary database on elementary and second-
ary education in the United States (Oswald et
al., 1999). In 2001, African American students
represented 7.42% of the school-aged popula-
tion in grades 7 through 12 in all schools (i.e.,
public, private, and special) (U.S. Department
of Education, Institute of Education Sciences,
n.d.). Using the suggested 10% confidence
interval around African American school-aged
students (Chinn & Hughes, 1987), enrollment
rates less than 6.68% would signify underrep-
resentation while rates exceeding 8.16%
would signify overrepresentation of the Afri-
can American group.

Logistic regression analyses. To answer re-
search question four regarding whether eth-
nicity predicted the likelihood of students hav-
ing MID, logistic regression analyses were
conducted using SPSS. Researchers chose to
only examine ethnicity because they felt it was
the strongest and most significant predictor
variable to examine when attempting to un-
derstand whether overrepresentation oc-
curred for African American students at the
secondary level as previous researchers sug-
gested African American students are at high
risk of receiving a disability label (Harry &
Klingner, 2006). Logistic regression was most
appropriate because it required the use of a
binary outcome variable (i.e., MID vs. not
MID) and predictor variables that could be
continuous or categorical in nature (Huck,
2008). Two separate logistic regression analy-
ses were conducted (i.e., African Americans
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compared to Caucasians and African Ameri-
cans compared to non-African Americans)
due to limitations with NLTS2 database, as the
ethnicity variable did not allow participants to
be simultaneously coded into two categories
(i.e., both Caucasian and non-African Ameri-
can). The outcome variable differed (MID vs.
not MID), but the predictor variable (ethnic-
ity) was the same for each logistic regression
analysis. The effect of ethnicity on the odds of
students having a primary disability of MID
was estimated.

Results

Risk Index (RI) and Relative Risk Ratio (RR)

Risk indices were calculated for African Amer-
ican (RI � 10.4%), Caucasian (RI � 3.3%),
and non-African American (RI � 2.7%) stu-
dents. The RR for the African American
group and Caucasian comparison group was
3.15; in other words, African American stu-
dents were 3.15 times more likely to have a
primary disability of MID compared to Cauca-
sian students. Similarly, the RR for the African
American group and non-African American
group was 3.85; suggesting African American
students were 3.85 times more likely to have a
primary disability of MID compared to non-
African American students.

Composition Index (CI)

Using NLTS2 data, African American students
represented 47.0% of students with a primary
disability of MID. The number of African
American students enrolled in all schools in
grades seven through twelve was 7.42% (U.S.
Department of Education, Institute of Educa-
tion Sciences, n.d.), indicating African Amer-

ican students were overrepresented in the cat-
egory of MID.

Logistic Regression Analysis

The results of logistic regression analyses re-
vealed ethnicity significantly predicted
whether students had a primary disability of
MID. The odds ratio indicated African Amer-
ican students were 4.36 times more likely of
having a primary disability of MID compared
to non-African Americans and 9.10 times
more likely compared to Caucasian students
(see Table 2 for a summary of logistic regres-
sion results).

Discussion

This study examined the NLTS2 to determine
the representativeness of secondary-aged Afri-
can American students identified as having
MID as their primary disability as well as ana-
lyzed data to examine whether ethnicity pre-
dicted secondary students’ likelihood of hav-
ing a primary disability of MID. Findings
determined African American students were
overrepresented in MID. Additionally, ethnic-
ity predicted students having a primary dis-
ability of MID.

Throughout all analyses a connection was
found between secondary African American
students and the category of MID. The logistic
regression analyses indicate African American
students are more likely to have a primary
disability of MID compared to non-African
American students and Caucasian students.
Using the CI, African American students were
grossly overrepresented at the secondary level
compared to their representation in the
school-aged population (47.0% vs. 7.42%).
Results of RR support the overrepresentation

TABLE 2

Summary of Logistic Regression Analyses

Predictor B SE(B) exp(B) p

African American vs. Caucasiana 2.209* 0.585 9.107 0.003
African American vs. Non-African Americana 1.1474* 0.354 4.366 0.000

Note: exp (B) � exponentiated B, a � the estimated parameter was set to zero because this is the reference
category. p � 0.05
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finding (i.e., 10.4% for African Americans vs.
3.3% for Caucasians and 2.7% for non-African
Americans). Findings from this study suggest
disproportionality in the MID category contin-
ues to be a problem for African American
students despite decades of research and at-
tention (Artiles, Kozleski, Trent, Osher, & Or-
tiz, 2010; Donovan & Cross, 2002; Dunn,
1968).

Disproportionality in the MID category is
problematic if these students are not receiving
what they need in terms of educational pro-
gramming (Nietupski et al., 2001). Special ed-
ucation can be considered a protective or a
risk factor (Donovan & Cross, 2002). African
American students placed in the MID disabil-
ity category may actually be receiving educa-
tional support necessary to help them succeed
in high school; however, researchers docu-
ment this is frequently not the case. The effi-
cacy of special education services has been
contested for many years due to the problem-
atic outcomes of the special education system
(e.g., achievement level, dropout rate, poor
postschool outcomes) (Artiles & Bal, 2008;
Harry & Anderson, 1994; Polloway et al.,
2010).

Concern also exists that African Americans
with MID receive low-quality instruction and
experience more segregated education set-
tings than Caucasians with MID (Polloway et
al., 2010). Students placed in segregated set-
tings may be denied access to the general
education curriculum and receiving services
that do not meet their learning needs, which
can further exacerbate poor postschool out-
comes, such as decreased opportunities for
employment, as well as in-school success
(Hosp & Reschly, 2002; McDermott et al.,
2006; Nietupski et al., 2001; Polloway et al.,
2010; Reid & Knight, 2006; Skiba et al., 2006a;
Waitoller et al., 2010). The negative post-
school outcomes associated with African
American students with MID (e.g., school
completion, postschool economic and occu-
pational attainment, access to college)—both
those correctly and wrongly identified, indi-
cate a need for an increased commitment to
successful school completion for these stu-
dents (Artiles & Bal, 2008; Polloway et al.,
2010). Particular attention should be given to
methods to improve African American stu-
dents with MID postschool success, such as

access to meaningful employment and post-
secondary education. One such strategy is the
use of a functional curriculum as it has the
potential to improve students with MID in
school success as well as postschool outcomes
(Bouck, 2004; Bouck & Flanagan, 2010).

Conclusions and Implications

Findings from this study highlight the issue of
overrepresentation at the secondary level
among African American students—particu-
larly when considering students with MID, a
problem still existing over 40 years after Dunn
(1968) raised the issue (Artiles et al., 2010;
Waitoller et al., 2010). One potential solution
to the issue of disproportionality is training
school professionals to be culturally compe-
tent (Cartledge & Kourea, 2008). Schools
have become increasingly diverse, but the
same cannot be said for teachers (e.g., Cauca-
sian women of Anglo-European origin) (Case
& Hemmings, 2005). Many school profession-
als lack knowledge about the cultural experi-
ence of African Americans students (Cart-
ledge & Kourea, 2008). Training school
professionals to be culturally competent
would permit them to be better equipped to
work with a broad range of students from
different cultures with varying disabilities. Ad-
ditionally, training school professionals to be
culturally competent could result in fewer in-
appropriate referrals of African American stu-
dents to special education and, consequently,
reduce their overrepresentation (Artiles,
Harry, Reschly, & Chinn, 2002; Valles, 1998).

Another potential solution is re-evaluating
the assessment and identification process. The
assessment and identification process has
been the focus of many researchers as this
process may possibly contribute to the dispro-
portionate number of African American stu-
dents in special education (Skiba et al.,
2006b). Often, in the identification process,
tests used for assessments are typically stan-
dardized on Caucasian Americans and reflect
that particular cultural knowledge base (Ar-
tiles & Trent, 1994; Harry & Anderson, 1994;
Harry & Klingner, 2006). One way to circum-
vent this issue is to implement assessments
that focus more closely on instruction and
classroom practice, such as performance-
based measures or curriculum-based measures
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(Donovan & Cross, 2002). By implementing
assessments that are more academically mean-
ingful, the potential bias experienced by those
unfamiliar with standardized assessments will
be reduced and may result in the determina-
tion of fewer students eligible for special edu-
cation services (Donovan & Cross, 2002).

Limitations and Future Directions

A few limitations are identified in this study.
One limitation is the number of logistic re-
gressions. Due to limitations with NLTS2 data,
we were unable to conduct one single logistic
regression comparing all ethnic groups. Thus,
there is some redundancy in the two logistic
regressions because they are comparing simi-
lar populations (i.e., Caucasian and non-Afri-
can American—which included Caucasians).
Future research should examine the identifi-
cation of other racial/ethnic groups (i.e., non-
African American) as there is the potential for
these groups to be over/under-represented as
well. This would also remove the issue of re-
dundancy in the logistic regressions and
strengthen the findings of the study.

Another limitation is the use of ethnicity as
the only predictor variable. Although research
suggests ethnicity predicts disability (e.g., Ar-
tiles & Trent, 1994; Chinn & Hughes, 1987;
Skiba et al., 2006a; Zhang & Katsiyannis,
2002), previous research also suggests correla-
tions between income and ethnicity and their
effect of predicting disability (Artiles, 2003;
Artiles & Trent, 1994; Gottlieb et al., 1994).
Future research should examine a range of
factors that may impact disability identifica-
tion (e.g., academic achievement, parental
educational status, socio-economic status, sus-
pension rates, postschool outcomes) as fur-
ther analysis of these variables may strengthen
the results of the study.

Additional research is needed regarding
disproportionality at the secondary level con-
sidering students with MID as well as other
high incidence disabilities categories, such as
emotional/behavior disorders. There is a lack
of research addressing disproportionality is-
sues at the secondary level; most studies focus
attention on students at the elementary level
(Hosp & Reschly, 2004; Oswald et al., 1999).
Future research should longitudinally exam-
ine the school experiences of students identi-

fied with MID beginning at the elementary
level and follow these students into the sec-
ondary level. A longitudinal study would pro-
vide evidence of the disproportionality issues
that exist at the secondary level. Moreover,
this type of study would provide some insight
into how disproportionality initiates at the el-
ementary level and culminates at the second-
ary level.
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for elementary students and two for middle-
school students. Researchers made sock pup-
pets for some of the characters and provided
objects from the stories so students could in-
teract with the storybooks thereby increasing
student interest, attention, and comprehen-
sion. The overall purpose of the storybooks
was to develop emergent-literacy skills, phono-
logical awareness, and comprehension of
blending and generalization words; and to en-
sure that the words students were expected to
blend existed in the students’ receptive vocab-
ulary. Teachers developed these skills through
shared-storybook reading (Whitehurst & Lo-
nigan, 1998) and language-expansion activi-
ties that included: modeling and having stu-
dents track lines and words on pages, stressing
a reading vocabulary, asking comprehension
questions, and asking students to predict and
retell stories. Magnetic letters also were used

to promote phonological awareness through
unstructured word-play activities. Teachers
guided students in physical manipulation of
magnetic letters to demonstrate combining
sounds into words and breaking words into
sounds. Priming activities also included
practice naming previously-mastered letter
sounds. No data were collected on priming
activities.

Probe sessions. Teachers conducted one
probe session in a 1:1 format for each partic-
ipant prior to each instructional session using
the same sound and word cards used in base-
line and during instructional sessions. The
data from these probe sessions are the data
used to determine the effectiveness of the
Phonics Component. Teachers recorded the
number of correct and incorrect responses
of each student on researcher-prepared, data-
collection sheets. As in baseline, a joint-atten-

TABLE 1

Instructional Sequence for the Phonics Component

Note. Phases were mastered sequentially for each of 3 sound sets in Initial Phonics and for each of 4 sound sets
and 2 word sets in Functional Phonics.
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tion prompt was provided in all phases (e.g.,
touch the card). Unlike the Baseline Phase, if
students made an incorrect response, the
teacher provided the correct response, and if
students made a correct response the teacher
praised the student and repeated the correct
response. During the Sounds Phase the
teacher asked the student to repeat sounds
she modeled (e.g., Say /s/). During the Letter-
Sound Correspondence Phase the teacher
presented a letter-sound card, asked the stu-
dent to touch the card and then asked what
sound? During the Automaticity Phase, the
teacher presented a sound sheet with six rows
each containing seven previously-learned let-
ters and asked students to say the sounds as
quickly as you can. The teacher recorded the
number of correct sounds students provided
in 1 minute. During the Blending Phase, the
teacher presented a word card, asked the stu-
dent to touch the card, say each sound in the
word while pointing to the sounds, and then
say the word fast. Probes during the General-
ization Phase were conducted the same way as
probes during the Blending Phase, except no
corrective feedback was provided during the
Generalization Phase. Probes were always con-
ducted prior to teaching sessions in order to
assess what students retained from previous
teaching sessions; all correct responses
counted toward mastery for that particular
phase.

Teaching sessions. After probe sessions,
teachers conducted a teaching session using
simultaneous prompting procedures, that we
adapted by adding a lead step for phonics
students, in either a 1:1 or small-group format.
The elementary-school students received 1:1
instruction for Initial Phonics and the first two
sound sets of Functional Phonics, and small-
group instruction for the remaining sound
and word sets of Functional Phonics. The mid-
dle-school students received small-group in-
struction for both Initial and Functional Pho-
nics. No data were collected during these
teaching sessions because the controlling
prompt was always provided before the stu-
dents were asked to respond.

During all teaching sessions simultaneous
prompting procedures that included a model,
lead, test sequence were repeated until stu-
dents responded correctly and independently.
The teacher provided the controlling prompt

simultaneously with the instructional cue and
then modeled for the students by providing
the correct response. Next, the teacher pro-
vided the controlling prompt simultaneously
with the instructional cue and asked the stu-
dents to respond with her as a lead step. Fi-
nally, the teacher provided the controlling
prompt simultaneously with the instructional
cue and asked individual students to respond.

During the Sounds Phase, verbal imitation
of sounds was taught for the respective group
of sounds within each sound set. The teacher
modeled continuous sounds (e.g., /m/, /s/)
by saying them for 2 seconds and stop sounds
(e.g., /t/, /b/) by saying them quickly without
adding uh (e.g., tuh, buh). Students imitated
each sound. During the Letter-Sound Corre-
spondence Phase, letter-sound correspon-
dences were taught for the respective group
of letter sounds within each sound set. The
teacher held up a letter-sound card (the same
ones used in baseline) and said Touch the card.
This sound is ___ , what sound? following simul-
taneous prompting procedures of model,
lead, test until the student responded cor-
rectly and independently.

During the Automaticity Phase automatic
retrieval of learned letter-sound correspon-
dences was taught for the respective group of
letter sounds within each sound set. The au-
thors created automaticity charts consisting of
previously-mastered letter sounds in random
order and in the same format as objects on
RON charts. Students practiced naming the
sounds as fast as they could for 1 minute until
their naming rate, measured as correct sounds
per minute (CSPM), matched their individual
RON pretest rate. Only after students reached
this level of automaticity was the skill of blend-
ing introduced.

During the Blending Phase for each sound
and word set, students were taught to blend
and telescope the previously-mastered letter
sounds into words. Blending was operationally
defined as holding each continuous sound
(e.g., /s/, /m/) in the blending word for
2 seconds without stopping between sounds.
This is called “saying the word slowly” and is
a DI technique (Engelmann et al., 1988) used
as an indicator that the student actually ma-
nipulated and blended sounds rather than
having memorized the word as a sight word
after seeing it in many teaching sessions. After
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blending the sounds, the student was asked
to telescope, or to “say the word fast” in order
to practice the correct pronunciation of the
word. Teachers used simultaneous prompting
procedures that included a model, lead, test
sequence for students to practice saying the
words slowly and saying the words fast until
they responded correctly and independently.
After each correct blending and telescoping
response students selected the corresponding
object from an array of objects displayed on
the table. This motor demonstration of com-
prehension ensured that the students under-
stood the meaning of the words they read.

During the Generalization Phase of Initial
Phonics, students were presented with un-
taught consonant-vowel-consonant (CVC)
words made up of previously-mastered sounds
to test for generalization of blending and tele-
scoping. During the Generalization Phase of
Functional Phonics students were presented
with untaught, functional words made of pre-
viously-mastered sounds to test for generaliza-
tion. There was no instruction during the
Generalization Phase.

Procedural Fidelity

To measure procedural fidelity each week,
teachers and the researchers used video cam-
eras to record 20% of instructional sequences.
The investigator viewed the tapes while com-
paring procedures to a behavior checklist.
The total number of teacher behaviors ob-
served during the session was divided by the
total number of teacher behaviors on the be-
havior checklist and multiplied by 100%. Pro-
cedural fidelity for teacher implementation
ranged from 91% to 100% with a mean of
96%.

Interobserver Agreement

The researcher observed probe sessions on
video while simultaneously recording correct
and incorrect student responses. Data were
compared to data collected by the primary
data collector, the teacher. Interobserver
agreement was calculated using point-by-point
agreement. The total number of agreements
was divided by the total number of agree-
ments plus disagreements and converted to a
percent. Interobserver agreement was calcu-

lated for 20% of probe sessions and ranged
from 93% to 100% with a mean of 95%.

Social Validity

Teachers were provided with a social validity
rating scale to complete at the end of the
study. They were asked to answer questions
pertaining to the usefulness of the study in
determining appropriate instruction for their
students, ease of implementation, and rele-
vance to curriculum development for students
with MoID. They also were asked how impor-
tant they felt phonics instruction was for their
students, and how likely they would be to con-
tinue to develop word-analysis skills and auto-
maticity with their students. Teachers rated
their responses on a 1 to 5 Likert-type scale
with 1 indicating strongly disagree and 5 indi-
cating strongly agree for a maximum positive
score of 25. Teachers’ scores ranged from 20
to 25 with a mean of 23.

Results

Visual analysis was conducted for all five par-
ticipants revealing a functional relation be-
tween the Phonics Component of the ILC and
mastery of word-analysis skills as evidenced by
a pattern of increase in correct responding
during intervention phases replicated across
sound and word sets. Due to space limitations
graphic presentation of data is provided for a
sample of one elementary student who re-
ceived individual and group instruction, and
for the middle-school group of two partici-
pants who received group instruction. The
data for each sample are displayed in a 3-tier
(Initial Phonics) and a 6-tier (Functional Pho-
nics) multiple baseline design across sound
and word sets with an embedded changing
criterion, depicting the number of correct re-
sponses on the left y-axis and the number of
correct sounds per minute on the right y-axis.
Dashed lines across each phase indicate the
criterion for that phase and the numbers in
parentheses indicate the actual number of
correct responses needed for mastery. Also,
we have provided a table that includes the
mastery criterion for all Blending and Gener-
alization Phases as well as the number of ses-
sions required to reach mastery for the ele-
mentary student and for the middle-school
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group of students, highlighting the change in
rate of learning across sound and word sets.

Taniesha represents the elementary stu-
dents who received individual instruction dur-
ing Initial Phonics (see Figure 1). Taniesha
demonstrated mastery of all phases of Initial
Phonics except the Generalization Phase of
Sound Set 1 (Tier 1). Her learning was repli-
cated across subsequent tiers representing
Sound Sets 2 and 3. Baseline data points of
zero indicate that Taniesha did not know any
sounds or blending words before instruction
began and an increase in word-analysis skills
did not occur until treatment was introduced
in each phase. Baseline probes were con-
ducted immediately prior to the onset of each
sound set to measure her most current knowl-
edge of verbal imitation of sounds, letter-
sound correspondences, and words for each
respective tier. The baseline probes just prior
to instruction in each tier show that Taniesha
retained previously-mastered sounds and

words that were included in subsequent sound
sets. As seen in Table 2, during Sound Set 1
Taniesha reached the mastery criterion of 12
correctly blended words in 14 sessions. In
Sound Set 2 she reached the mastery criterion
of 21 correctly blended words in 17 sessions,
and in Sound Set 3 she reached the mastery
criterion of 24 correctly blended words in 10
sessions. During generalization Taniesha read
zero novel words in Tier 1, 12 in Tier 2, and 18
in Tier 3.

Taniesha also represents the elementary-
school students who received instruction in
Functional Phonics. They received individual in-
struction for Sound Sets 1 and 2, during which
mastery for each phase was 100% correct re-
sponses for two consecutive sessions (Figure 2,
Tiers 1 and 2). Students received group in-
struction for Sound Set 3 and 4 and for Word
Sets 5 and 6, during which mastery was a
group average of 80% correct responses for
two out of three consecutive sessions. Tanie-

Figure 1. A multiple baseline design across sound sets with an embedded changing criterion design depicting
the number of correct responses produced by one elementary student during initial phonics. Open
square data points depict automaticity rates and correspond with the secondary Y-axis.
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sha mastered all word-analysis skills in Sound
Set 1 only after instruction was introduced for
each phase. This is replicated across Sound
Sets 2 – 4 and Word Sets 5 and 6. Baseline data
for Sound Sets 1 through 4 show that Tanie-
sha knew a range of two to three items and
indicate that she retained the previously-mas-
tered sounds and words from Initial Phonics.
Baseline probes immediately prior to the on-
set of Sound Sets 2 through 4 also show that
she retained previously-mastered items from
previous Functional Phonics sound sets. Base-
line data show that Taniesha did not know any
of the functional, connected-text phrases
prior to beginning Word Sets 5 and 6. Table 2
shows that during Sound Sets 1 through 4
Taniesha demonstrated mastery of 16, 24, 27,
and 29 blending words in 8, 12, 8, and 4
sessions respectively. She correctly general-
ized the skills of blending and telescoping to
6, 10, 16, and 24 novel, functional words in 5,
4, 5, and 6 sessions respectively.

During Word Set 5 of Functional Phonics,
Taniesha mastered 10 functional, connected-
text phrases (in which one word was a previ-
ously-mastered generalization word) in 10 ses-
sions, and during Word Set 6 she mastered 14
functional, connected-text phrases (in which
all words were novel, untaught words) in eight
sessions. During Word Set 5 Taniesha success-
fully generalized blending and telescoping
skills to 14 functional, connected-text phrases
(all novel, functional words) in 12 sessions.

During Word Set 6, she successfully general-
ized these skills to 14 functional, connected-
text phrases in 9 sessions (See Table 2).

Figure 3 displays average learning perfor-
mance during Initial Phonics for a middle-
school group of two students. For group in-
struction, mastery criterion was 80% correct
for two out of three consecutive sessions for
each phase. The group demonstrated mastery
of all phases of Initial Phonics, and learning
was replicated across subsequent tiers repre-
senting Sound Sets 2 and 3. Students knew a
range of two to four items before instruction
began for Sound Set 1. Increases in verbal
imitation of sounds, letter-sound correspon-
dences, automaticity of letter-sounds, blend-
ing, and generalization did not occur until
treatment was introduced within each phase.
Baseline probes were conducted immediately
prior to the onset of each sound set and show
that the students retained previously-mastered
sounds and words that were included in pre-
vious Initial Phonics sound sets per the cumu-
lative design. As seen in Table 3, during
Sound Sets 1 through 3 the students reached
the mastery criteria of 6, 11, and 13 correctly
blended words in 5, 3, and 8 sessions respec-
tively. During Generalization Phases of Sound
Sets 1 through 3, the students successfully gen-
eralized the skills of blending and telescoping
to 2, 6, and 10 novel words in 2 to 3 sessions.

Figure 4 depicts the learning performance
during Functional Phonics for the middle-

TABLE 2

Initial and Functional Phonics Blending Phases mastery criteria (number of words) along with number of
sessions required to reach blending mastery, and Generalization Phases mastery criteria (number of
functional words and environmental connected-text phrases) along with number of sessions required to
reach generalization mastery for one elementary-age student.

Initial Phonics – Elementary Student Functional Phonics – Elementary Student

Sound
Set 1

Sound
Set 2

Sound
Set 3

Sound
Set 1

Sound
Set 2

Sound
Set 3

Sound
Set 4

Word
Set 5

Word
Set 6

Blending Phases Blending Phases
Mastery Criterion 12 21 24 Mastery Criterion 16 24 27 29 10 14
# of Sessions Required

for Mastery 14 17 10
# of Sessions Required

for Mastery 8 12 8 4 10 8
Generalization Phases Generalization Phases
Mastery Criterion 3 12 18 Mastery Criterion 6 10 16 24 14 14
# of Sessions Required

for Mastery N/A 10 8
# of Sessions Required

for Mastery 5 4 5 6 12 9
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Figure 2. A multiple baseline design across sound sets with an embedded changing criterion design depicting
the number of correct responses produced by one elementary student during functional phonics.
Open square data points depict automaticity rates and correspond with the secondary Y-axis.
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school group of two students, whose mastery
criterion was a group average of 80% correct
responses across two out of three consecutive
sessions. The students mastered all phases of
Tier 1, and mastery of all phases was repli-
cated across each tier representing Sound Sets
2, 3, and 4 and Word Sets 5 and 6. Initial
baseline data for Sound Sets 1 through 4 show
that the students knew a range of two to four
items and indicate that students retained the
previously-mastered sounds and words from
Initial Phonics. Baseline probes immediately
prior to the onset of Sound Sets 2 through 4
show also that students retained previously-
mastered items from previous Functional Pho-
nics sound sets. Students did not know any of
the functional, connected-text phrases prior
to beginning Word Sets 5 and 6. During
Sound Sets 1 through 4 students mastered
blending and telescoping of 13, 19, 27, and 29
words in 3, 5, 3, and 5 sessions, respectively.
The students generalized these skills to 5, 8,

16, and 24 novel, functional words in 2 to 3
sessions (see Table 3).

During Word Set 5 of Functional Phonics, the
middle-school group mastered 10 functional,
connected-text phrases (in which one word
was a previously-mastered generalization
word) in three sessions, and during Word Set
6 they mastered 14 functional, connected-text
phrases (in which all words were novel, un-
taught words) in four sessions. During Word
Set 5 they generalized blending and telescop-
ing skills to 14 functional, connected-text
phrases (all novel, functional words) in three
sessions. During Word Set 6, the students gen-
eralized these skills to 14 functional, connect-
ed-text phrases in five sessions (See Table 3).

Discussion

This study supports and extends previous
demonstrations of the effectiveness of simul-
taneous prompting procedures in teaching

Figure 3. A multiple baseline design across sound sets with an embedded changing criterion design depicting
the number of correct responses produced by one middle school group of two students during initial
phonics. Open square data points depict automaticity rates and correspond with the secondary Y-axis.
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word-analysis skills to students with MoID
(Waugh et al., 2009). All five students ac-
quired word-analysis skills that included verbal
imitation of sounds, letter-sound correspon-
dences, retrieval of letter-sound correspon-
dences to a level of automaticity, blending of
the learned letter sounds to words by holding
each sound for 2 seconds without stopping
(“saying it slowly”) and producing each sound
quickly without stopping (telescoping), and
generalizing the skill of blending to untaught
words and connected-text phrases. A clear rise
to mastery is shown for all phases, as com-
pared to baseline phases, for all students ex-
cept Taniesha’s first opportunity to generalize
the skill of blending to a novel word during
Sound Set 1 of Initial Phonics. We anticipated
that students with MoID needed many more
opportunities to generalize phonetic skills to
untaught words than have been provided in
the past (Bracey et al., 1975; Bradford et al.,
2006; Flores et al., 2004). Our cumulative data
within the changing-criterion across tiers
buoyed this important aspect of the Phonics
Component. Per the design, Taniesha was
provided additional opportunities to practice
and master precursor word-analysis skills be-
fore attempting to generalize the skills to un-
taught words. The next set of generalization
words included the original generalization
word (sat) plus three additional, untaught
words (mat, at, am), and she was able to read
all of them. In addition to identifying and

addressing blending and generalization as
specific areas of difficulty, we have shown that
repetition of systematically presented stimuli
is an effective approach to successful learning
of phonetic skills for students with MoID. His-
torically, teachers may have “given up” before
students received sufficient systematic repeti-
tion to facilitate learning, leading to the gen-
erally accepted assumption that students with
MoID cannot learn phonics.

The use of cumulative stimuli within the
design revealed another important finding.
As the students progressed through sound sets
of Initial Phonics and Functional Phonics the
number of sessions required to reach mastery
often decreased even though the mastery cri-
terion increased. Students began mastering
more items in progressively fewer sessions. As
seen in Table 2, during Initial Phonics Tanie-
sha reached the mastery criteria of 12, 21,
and 24 correctly blended words in 14, 17, and
10 sessions, respectively. During Generaliza-
tion Phases Taniesha did not read any novel
words in Tier 1, but read12 in Tier 2, and 18
in Tier 3.

In Sound Set 1 of Functional Phonics Tanie-
sha demonstrated mastery of 16 words in eight
blending sessions and generalized blending
and telescoping to six novel, functional words
in five sessions. In Sound Set 4, she correctly
read 29 words in half as many sessions as she
read 16 words in Sound Set 1, and she gener-
alized blending and telescoping to 24 novel,

TABLE 3

Initial and Functional Phonics Blending Phases mastery criteria (number of words) along with number of
sessions required to reach blending mastery, and Generalization Phases mastery criteria (number of
functional words and environmental connected-text phrases) along with number of sessions required to
reach generalization mastery for a group of two middle school students.

Initial Phonics – Middle School Group Functional Phonics – Middle School Group

Sound
Set 1

Sound
Set 2

Sound
Set 3

Sound
Set 1

Sound
Set 2

Sound
Set 3

Sound
Set 4

Word
Set 5

Word
Set 6

Blending Phases Blending Phases
Mastery Criterion 6 11 13 Mastery Criterion 13 19 27 29 10 14
# of Sessions Required

for Mastery 5 3 8
# of Sessions Required

for Mastery 3 5 3 5 3 4
Generalization Phases
Mastery Criterion 2 6 10 Mastery Criterion 5 8 16 24 14 14
# of Sessions Required

for Mastery 2 2 3
# of Sessions Required

for Mastery 2 2 2 3 3 5
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Figure 4. A multiple baseline design across sound sets with an embedded changing criterion design depicting
the average number of correct responses produced by one middle school group of two students
during functional phonics. Open square data points depict automaticity rates and correspond with
the secondary Y-axis.
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functional words. During Word Set 5 of Func-
tional Phonics, Taniesha mastered 10 con-
nected-text phrases (in which one word was a
previously-mastered generalization word) in
10 sessions, and during Word Set 6 she in-
creased her mastery of connected-text phrases
to 14 while decreasing the number of sessions
required for mastery. During Word Set 5 Ta-
niesha generalized blending and telescoping
to 14 connected-text phrases (all words within
phrases were novel functional words) in 12
sessions. During Word Set 6, she generalized
to 14 connected-text phrases and decreased
the number of sessions to nine.

As can be seen on Table 3, during Sound
Set 1of Initial Phonics the middle-school group
reached a mastery criterion of six correctly
blended words in only five sessions. By Sound
Set 3 they reached a mastery criterion of 13
correctly blended words in eight sessions. For
Generalization Phases, during Sound Set 1 the
students reached a mastery criterion of two
correctly-blended words in two sessions, and
by Sound Set 3 generalized to 10 untaught
words in only three sessions. Although, the
data do not show the same decrease in num-
ber of sessions to mastery as for Taniesha,
students mastered progressively more items in
approximately the same number of sessions.
Also, they began mastering skills in fewer ses-
sions than Taniesha (e.g., 14 vs. 5 sessions for
mastery of the Blending Phase during Sound
Set 1 of Initial Phonics). The older students
might have learned more quickly because they
had better-developed attention skills, more
prior practice with in-seat behavior, and more
opportunities to interact with reading stimuli
because of additional years in school.

As the students acquired basic word-analysis
skills, and then applied them to words and
phrases that increased in number and com-
plexity, they demonstrated that word-analysis
skills are strategy-based skills that once
learned can be applied to many, unantici-
pated words in an individual’s environment.
This use of a strategy-based skill remains in
contrast to sight-word reading that requires
the same amount of memory load for every
word memorized, and does not prepare an
individual to read untaught words that have
a functional use in the individual’s environ-
ment.

In addition to the word-analysis skills tar-

geted in this study, students developed prereq-
uisite-reading skills for which we did not col-
lect data. These prerequisite-reading skills
developed during Automaticity Phases and
storybook-priming activities. When presented
with an automaticity chart consisting of 42
previously-mastered letter sounds, and asked
to name the sounds as quickly as they could
for one minute, most of the students could
not attend to individual stimuli on a page nor
track left to right and from one line to the
next. To address this we alternated between
red and black font for each line, and used
hand over hand guidance until the students
learned to attend to each stimulus on the
page and to track independently. Not only
were students increasing their ability to re-
trieve letter sounds quickly and accurately,
they learned the emergent-literacy skill of
tracking and improved their attention skills.

The shared-storybook activities facilitated
their learning of prerequisite-reading skills
including, phonological awareness, emergent
literacy, comprehension, language expansion,
and vocabulary. The age-appropriate story-
books corresponded with the curriculum and
as the students participated in the interactive
reading we observed these skills begin to
emerge. As the study progressed, students be-
gan to make predictions about events in the
stories, identify sentences and words on pages,
provide a motor demonstration of compre-
hension of reading vocabulary, read individ-
ual sounds in CVC words, and practice saying
CVC words slowly and quickly.

Phonological awareness and emergent liter-
acy are prerequisite skills for phonetic-reading
acquisition (Ehri, 2004; Share, Jorm, MacLean,
& Matthews, 1984). Prior to participating in
this study, our students had not been system-
atically taught these prerequisite skills because
phonics instruction is seldom provided for
children with MoID (Browder et al., 2006).
Because sight-word instruction is the most
common method of reading instruction for
students with MoID, these prerequisite-read-
ing skills are often not acquired, with the ex-
ception of some emergent-literacy skills.

When word-analysis skills have been taught
(Bracey et al., 1975; Bradford et al., 2006;
Flores et al., 2004) they have not included an
automaticity requirement. Automaticity train-
ing was one of the most unique aspects of the
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Phonics Component. Due to limited working-
memory capacity, we speculated that the stu-
dents needed to learn to retrieve letter-sound
correspondences to some level of automaticity
before attempting to blend them into words.
For the Automaticity Phase mastery criterion
we selected each student’s rate on the RON
subtest as the best reflection of the individual
student’s phonological processing rate. All
students blended successfully after first reach-
ing mastery in Automaticity Phases suggesting
that automaticity practice facilitated the skill
of blending. However, we do not know if the
criterion for automaticity that we selected is a
necessary threshold for successful blending,
or if the automaticity practice is sufficient with
a less stringent criterion.

The Phonics Component included academ-
ic-literacy and functional-literacy goals. Histor-
ically, the definition of literacy instruction has
been binary. Academic literacy has been
viewed as the approach for typically-develop-
ing students and has involved phonetic-decod-
ing skills while functional literacy has been
viewed as the approach for individuals with
developmental delays and has included sight-
word instruction (Cegelka & Cegelka, 1970).
We have shown that the two types of goals can
be combined. With this alignment of goals,
students with MoID can be taught phonetic-
decoding skills to promote optimal participa-
tion in their community. Typically-developing
students are taught phonics as a method of
obtaining information from connected-narra-
tive text which includes sentences and pas-
sages. Students with MoID should be provided
the same opportunity even if their full poten-
tial may be connected-environmental text
which consists of functional words and short
phrases.

Limitations and Future Recommendations

One limitation of this study is a change that we
made to the changing-criterion requirement.
The elementary students began phonics in-
struction before the middle-school students.
As originally designed the elementary stu-
dents had three trials in each session. Because
of the increase in the number of sounds and
blending words in Functional Phonics, the num-
ber of trials was reduced from three to two
trials per session and we applied this new cri-

terion to all future participants. By the time
the middle-school students began Initial Pho-
nics the criterion had changed to two trials per
session. The mastery criterion for 1:1 instruc-
tion was 100% correct for two consecutive
sessions and the criterion for group instruc-
tion was a group average of 80% correct across
two out of three consecutive sessions. The
elementary-school students received 1:1 in-
struction throughout Initial Phonics and the
first two sound sets of Functional Phonics, and
the middle-school students received group in-
struction throughout the study.

Considering our participants were from
multiple schools in multiple districts, and at
multiple age levels, we were not able to con-
trol for their previous literacy experiences be-
yond the Edmark program that all of the par-
ticipants received prior to this research.
Further, all students with MoID may not be
equally successful. There were only three ele-
mentary-school students and two middle-
school students who completed the Phonics
Component limiting the external validity.

We have not found the floor effect of cog-
nitive ability for students who can learn to
read phonetically. Future research should in-
clude different students with MoID with var-
ied previous literacy instruction and cognitive
abilities. It will be important to examine cog-
nitive and language skills such as vocabulary
level, processing speed, and working memory
as possible predictors of phonetic reading
ability to better understand what skills need to
be developed to be successful in this program.
Close inspection of underlying cognitive pro-
cessing skills for reading can facilitate identi-
fication of students who are prepared to learn
to read phonetically.

Future research also should include a close
examination of automaticity requirements
for blending acquisition. In this study all stu-
dents mastered Blending and Generaliza-
tion Phases after mastering individual auto-
maticity requirements. However, it is possible
that students could have mastered Blending
and Generalization Phases with lower levels of
automaticity than what were required in this
study.

Finally, it would be helpful to collect data
on the development of phonological-aware-
ness skills. Anecdotally, we observed impor-
tant phonological-awareness skill acquisition,
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but without systematic measurement and care-
ful inclusion of this in the design of our study,
it is impossible to know the extent to which
the shared-storybook activities impacted the
development of phonological-awareness skills.
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