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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Amendments of 1997, the No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001, and scores of state and local initiatives culminate nearly two decades of
concerted effort to improve American education. The success of these ambitious initiatives will
depend on changes in many domains, including teacher preparation and training, assessment
policies, standards and expectations, and funding. However, the classroom is where “the rubber
meets the road.” What happens in classrooms every school day is what students experience
directly and it is the mechanism through which educational interventions are most likely to
produce the desired changes in student achievements.

Yet at the national level, information on the classroom experiences of students with
disabilities has been limited to data on where students are educated—whether classes are taken in
general education or special education settings. Little is known about the actual instructional
experiences of students with disabilities nationally. The Office of Special Education Programs
of the U.S. Department of Education is working to fill this information gap for secondary school
students through the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS2). NLTS2 is a 10-year
study that is documenting the characteristics, experiences, and outcomes of a nationally
representative sample of more than 11,000 youth who were ages 13 through 16 and were
receiving special education services in grade 7 or above when the study began in 2001. NLTS2
findings generalize to youth with disabilities nationally and to youth in each of the 12 federal
special education disability categories in use for students in the NLTS2 age range.

This report from NLTS2 considers the following questions for secondary school students
with disabilities:

e What education-related histories do students with disabilities “bring to the table” in terms
of their early experiences with services for their disabilities, school mobility, grade-level
progression, and prior school disciplinary problems?

e What are the school and classroom contexts within which secondary school students with
disabilities are educated? How do general, special, and vocational education classrooms
differ?

e What is the pattern of course taking of students in secondary school, and in what settings
are courses taken?

e What are the characteristics of classroom instruction provided to students with
disabilities, and how do they differ in general, special, and vocational education classes?

 How do these factors differ for students with different disabilities and other
characteristics?

These questions are addressed by using data collected during Wave 1 of NLTS2 from the
following sources:
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Parents or guardians of NLTS2 study members are a key source of information on the
characteristics of students, their educational histories, and their lives outside of school.
Telephone interviews conducted with parents in the spring and summer of 2001
addressed these important topics; mail questionnaires were administered to parents who
could not be reached by phone.

School staff best able to describe students’ overall school programs were surveyed
by mail in the spring of the 2001-02 school year regarding the range of courses taken at
the time by each student and the setting for each kind of course. Information also was
obtained about instructional practices in both special education and vocational education
classes.

Teachers of general education academic classes. For students who were taking at
least one general education academic class, teachers of the first such class in each
student’s school week were surveyed by mail about participants in that class, the
instructional practices used with specific individual students with disabilities in the class,
and how they worked with the class as a whole. Teachers also reported on the supports
they received because the students with disabilities were in their classes and on their
perceptions of the appropriateness of those students’ placements in their classes.
Perceptions of the academic and behavioral performance of individual students with
disabilities in the class also were reported.

School staff knowledgeable about the characteristics of the schools attended by
students with disabilities. For each school attended by an NLTS2 study member, a
school staff person who could report on the characteristics and policies of the school
(often the principal) was surveyed about the school, its student body, school policies that
affect students with disabilities; and, for schools that serve 12th-grade students,
information on rates of graduation, college entrance examination participation, and
college enrollment was obtained.

Highlights of the information NLTS2 obtained from these sources are presented below:

Students’ Education-Related Histories

What students “bring to the table” in terms of prior experiences, interests, abilities, and
limitations are key factors that help shape the nature of the educational process and how students
progress through their school careers.

Some youth with disabilities and their families have been dealing with disability-related
service systems since before they entered school. About half of youth who had their
disabilities identified at the ages to qualify for early intervention or preschool special
education services participated in those programs.

Yet many more youth first receive services for their disabilities at school entry or in the
first elementary school years; the average age at which youth first receive special
education services is just over 8.

Almost one-fourth have attended five or more schools during their educational careers—
several more than would be expected from normal grade-level progression.
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Youth with disabilities are much more likely than youth in the general population to
repeat a grade in school—more than one-third are retained at grade level at least once,
usually in elementary school.

One-third of youth with disabilities are suspended or expelled during their school
careers—a much higher rate than among students in the general population.

The Schools Attended by Students with Disabilities

Not surprisingly, the schools attended by secondary school students with disabilities are
similar to those of the general student population in many ways.

The vast majority attend regular public schools, where they constitute 16% of the student
population, on average. Their schools are as likely to be in their own neighborhoods as is
true for students in the general population.

The racial/ethnic distribution of the student bodies in schools attended by students with
disabilities is virtually the same as for the general population, as are average absenteeism
and mobility rates.

Their schools have a wide range of staff resources, including teachers who average about
the same level of qualifications and experience as teachers of students in the general
population. On average, almost 90% of teachers in schools attended by students with
disabilities are reported to be fully credentialed for their primary teaching assignment,
and the large majority have more than 3 years of teaching experience.

Students with disabilities attend schools that have a wide range of technology and
programmatic resources available to help meet their needs.

Internet-accessible computers are available to students in virtually all schools.

Schools attended by students with disabilities include a variety of placement options.
Comparisons of NLTS2 findings with those of the original National Longitudinal
Transition Study (NLTS)" demonstrate that self-contained classrooms have become more
common over time, as students with disabilities decreasingly attend special schools that
serve only that population.

Virtually all students with disabilities attend schools that support a band, chorus, theater
group, or sports team, and large majorities go to schools with tutoring programs, summer
school, supplemental instruction in reading and math, and academic and other kinds of
student counseling. Most students with disabilities also go to schools that provide a
variety of adolescent services, including substance abuse and pregnancy prevention
education and school-to-work and conflict management programs.

! NLTS was designed and conducted for the Office of Special Education Programs between 1984 and 1993. It
included a nationally representative sample of students who were ages 15 through 23 when the first data were
collected in 1987. Many of its design features are mirrored in NLTS2 to permit comparisons between them.
Comparisons between school data collected in NLTS and NLTS2 involve only the age group included in both

studies.
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Virtually all students with disabilities go to schools that report arranging alternative
placements and services for students with disabilities who have been suspended or
expelled, and virtually all include students with disabilities in mandated standardized
testing.

However, there also are some aspects of schools attended by students with disabilities that
are potentially problematic.

Their schools are significantly larger, on average, than schools attended by the general
population of students, suggesting that school districts may be clustering students with
disabilities where a larger student population may support a wider array of resources.

Class sizes and caseloads of support personnel also are large, potentially hindering efforts
to meet the individual learning needs of a diverse student population.

Students with disabilities go to schools where disciplinary issues are apparent; their
schools average 23 incidents of violence and 7 arrests at school or school events in a
school year.

Relatively few students with disabilities go to schools that have programs to treat
substance abuse (18%), support teen parents (32%), or provide school-based health
services (45%), programs that could be particularly important to students with
disabilities.

Students’ School Programs

As a group, secondary school students with disabilities take the full range of courses offered
in their schools.

Virtually all students with disabilities take academic classes, which average 60% of their
coursework. Classes typically include language arts, mathematics, social studies, and
science; about one in five students with disabilities take a foreign language.

Comparisons between NLTS2 and NLTS show a dramatic increase in students with
disabilities taking challenging courses that often are associated with preparation for
postsecondary education, including science and foreign language.

A vocational education course, usually one that is occupationally specific, is on the
course schedules of almost two-thirds of students with disabilities, with higher
participation among high school juniors and seniors. However, vocational course taking
has declined markedly since NLTS, corresponding to the increase in academic course
taking.

Nonacademic courses, such as fine arts or physical education, also are on the course
schedules of most students with disabilities, constituting about two courses of a typical
seven-course schedule. Courses such as study skills or life skills are taken by about one-
third of students, increasingly in special education classes since NLTS.

Almost 9 of 10 secondary school students with disabilities participate in at least one
general education class, including 70% who take one or more academic courses there, a
marked increase since NLTS in taking general education academic courses.
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More than one-fourth of students with disabilities take all their courses in general
education classes. This group includes the 5% of students with disabilities who
discontinued special education services during the preceding 16 months.

One in 10 students with disabilities take all their courses in special education classrooms
or in individual or community-based settings.

Two-thirds of students with disabilities are instructed in both general and special
education classes. On average, general education courses are 60% of the courses students
with disabilities take in a given semester, about 35% of courses are taken in special
education classrooms, and the remaining courses occur in other settings.

Classroom Contexts

NLTS2 has collected information on the classroom experiences of secondary school students
with disabilities that span a wide range of subject areas for both general education academic
classes and special education classes, as well as for vocational education courses taught in both
general and special education settings.

More than 80% of students with disabilities who take general education academic classes
are in classes where the majority of students perform at standard grade level; 16% are
tracked into lower-performing classes.

Virtually all students with disabilities in general education academic classes have
teachers who are credentialed to teach the subject of the class, and these teachers average
14 years of experience, more than the average level of experience of teachers in their
schools.

General education academic classes tend to be relatively large, averaging 21 students per
adult, including 5 students with disabilities. In contrast, special education classes average
6 students per adult, providing greater opportunity for individualization. A similar size
difference is noted for vocational education courses; there are an average of 15 students
per adult in general education vocational classes and one-third that many in vocational
education courses in special education classrooms.

Instruction in General Education Academic Classes

Many of the teacher-driven activities in general education academic classes are experienced
equally often by students with disabilities and by the class as a whole.

Instructional groupings, materials used, instructional experiences outside the classroom,
and discipline practices are largely the same for students with disabilities and for the class
as awhole. For example, regardless of whether students in general education academic
classes have disabilities, textbooks, workbooks, and worksheets are used often in classes
of about 85% of students; computers are not used frequently for any purpose; and
instructional experiences outside the classroom are not common.
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e Whole-class instruction dominates general education academic classes for all students in
them; about two-thirds of students are reported to receive whole-class instruction often,
regardless of disability. Frequent small-group or individual instruction is not common;
from one-fifth to about one-fourth of students receive these forms of instruction often,
regardless of disability.

Nonetheless, there are important differences between the experiences of students with
disabilities in general education academic classes and those of students in the class as a whole
that bear on the question of their access to the general education curriculum.

e To help address the individual learning needs of students with disabilities, they are
somewhat more likely than their general education academic classes as a whole to receive
individual instruction from an adult other than the teacher. This increased individual
instruction is facilitated by the fact that almost one in five are in classes in which a
special education teacher also is present, and 12% have a classroom aide.

e The curriculum used to instruct almost two-thirds of students with disabilities who are in
general education academic classes is modified to some degree, including 52% of
students with disabilities whose teachers report making “some modifications” to the
general education curriculum, 11% for whom substantial modifications are made, and 2%
who receive an individualized curriculum.

» Students with disabilities consistently participate less actively than their classmates in
their general education academic classes. The largest differences concern responding
orally to questions and making presentations to the class. Whereas almost all the students
in the class as a whole respond to teachers’ questions at least sometimes, one in five
students with disabilities rarely or never respond orally to questions. Although about
two-thirds of their classmates make presentations to the class sometimes or often, half of
students with disabilities rarely or never make them. Students with disabilities also are
less likely than their classmates to work independently or with a partner or group,
perhaps in part because of the increased frequency with which they receive instruction
from an adult other than the teacher.

Despite these differences in classroom participation, most students with disabilities have
teachers who report that their placement in the class is “very appropriate.” Further, almost all
students with disabilities are expected to keep up with the rest of the class, and three in four
actually do. However, almost one-fourth of students with disabilities in general education
academic classes are not meeting the performance expectations of their teachers.

To help them keep up in general education academic classes, virtually all students with
disabilities are reported to receive some type of accommodation, support, or learning aid.

e Three-fourths of students with disabilities receive more time to take tests, and two-thirds
receive more time to complete other assignments. Sixty percent have their progress
monitored by a special education teacher.

 Accommodations or modifications that require changes to general education teachers’
practices are much less common. For example, about one-fourth or fewer of students
with disabilities have slower-paced instruction, different assignments, or modified tests.
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Teachers report using modified grading standards for approximately one-third of students
with disabilities.

e Daily classwork is cited as “very important” by 70% of teachers in grading students with
disabilities, followed by homework, test results, attendance, and special projects or
activities (52% to 62%). Fewer teachers consider students’ class participation, attitude,
and performance relative to a set standard very important.

e The importance teachers place on most grading factors does not differ for students with
disabilities and their classmates, although they give somewhat less importance to test
scores and performance relative to a set standard for students with disabilities.

The experiences of students with disabilities in general education classes differ somewhat,
depending on the subject area of the classes. Mathematics classes stand out from classes in other
subject areas in several ways that may make them particularly challenging for students with
disabilities. It is in general education mathematics classes that students with disabilities are the
least likely to have a modified curriculum and the most likely to receive whole-class instruction
often, which may leave little room for individualization of instruction. Their mathematics
teachers also are less likely than teachers of other academic classes to modify tests or grading
standards and yet are the most likely to weigh test results heavily in determining grades.

In contrast, it is in their language arts classes that students with disabilities are the most likely
to have slower-paced instruction, be tutored by an adult other than the teacher, use computers as
an accommodation and for word processing, and use books on tape. Students in social studies
classes are the most likely to have modified grading standards and modified tests.

Vocational Education Classes and Services

Participation in vocational education is the norm for the majority of students with disabilities,
and the general education classroom is the most typical setting for vocational education; students
with disabilities are more than twice as likely to take vocational education in general education
classes as in special education settings, particularly occupationally specific vocational education.

= The majority of students with disabilities have access to the general education curriculum
in their general education vocational classes. There is little modification to the teacher-
driven aspects of the course—the curriculum, materials used, or classroom activities or
instructional groupings—when students with disabilities are in general education
vocational classes.

e Somewhat more modification is reported for aspects of the classroom experience in
which student behavior or performance figures more prominently—grading criteria and
discipline practices. The greatest amount of modification is reported for testing practices.

Not only are most aspects of the classroom experience the same for students with disabilities
and their classmates in general education vocational classes, the vast majority of students with
disabilities are expected to keep up with their classmates. Six of seven students with disabilities
actually do, which may be related to the fact that in the placement of the large majority of
students with disabilities in the general education vocational classroom is considered “very
appropriate.” In fact, students with disabilities are more likely to keep up with their classmates
in general education vocational classes than in academic classes.
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School-sponsored work experience is part of the school program for about one-fourth of
students with disabilities in a given semester. Other vocational services are accessed by many
students with disabilities, although only career assessment is provided to at least half of students
with disabilities who are currently in high school. Other vocational services, from Tech Prep
programs to job coaching, are provided to much smaller percentages of students.

Supports Provided to General Education Teachers of
Students with Disabilities

The vast majority of general education teachers receive some form of support for having
students with disabilities in their classes. However, substantially fewer receive any particular
kind of support.

e For example, only about 60% of students with disabilities in general education academic
classes have teachers who receive any information about the needs of those students, and
only about half have teachers who receive any input or consultation from a special
educator or other staff about how to meet those needs.

e Compared with teachers of general education academic classes, vocational teachers more
frequently report receiving information about individual students with disabilities in their
classes and receiving consultation from a special educator or other staff. About six of
seven students with disabilities in general education vocational classes have teachers who
have been informed about their individual learning needs, and three-fourths have teachers
who receive consultation on meeting those needs.

= Providing inservice training, a reduced student load, an aide or assistant, or special
materials is less common than providing information or consultation. For example, 11%
of students with disabilities in general education academic classes and 18% of such
students in general education vocational classes have teachers who receive inservice
training on meeting the needs of students with disabilities.

Special Education Classroom Experiences

To compare special education and general education classroom experiences, NLTS2
collected similar information about both settings.

Academic Subject Special Education Classes

Several aspects of special education academic classrooms suggest that they provide
considerably greater individualization of instruction than those in general education.

e Almost half of students in special education academic classes often receive instruction in
small groups, compared with about one in five students with disabilities in general
education classes. Individual instruction both from the teacher and from another adult,
also is more common in special than in general education academic classrooms.

e About one-third of students in special education academic classes have a specialized or
individualized curriculum, which is a very rare occurrence in general education academic
classes. About one-fourth of students in special education academic classes have a
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substantially modified general education curriculum compared with about 1 in 10
students in general education academic classes.

The environment in special education academic classes appears to be structured to
encourage students’ direct participation more than is true in general education classes.
Students in special education classes are more likely to respond orally to questions and
present to the class often than peers with disabilities in general education academic
classes. Greater participation by students with hearing impairments may result from the
much greater likelihood that students in special education classes have teachers who use
manual as well as oral communication. Students in special education academic classes
also are more likely often to work independently.

The frequency of instructional activities that go on outside the classroom for students
who take special education academic classes suggests that their teachers are able to
provide wider opportunities for learning and applying academic subject matter in real-
world settings; school- and community-based out-of-classroom instructional experiences
and field trips all are more common for students in special than in general education
academic classes.

Special and general education academic classes also differ in the factors teachers consider
important in evaluating the performance of their students with disabilities.

Students in special education academic classes are much more likely than their peers in
general education classes to have their teachers consider their daily class work and the
compilation of that work in a portfolio as very important. However, their homework is
less likely to be considered very important.

Attendance, class participation, and students’ attitudes and behavior all are more likely to
be considered very important for students in special education than in general education
academic classes.

Although the special and general education academic classes differ markedly in several
ways, other aspects of instruction in the two settings are similar.

The use of computers for skills practice, Internet access, or applications such as word
processing and working with spreadsheets is no more or less common in general than
special education settings, as is true for the use of print materials other than textbooks.

Students in the two settings are equally likely often to work with a peer partner or in a
group and to be subject to tests or quizzes to assess their learning.

General and special education academic teachers place equal importance on test results in
assessing students’ performance. They also weigh similarly the importance of students’
performance relative to a set standard and to the performance of the rest of the class, and
the importance of their work on special projects or activities when evaluating students’
performance.
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Special Education Study Skills Classes

Special education classes that focus on study skills have a different purpose than academic-
content classes; hence, classroom practices also are significantly different in many respects.

» Students with disabilities in study skills classes have teachers who use individualized
instruction more than whole-group or small-group instruction. Most of these classes are
taught without a specific curriculum, so that classroom activities can be adapted to
individual students’ needs.

e Yet half of the students in these classes have teachers who use textbooks, worksheets, and
workbooks often, and about one-third are frequently taught using other print materials.
More students in study skills classes than in other types of classes use computers for
word processing or creating spreadsheets as part of their independent work.

» Reflecting the individualized emphasis, the majority of students work independently
more often than they do any other classroom activity.

» Although one of five students in study skills classes experience school-based instruction
outside of their classrooms, they rarely experience community-based activities or field
trips.

Life Skills Special Education Classes

It is in special education classes that teach life skills that the greatest specialization in
instruction is found.

e Students in these classes frequently are taught in small groups or receive individualized
instruction, and three-quarters of students are in classes that use a specialized curriculum.

e Although fewer students in these than in other kinds of classes frequently respond orally
to questions, work independently, or use textbooks, their teachers still use these
instructional activities and materials more often than other teaching methods. On the
other hand, teachers of students in life skills classes use life skills materials far more than
do teachers of other classes, as would be expected.

e Students in life skills classes also are more likely than their peers to have frequent
instructional experiences outside the classroom.

Teachers in academic, study skills, and life skills special education classes base their student
evaluations on daily class work, attitudes and behavior, class participation, attendance, and
special projects. However, test results and homework play a greater role in evaluating students
in subject-specific academic and study skills classes than students in life skills classes.
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Disability Variations in School Programs and Classroom Experiences

As with most aspects of the lives of students with disabilities that are addressed in NLTS2,
school programs and classroom experiences differ in many ways for students with different
primary disabilities.

Students with different primary disabilities have quite different patterns of course taking,
and those courses involve different mixes of settings. For example, students with
learning disabilities or speech or other health impairments virtually all take academic
classes, and they are more likely than many groups to have those classes involve college
prep subjects, including science and foreign language. Two-thirds or more of the courses
they take are in general education classrooms.

Students with emotional disturbances or hearing, visual, or orthopedic impairments have
a very similar pattern of course taking, but they are less likely to receive instruction in
general education classes (although the majority still do).

Academic courses and general education settings are much less likely to figure
prominently in the course schedules of students with mental retardation, autism, multiple
disabilities, or deaf-blindness, although from 40% to 70% of these students take at least
one general education class, usually a nonacademic class. However, they are more likely
than many other groups to take vocational education courses, particularly those focused
on prevocational skills, and the majority of their classes are in special education or
community or other settings. They also are the most likely to have their special education
experiences be reported for life skills rather than academic classes.

Although disability differences appear to be related to the types of settings in which students
receive instruction, they seem to have only a small differential impact on the experiences of
students with different primary disabilities in a given setting.

For the most part, there are no disability differences in the frequency with which students
use instructional materials in general education academic classes, nor does this use differ
between students with disabilities and their classes as a whole. Whole-class instruction is
the dominant mode for students in all categories, and instructional activities outside the
classroom are relatively rare for all groups.

Teachers of general education academic classes place the same importance on homework,
daily class work, and students’ behavior, attitudes, attendance, and class participation in
grading students in all disability categories. Similarly, within a given kind of special
education class (i.e., academic, study skills, or life skills), disability differences are few.?

There are important differences, however, in some classroom experiences across disability
categories.

Students with speech, hearing, or visual impairments tend to have experiences that are
most like those of their classmates in general education academic classes. They are the

2 Analyses of disability differences within each kind of special education class were conducted but are not reported
in this document because small sample sizes in some kinds of classes for many disability categories result in very
few significant differences between them.
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most likely to have an unmodified curriculum and the least likely to receive individual
instruction and several kinds of accommodations and learning supports. Their levels of
participation in general education classes do not differ from those of the class as a whole
on most of the dimensions investigated in NLTS2. In addition, students with hearing or
visual impairments are among the least likely to have grading standards modified for
them and to be granted additional time to complete assignments. Nonetheless, they are
the most likely of all students with disabilities to be reported by teachers as keeping up
with their classmates.

e In contrast, students with mental retardation, traumatic brain injuries, or multiple
disabilities tend to differ the most from their classmates in general education academic
classes. They are the most likely to receive slower-paced instruction, be granted
additional time to take tests, and be given modified tests. They also are the most likely to
receive individualized instruction and to have their progress monitored by a special
education teacher. Students with mental retardation or multiple disabilities are the most
likely of all students with disabilities in general education academic classes to be graded
with modified criteria and among the most likely to be treated differently when it comes
to classroom discipline. Students with mental retardation are the only group to
experience differences from their classmates in how often they receive whole-class
instruction, and they are the least likely of all students with disabilities to participate in
classroom activities. They also are the most likely of all students with disabilities to have
community-based experiences, such as field trips, and to receive peer tutoring.

Reflecting these differences, more general education academic teachers of students with
mental retardation, traumatic brain injuries, or multiple disabilities report that these
students’ placement in their classroom is not appropriate than do teachers of students in
most other categories.

» Students with emotional disturbances present a somewhat different picture. Like students
with mental retardation, traumatic brain injuries, or multiple disabilities, approximately
one in seven have teachers who feel their placement in the class is not appropriate, yet
98% are expected to keep up with the rest of their class. They are not particularly likely
to be provided accommodations or supports to help them meet those expectations, except
behavior management programs and modified discipline standards, and they are the least
likely of all youth with disabilities to succeed in keeping up with the class; only two-
thirds do so.

Demographic Variations in School Programs and Classroom Experiences

Several aspects of the school programs and classroom experiences of students with
disabilities do not differ between boys and girls or between students of different income or
racial/ethnic backgrounds. For example, general education academic teachers place similar
importance on the factors they use to evaluate students’ performance in their classes, and
vocational education teachers have similar perceptions of students’ placement and performance,
regardless of demographic differences between students. Teachers in special education
classrooms are particularly likely to overlook demographic differences; no aspects of special
education classrooms or instructional experiences differ significantly for students with different
demographic characteristics. However, some differences are noted in the report, such as:
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Gender

* General education academic classroom experiences. Boys are more likely than girls
to be in classes that function at grade level, whereas girls are more likely to be in classes
that perform below grade level. Perhaps this difference is related to the fact that girls
with disabilities are more likely than boys to have teachers who report that their
placement in general education academic classes is “very appropriate.”

e General education vocational classroom experiences. Boys with disabilities who
take general education vocational courses are more likely than girls to be subject to the
same discipline practices as the class as a whole. This difference may relate to the fact
that boys with disabilities are much more likely than girls to have been suspended or
expelled at some time in their school careers.

Household Income

e Education-related histories. In general, youth from less affluent households (with
incomes of $25,000 or less) first receive professional services for a disability later and
first receive special education services at school later than youth from more affluent
households (with incomes of more than $50,000). Youth from lower-income households
are much more likely than higher-income youth to be retained at grade level and to be
suspended or expelled during their school careers.

e General education academic classroom experiences. Students from lower-income
households are more likely to receive slower-paced instruction, be granted more time to
take tests, and have tests read to them. They are less likely than peers from higher-
income households to use classroom computers for word processing tasks and to work
independently often.

Race/Ethnicity

e Instructional settings. General education courses are a smaller proportion and special
education courses a larger proportion of the course schedules of African-American
students with disabilities than of those of white students.

e General education academic classroom experiences. Across racial/ethnic groups,
students are about equally likely to receive an unmodified curriculum and to experience
various instructional groupings, and the materials they use in the classroom and the
activities in which they participate outside of class also differ little. However, African-
American students with disabilities are less likely than their white or Hispanic peers to
use textbooks frequently, and minority students are more likely than white students to be
given additional time to complete assignments.
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Looking Ahead

These findings from NLTS2 provide a comprehensive view of the secondary school
programs of students with disabilities and of their experiences in general education, special
education, and vocational education classes. In doing so, NLTS2 helps inform important issues
in special education policy and practice, such as the degree to which students with disabilities
have access to the general education curriculum. Future waves of data collection for NLTS2 will
realize the value of its longitudinal design by focusing analyses on the full range of courses and
credits earned by students with disabilities through the lens of their postsecondary experiences.
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1. ASSESSING THE CLASSROOM EXPERIENCES OF STUDENTS WITH
DISABILITIES DURING SECONDARY SCHOOL

By Mary Wagner

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Amendments of 1997 (IDEA ’97), the No
Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), and scores of state and local initiatives culminate nearly
two decades of increasing emphasis on the improvement of American education. Schools and
educators are now being held accountable for the adequate yearly progress of all students,
including those with disabilities. The success of these ambitious initiatives will depend on
changes in many domains, including teacher preparation and training, assessment policies,
standards and expectations, and funding. However, the classroom is where “the rubber meets the
road.” What happens in classrooms every school day is what students experience directly and is
the mechanism through which educational interventions are most likely to produce the desired
changes in student achievements. Indeed, the current focus on the use of scientifically valid
instructional methods underscores the importance of high-quality educational experiences in the
classroom.

Yet at the national level, information on the classroom experiences of students with
disabilities has been limited to data on where students are educated—whether classes are taken in
general education or special education settings (U.S. Department of Education, 2002). Little is
known about the actual instructional experiences of students with disabilities nationally.
Painting a clear picture of what goes on in classrooms is particularly challenging for secondary
school students because their typical school day can involve up to six or seven classes, a broad
mix of subject areas, and, for many, both general education and special education settings of
various kinds (e.g., resource rooms, self-contained classrooms, individualized settings). But
meeting that challenge is essential. The policies and practices that will help schools provide the
high-quality education to all students for which they are being held accountable—educational
programs that enable all students to achieve to their potential—must be grounded in a careful
understanding of the complexities of the educational enterprise for students with disabilities as it
plays out in real classrooms around the nation.

The Office of Special Education Programs of the U.S. Department of Education is working to
provide the information needed to improve the education and outcomes of secondary school
students with disabilities through the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS2).
NLTS2 is a 10-year study that is documenting the characteristics, experiences, and outcomes of a
nationally representative sample of more than 11,000 youth who were ages 13 through 16 and
were receiving special education services in grade 7 or above when the study began. NLTS2
findings generalize to youth with disabilities nationally and to youth in each of the 12 federal
special education disability categories in use for students in the NLTS2 age range.’ This rich
source of information will support a series of reports that will emerge over the life of NLTS2.

! Please see Appendix A for details about the NLTS2 design, sample, analysis approach, and measurement issues.
Additional information about NLTS2 is available at www.nlts2.org.
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Research Questions

This report considers the following questions for secondary-school-age students with
disabilities:
e As background to understanding their current educational experiences, what education-
related histories do students with disabilities “bring to the table” in terms of their early

experiences with services for their disabilities, school mobility, grade-level progression,
and prior school disciplinary problems?

e What are the school and classroom contexts within which secondary school students with
disabilities are educated? How do general, special, and vocational education classrooms
differ?

e What is the pattern of course taking of students with disabilities in secondary school, and
in what settings are courses taken?

e What are the characteristics of classroom instruction provided to students with
disabilities, and how do they differ in general, special, and vocational education classes?

 How do these factors differ for students with different disabilities and other
characteristics?

Information Sources

These questions are addressed by using data collected from parents and school staff during
Wave 1 of NLTS2.

Parents

Parents or guardians® of NLTS2 study members are a key source of information on the
characteristics of students, their educational histories, and their lives outside of school. In
addition, parents provide their own unique and valuable perspective on “how it’s going” with
their adolescent children with disabilities, both in and outside of school. Telephone interviews
conducted with parents in the spring and summer of 2001 addressed these important topics; mail
questionnaires were administered to parents who could not be reached by phone. An 82%
response rate resulted in interview/survey data for 9,230 students; they were ages 13 through 17
at the time.

School Staff

Given the focus of this report on students’ classroom experiences, it relies heavily on
information provided by staff in the schools attended by NLTS2 study members. Mail surveys
were conducted with school staff in the spring of the 2001-02 school year—students were ages
14 through 18 at the time. Three surveys were conducted, with each garnering about a 60%
response rate.

2 For simplicity, parents and guardians are referred to here as parents.
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School staff knowledgeable about students’ overall school programs and special and
vocational education courses. School staff were asked to identify the staff person most
knowledgeable about the overall school programs of specific individual students; these persons
often were special educators. A multipurpose survey was then conducted with those school
staff.> One purpose was to obtain a snapshot of each student’s school program in terms of the
range of courses taken at the time and the setting for each of those courses. Information also was
obtained on related and support services and programs provided to students, their transition
planning experiences, and some aspects of their school performance (e.g., absenteeism,
disciplinary actions, overall grades).” In addition to this broad view of students’ school
programs, the survey collected information about instructional practices in both special education
and vocational education classes.” Respondents were asked to report on the characteristics of
specific classes (e.g., size, subject) and how teachers worked with specific individual students in
the class (e.g., curriculum used, frequency of using various instructional groupings and materials,
grading criteria employed). For vocational education courses taken in general education
classrooms, respondents were asked to report the extent to which the kinds of classroom
practices used for students with disabilities differed from those used with the class as a whole.

Teachers of general education academic classes. For NLTS2 study members who were
reported by school staff to be enrolled in at least one general education academic class, teachers
of the first such class in each student’s school week were surveyed.® The first academic class in
the week was selected so that information would be provided on a wide range of objectively
selected classes taken by students with disabilities. As with special and vocational education
courses addressed in the student’s school program survey, general education academic teachers
were asked to report background information on the class, the instructional practices used with
specific individual students in the class, and how they worked with the class as a whole. These
separate reports on the instructional experiences of specific students with disabilities and of the
larger classes in which they participated permit a comparison that addresses the question of
whether secondary school students with disabilities have access to the general education
curriculum. Teachers also reported on the supports they received because the specific individual
students with disabilities were in their classes and on their perceptions of the appropriateness of
those students’ placements in their classes and of students’ performance in them.

School staff knowledgeable about the characteristics of the schools attended by
students with disabilities. For each school attended by an NLTS2 study member, a school
staff person who could report on the characteristics and policies of those schools (often the
principal) was surveyed to provide a school-level context for the classroom-level information
collected in other surveys. Broad information about the school (e.g., grade levels served,
whether public or private), as well as information about the student body (e.g., size, demographic
characteristics, number of students receiving special education services, absenteeism and
mobility rates), was collected. School policies that affect students with disabilities (e.g.,
inclusion of students with disabilities in content standards and mandated standardized testing,

® This survey is referred to as the student’s school program survey.

* Special topic reports from NLTS2 will provide information on services and transition planning. Students’ school
achievements are addressed in Wagner, Marder, Blackorby, et al. (2003).

® Respondents to the survey were instructed to collaborate with teachers of these classes, if needed, to provide
information on instructional practices and other classroom experiences.

® This survey is referred to as the general education teacher survey.
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social promotion policies) also were addressed. For schools that serve 12th-grade students,
information on rates of graduation, college entrance examination participation, and college
enrollment was obtained. School-level information is linked to each NLTS2 study member
enrolled at a given school.

Technical Notes
Readers should remember the following issues when interpreting the findings in this report:

e Findings are weighted. NLTS2 was designed to provide a national picture of the
characteristics, experiences, and achievements of youth with disabilities nationally in the
NLTS2 age range. Therefore, all the statistics presented in this report are weighted
estimates of the national population of students receiving special education in the NLTS2
age group, as well as each disability category individually. Each response for each
sample member is weighted to represent the number of youth nationally that are in his or
her disability category in the kind of school district (defined by region, student
enrollment, and proportion of students in poverty) or special school from which he or she
was selected.

e Standard errors. For each mean and percentage in this report, a standard error is
presented that indicates the precision of the estimate. For example, a variable with a
weighted estimated value of 50% and a standard error of 2 means that the value for the
total population, if it had been measured, would, with 95% confidence, lie between 48%
and 52% (i.e., within plus or minus 2 percentage points of 50%). Thus, smaller standard
errors allow for greater confidence to be placed in the estimate, whereas larger ones
require caution.

e Small samples. Although NLTS2 data are weighted to represent the population, the size
of standard errors is influenced heavily by the actual number of youth in a given group
(e.g., a disability category). Groups with very small samples have comparatively large
standard errors (in fact, findings are not reported separately for groups that do not include
at least 35 sample members). For example, because there are relatively few youth with
deaf-blindness, estimates for that group have relatively large standard errors. Therefore,
readers should be cautious in interpreting results for this group and others with small
sample sizes and large standard errors.

e Significant differences. Only differences among groups that reach a level of statistical
significance of at least .05 are mentioned in the text; significance levels generally are
noted in the text. Appendix A outlines a method for using standard errors to calculate the
significance of differences between groups of interest.

Organization of the Report

The chapters in this report generally correspond to the research questions posed. Chapter 2
provides background information on the education-related histories of secondary school students
with disabilities. Chapters 3 and 4 provide a context within which to view students’ classroom
experiences by describing characteristics of schools attended by students with disabilities
(Chapter 3) and their overall program of courses and instructional settings (Chapter 4). Chapter
5 compares characteristics of three kinds of classrooms frequented by many students with



disabilities: general education academic classes, vocational education classes, and special
education classes. Chapters 6 through 8 describe the instructional experiences of students with
disabilities in those three settings. The final chapter looks across the settings and identifies key
comparative findings about the instructional experiences of students with disabilities. Appendix
A provides details of the NLTS2 design, sample, measures, and analysis approaches, including
definitions of the disability categories used throughout this report. Appendix B provides
background information on the demographic characteristics of students with disabilities
represented in NLTS2 and their families. Appendix C provides unweighted sample sizes for the
analyses reported in the data tables.

The following chapters provide the first national picture of the classroom experiences of
secondary school students with disabilities in a single school year. These findings will be
augmented in the next few years of NLTS2 as youth complete their high school careers and a
more complete view of their secondary school experiences is available.






2. THE EDUCATION-RELATED HISTORIES OF SECONDARY
SCHOOL STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

By Mary Wagner

Engaging and learning in school are dynamic processes that involve students’ interacting
with curricula, classroom materials and activities, teachers, and other students. These
interactions occur in a variety of contexts that are defined by the characteristics of schools and
classrooms. But the interactions that are at the heart of school engagement and learning are a
function of more than schools, settings, and instructional programs. What students “bring to the
table” in terms of prior experiences, interests, abilities, and limitations are key factors that help
shape the nature of the educational process and how students progress through their school
careers. By the time they reach secondary school, all students have an extensive education-
related history that can influence how they view, participate in, and relate to their school
experiences and, reciprocally, how school staff view and relate to them. For students who
receive special education services, the experiences associated with their disabilities and their
corresponding programs and services are additional components of their education histories.

This chapter describes several key aspects of the education-related histories of secondary
school students with disabilities,* as a context for understanding their current school programs
and experiences:

= Early experiences with services for a disability
e School mobility

e Grade-level progression

e Disciplinary problems.

These aspects of students’ backgrounds are described for students with disabilities as a whole
and for those who differ in their primary disability category and selected demographic
characteristics, where significant.

Early Experiences with Services for a Disability

Recognizing that prompt intervention when a disability or developmental delay is identified
can be extremely important in ameliorating its effects, the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act Amendments of 1997 authorize funds for states to provide early intervention
services for infants and toddlers (Part C) and mandate that individualized education programs be
developed for students with disabilities ages 3 through 21 (Part B). The point at which children
and youth with disabilities first participate in the special education service system can reflect the
nature and severity of their disability, as well as on characteristics of their families, schools, and
communities and the service systems within them.

! Other characteristics of students that also may shape their school experiences, including demographic and
disability-related factors, are summarized in Appendix B and reported in more detail in Wagner, Marder, Levine, et
al. (2003). The relationships between youth achievements and demographics, disability-related characteristics, and
school program factors are reported in Wagner, Marder, Blackorby, et al. (2003).
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This section presents parents’ reports of the ages at which youth first received professional
services for a disability or delay and the ages at which they first received special education
services specifically. Findings regarding participation in early intervention and preschool
education also are presented for youth whose disabilities were identified at ages that made them
eligible for those services.

On average, children do not receive disability-related services from a professional until they
start school; the average age of children first receiving such services is just over 7. According to
parents, one in five youth with disabilities first begin to receive professional services for a
disability at the age of school entry (age 5 or 6; Exhibit 2-1), although 30% of youth are
identified as having a disability before they are 5 years old. Approximately one-third do not
receive professional services until they are at least 9 years old. The average age at which
children begin receiving special education services is just over 8; the gap in age between first
professional services for a disability and first receipt of special education services points up the
role of professionals other than school personnel as the first service providers for many youth
with disabilities. Almost one-third of youth with disabilities have been involved with special
education services since kindergarten. In contrast, 41% do not begin to receive special education
services until age 9 or older.

Exhibit 2-1
YOUTH'S AGE AT FIRST RECEIPT OF PROFESSIONAL SERVICES FOR DISABILITY
AND SPECIAL EDUCATION SERVICES AT SCHOOL

Youth's age at receipt of
first services from a 8.7 8.2 22.1 33.8
professional 9 (9 (1.4) (1.5)
Youth's age at receipt of
first special education 31.8 40.8
services in school ) (1.5) (1.6)

Percentage of youth
Years ofage 00, 1, or 2 d3or4 O5o0r6 HW7or8 @9 or older

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 parent interviews.
Standard errors are in parentheses.

Among youth whose disabilities are identified earlier than kindergarten, many receive
services for them through early intervention programs or preschool special education. Of the
19% of youth with disabilities who are reported to have had disabilities identified before age 3,
more than half (58%) participated in early intervention services for infants and toddlers with
disabilities. Among the approximately 45% of youth whose disabilities were identified before
age 6, 47% received special education services in their preschool years.

School Mobility

It is estimated that about 15% of students in this country change schools each year (U.S.
General Accounting Office, 1994). Although some school changes result from the natural
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progression of students up through the grade levels (i.e., moving from elementary to middle and
middle to high school), more frequent school changes are common for some students,
particularly those from low-income households (Wright, 1999), a group that is overrepresented
among students with disabilities (Marder, Levine, Wagner, & Cardoso, 2003).

Freguent school changes can have negative consequences for both students and schools.
When students change schools, their instructional programs and relationships with adults and
peers at school are disrupted. Research has demonstrated relationships between high rates of
student mobility and poor school performance (Demie, 2002; Rumberger, 2002). Students who
move more than three times in a 6-year period can fall one full academic year behind (Kerbow,
1996), and highly mobile students are more likely to be retained at a grade level than students
who do not change schools frequently (Fowler-Finn, 2001). Negative impacts on social
development and relationships also have been documented (Pribesh & Downey, 1999; Simpson
& Fowler, 1994; Wood, Halfon, Scarlata, Newacheck, & Nessim, 1993). Students with
disabilities who are highly mobile also have higher rates of absenteeism than more stable
students, other differences between them held constant (Newman, Davies, & Marder, 2003).
Higher rates of dropping out of school can result from this cluster of factors (Rumberger &
Larson, 1998); the U.S. General Accounting Office (1994) reports that students who change
schools more than three times before eighth grade are at least four times as likely to drop out of
school as more stable students.

Schools also are challenged in their instructional programs when large proportions of
students are new each year. Because academic records often do not accompany mobile students,
students may not be appropriately placed in classes or programs (Biernat & Jax, 2000). With
many new students, classroom instruction can become more review oriented and slower paced
than when schools have a more stable student population (Stover, 2000). High mobility can
make scheduling and staffing decisions difficult (Florida Division of Teaching and Learning,
n.d.), and a large number of transient students who test poorly can lower aggregate school
performance scores that are used for accountability purposes.

About one in five students with disabilities
have attended one or two schools since
Exhibit 2-2 kindergarten (Exhibit 2-2)—the expected number
NUMBER OF SCHOOLS ATTENDED if students change schools only to progress from
BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES elementary to middle and middle to high school.
However, about one-fourth have attended four

Five or more Oneortwo  schools, and 23% have gone to five or more
schools schools schools.
22.9% 21.6%
1.3) (1.3)

Grade-Level Progression
Although the majority of students progress to

Four Three  the next higher grade level with each year of
schools s;f%f,’/'os schooling, some students either skip a grade
2(3'3/" (L.5) bgcause their skills are more appropriate to a _
higher grade level or, more frequently, are retained
Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 parent interviews. ata grade level because they have not met the
Standard errors are in parentheses. requisite skill or content expectations. Estimates



are that 15% to 19% of American students are retained each year (American Federation of
Teachers, 1997). The intention in making low-performing students repeat a grade is to provide
an opportunity for them to master material missed in their first exposure to it. Public policy is
shifting against the practice of “social promotion” of underachieving students, supported by
some research that identifies positive impacts of retention on students’ achievement and attitudes
toward school (Alexander, Entwisle, & Dauber, 1994; Gottfredson, Fink, & Graham, 1994).
However, other research on the effects of grade retention provides little consistent evidence that
it benefits students academically (Holmes, 1989); in fact, grade retention is linked to higher rates
of dropping out of school (Darling-Hammond, 1998; Roderick, Nagaoka, Bacon, & Easton,
2000; Shepherd & Smith, 1990) and poor social adjustment and employment outcomes after high
school (Jimerson, 1999). NLTS2 analyses of the relationship between grade retention and
academic performance confirms that students who have been retained are more likely to continue
to receive lower grades than other students, independent of other differences between them
(Blackorby, Chorost, Garza, & Guzman, 2003).

According to parents, very few youth with disabilities (3%) skip a grade level during their
school careers (Exhibit 2-3), with about an equal likelihood that the grade skipped is in
elementary or in middle school. It is much more common that youth with disabilities repeat at
least one grade level; more than one-third (36%) do so. This is a much higher rate of grade
retention than for same-age youth in the general population (18%, p<.001).> Most youth with
disabilities who repeat a grade do so in elementary school.

Disciplinary Problems

Exhibit 2-3
PREVIOUS EDUCATION-RELATED EXPERIENCES It is often the case that at some point
OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES during their school careers, students get into

standard| trouble at school that results in disciplinary
Percentage  Error | action. Occasionally, the trouble is serious
Students whose parents report they enough to result in a formal suspension or
have: expulsion from school. Having disciplinary

Ezfgpse'gp;ea‘;; grade in school 26 & problems at school is highly related to the
Kindergarten through fifth 11 3 likelihood of arrests among students with
Sixth through eighth 11 3 disabilities (Marder, Wagner, & Sumi,
Ninth through twelfth 3 2 2003).

E‘éi;zzza;:dzzgrade in school 359 L4 Accord_ing t'o pe_tr_epts, one-third of
Kindergarten through fifth 28.0 14 students with disabilities are suspended or
Sixth through eighth 5.2 7 expelled at least once in their school careers
Ninth through twelfth 3.2 6 (Exhibit 2-3), including 26% who are

Ever suspended or expelled 32.7 15 Suspended’ 1% who are expe”ed’ and 6%

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 parent interviews. who have both experiences. Students with

disabilities are much more likely to be
suspended or expelled than same-age students in the general population, among whom 22% are
reported by parents to have been suspended or expelled.?

2 Calculated for 14- through 18-year-olds from the National Household Education Survey of 1999.
® Calculated for 14- through 18-year-olds from the National Household Education Survey of 1999.
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Disability Variations in Education-Related Histories

The kinds of education-related experiences described thus far vary dramatically among youth

who differ in their primary disability classification (Exhibit 2-4). Youth with sensory or

orthopedic impairments, autism, or multiple disabilities are by far the most likely to begin

receiving services as young children, with their average age for first professional services

ranging from 2 to 4. These youth begin their special education services at school entry, on

average.
Exhibit 2-4
PREVIOUS EDUCATION-RELATED EXPERIENCES, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY
Speech/ Ortho-  Other Trau-
Learning Language Mental Emotional Hearing Visual pedic Health matic Multiple  Deaf-
Dis- Impair- Retar- Distur-  Impair- Impair- Impair- Impair- Brain Disabili-  Blind-
ability ment dation bance ment ment  ment ment  Autism  Injury ties ness
Average age when first:
Received professional 7.9 7.1 5.6 8.1 41 34 27 71 4.0 7.2 30 2.3
services for disability (1) (-2) (-2) (-2) (2 (3 (29 (2 (1) (4 (2 (:3)
Received special 8.6 7.8 7.2 9.0 66 6.8 65 85 5.9 81 6.0 6.2
education services (1) (1) (1) (1) (D (2 (2 (1 (1) (3) (1 (-2)
Percentage with disability
identified by age 3 who 41.8 60.7 69.9 34.0 69.0 69.8 77.3 521 583 548 814 69.8
received early intervention (8.7) 6.7 (4.9 (8.4) (3.8) (44) (28 (9 GB7 (97 (2.6) (5.5)
services
Percentage with disability
identified before age 6 who  36.5 475 66.3 29.9 69.5 595 733 359 712 56.6 809 784
received preschool special 4.7) 4.7) (3.4) 4.2) (3.00 (7)) (2.7 (3.5) (2.6) (7.4) (2.4) (4.6)
education services
Percentage who have
attended:
One or two schools 21.8 28,5 26.7 12.6 244 246 19.0 21.8 199 155 241 290
(2.0) (2.2) (2.3) .7 (25) (3.0 (220 (2. (2.2) (3.3) (2.3) 4.7)
Five or more schools 21.0 129 19.6 40.2 195 176 20.2 249 293 253 258 257
(2.0) @7 (2.0 (2.6) (23) (7)) (22) (21) (25 (400 (24) (4.5)
Percentage whose parents
report they have ever:
Repeated a grade 34.7 33.3 453 37.7 29.7 244 268 364 224 319 29.8 345
(2.3) (23) (2.5) (2.5) (26) (3.0) (25 (23) (23) (42) (25 (4.9
Been suspended or 27.2 16.8 32.8 72.9 18.2 125 131 414 174 30.3 18.0 14.3
expelled (2.2) (18) (24 (2.3) (22 (23) (19 (@3 (20 (@41 (21 (3.6)

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 parent interviews.
Standard errors are in parentheses.

In contrast, youth with mental retardation first receive professional services at school entry
and begin special education services at age 7, on average. Youth with speech or other health
impairments or traumatic brain injuries tend to first receive services at age 7 and special
education services at age 8. Those with learning disabilities or emotional disturbances are the
oldest when they first receive professional (age 8, on average) and special education services

(age 9, on average).

Youth with orthopedic impairments or multiple disabilities whose disabilities are identified
before age 3 are the most likely to receive early intervention services (77% and 81%,
respectively). Along with youth with hearing impairments, autism, or deaf-blindness whose
disabilities are identified before age 6, they also are among the most likely to receive
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preschoolspecial education services (ranging from 70% to 81% across the five disability
categories). In contrast, youth with learning disabilities or emotional disturbances whose
disabilities are identified by the appropriate ages for early intervention or preschool special
education services are among the least likely to receive them; approximately 42% of youth with
learning disabilities and 34% of those with emotional disturbances receive early intervention
services, and 36% and 30% of them participate in preschool special education.

Between about 20% and 29% of students across most disability categories have attended one
or two schools—the number expected for normal grade level progression—and about one-fourth
or fewer have gone to five or more schools. This contrasts with 40% of youth with emotional
disturbances who have attended five or more schools (p<.001 comparing youth with emotional
disturbances and autism, the category with the next highest rate of school mobility).

Few youth with disabilities in any category ever skip a grade in school; from 2% to 4%
across categories do so. However, sizable percentages of youth in every category are held back a
grade, ranging from 22% of youth with autism to 45% of youth with mental retardation (p<.001).
Suspensions and expulsions are experienced by youth in every category, as well, although the
extent of these disciplinary problems ranges more widely. Fewer than 15% of youth with visual
or orthopedic impairments or deaf-blindness are reported by parents as ever having been
suspended or expelled from school. However, between 27% and 33% of youth with learning
disabilities, mental retardation, or traumatic brain injuries have had those experiences, as have
73% of youth with emotional disturbances.

Demographic Variations in Education-Related Histories

Several aspects of the education-related histories of youth with disabilities differ for those
with different demographic characteristics.

Age. The number of schools attended increases as students age; 15% of 13- and 14-year-
olds have gone to five or more schools, as have 25% of 17-year-olds (p<.05). Also, older youth
with disabilities are more likely than younger students to be suspended or expelled from school
(36% of 17-year-olds vs. 27% of 13- or 14-year-olds, p<.05), both logical finding, given the
greater number of years in which to attend a variety of schools or run into trouble at school.
Interestingly, however, older youth are not more likely to be retained at grade level (33% of 13-
and 14-year-olds with disabilities have been retained, compared with 39% of 17-year-olds),
reflecting the fact that most youth with disabilities who are held back a grade in school have
experienced grade retention in elementary school.

Gender. Gender does not distinguish between youth with regard to most features of their
previous education-related experiences, with the exception that boys with disabilities are much
more likely than girls to have been suspended or expelled at some time in their school careers
(38% vs. 22%, p<.001).

Household income. There are differences in several education-related experiences for
youth with different levels of household income (Exhibit 2-5). In general, youth from less
affluent households first receive services for a disability later than youth from more affluent
households (7.7 years for youth from households with incomes of $25,000 or less vs. 6.9 years



Exhibit 2-5
PREVIOUS EDUCATION-RELATED EXPERIENCES OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES,
BY HOUSEHOLD INCOME AND RACE/ETHNICITY

Income Race/Ethnicity
$25,001 More
$25,000 to than African
orLess $50,000 $50,000 White American  Hispanic
Average age when first professional services for 7.7 7.4 6.9 7.1 7.9 7.7
disability began (.2) (.2) (.2) (.1) (.2) (.3)
Average age when first received special education 8.5 8.4 8.0 8.1 8.9 8.7
services at school at age: (1) (.2) (.2) (1) (.2) (.3)
Percentage whose parents report they have ever:
Repeated a grade 42.8 35.6 28.7 34.0 39.9 41.0
(2.6) (2.9) @2.7) (1.9) (3.4) (4.4)
Been suspended or expelled 40.2 34.2 25.5 29.9 46.2 27.6
(2.6) (2.9) (2.6) (1.9) (3.4) (4.0

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 parent interviews.
Standard errors are in parentheses.

for those from households of more than $50,000, p<.01). Similarly, lower-income youth tend
not to receive special education services at school as early as upper-income youth (age 8.5 vs.
8.0 for the lowest- and highest-income groups, p<.05). However, there are no income-related
differences in participation in early intervention services or preschool special education among
youth whose disabilities are identified at ages that qualify them for such services.

Although, youth from households at different income levels do not differ with regard to
school mobility, they do differ markedly in their experiences with grade retention and
disciplinary actions. Youth from lower-income households are much more likely than higher-
income youth to be retained at grade level (43% of those with incomes of $25,000 or less vs.
29% for those with incomes of more than $50,000, p<.001) and to be suspended or expelled
during their school careers (40% vs. 26%, p<.001).

Race/ethnicity. Differences are noted for youth of different racial/ethnic backgrounds,
consistent in direction with those found for household income. African American youth, who
more often are from lower-income households than white students, begin to receive professional
services for their disabilities later, on average, than white youth (age 7.9 vs. 7.1, p<.001) and to
receive special education services later (age 8.9 vs. 8.1, p<.001). The average age for receipt of
services for Hispanic youth falls between those of white and African American students. As
with income-related findings, there are no significant differences in the rates at which students
from different racial/ethic backgrounds participate in early intervention or preschool special
education or in their school mobility. However, African American youth with disabilities are
much more likely than either white or Hispanic students to be suspended or expelled (46% vs.
30% and 28%, p<.001). Unlike income-related differences noted above, there are no differences
between racial/ethnic groups in their experiences with grade retention.

2-7



Summary

This chapter has highlighted several aspects of what youth with disabilities bring to their
secondary school careers in terms of prior education-related experiences. NLTS2 findings show
that some youth with disabilities and their families have been dealing with disability-related
service systems since before they entered school. About half of youth who have their disabilities
identified at the ages to qualify for early intervention or preschool special education services
participate in those programs, with program participation being most common for children with
sensory or orthopedic impairments or multiple disabilities. Yet many more youth first receive
services for their disabilities at school entry or in the first elementary school years; the average
age at which youth first receive special education services is just over 8.

A large number of youth with disabilities experience the challenges of school mobility.
Almost one-fourth have attended five or more schools during their educational careers—several
more than would be expected from normal grade-level progression—with the associated
disruption in instructional programs and relationships. Youth with disabilities also are much
more likely than youth in the general population to receive the message of academic failure that
is inherent in having to repeat a grade in school—more than one-third are retained at grade level
at least once, usually in elementary school. Grade retention is particularly common for youth
with mental retardation. One-third of youth with disabilities also receive school suspensions or
expulsions—a much higher rate of these disciplinary actions than among students in the general
population. High rates of school mobility and suspensions or expulsions are particularly
pronounced for youth with emotional disturbances.

Having provided some understanding of the past education-related experiences that youth
with disabilities bring to their secondary school years, the report now turns to a description of the
schools that are the educational context during those years.
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3. THE SCHOOLS ATTENDED BY SECONDARY SCHOOL
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

By Mary Wagner and Phyllis Levine

Students’ experiences at school are shaped in important ways by their own instructional
programs and extracurricular involvement and what they bring to them. However, the schools in
which those experiences occur also can influence students’ learning, engagement, performance,
and satisfaction. For example, there is a growing movement in support of smaller high schools
(e.g., Coalition of Essential Schools, 2003) because they are believed to provide a context that is
more conducive to authentic instruction, positive student-adult and student-student relationships,
and effective preparation for postschool success. Similarly, increases in standards for teacher
quality embedded in the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) recognize that adequate staff
resources in schools are a key ingredient in improving student achievement. Aspects of the
school context can be important for all students, but perhaps particularly for students with
disabilities, who may be challenged in their ability to engage in their instructional programs
and/or in positive relationships at school. Thus, an awareness of the characteristics of schools
attended by students with disabilities is an important element of understanding the school
programs they are provided and the outcomes they achieve.!

This chapter provides a backdrop for subsequent analyses of students’ school programs by
describing several key features of the school contexts in which secondary school students® with
disabilities are educated:

e The types of schools they attend

= School and class size

e Characteristics of the student bodies in those schools
» Resources available in schools

= Policies that affect students with disabilities

e School climate.

These characteristics of schools® are described for secondary school students with disabilities as a
group and for middle and high school students where they differ.*

! The outcomes of secondary school students with disabilities in the domains of school engagement, academic
performance, social adjustment, and independence are presented in Wagner, Marder, Blackorby, et al., 2003.

2 “Secondary school students” refers to those in grades 7 through 12, and “secondary schools” refers to schools that
serve those grade levels.

® This chapter reports the characteristics of schools attended by a nationally representative sample of students with
disabilities; those schools do not constitute a nationally representative sample of schools. Percentages reported are
percentages of students who attend schools with particular characteristics, not the percentage of schools with those
characteristics.

* Unlike most other analyses in this report, school characteristics are not described separately for students who differ
in their primary disability category or selected demographic characteristics because, for the most part, the school
contexts for students who differ on these factors are quite similar.
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Type of School Attended

Almost all secondary school students with disabilities (98%) attend public schools,” a higher
rate of attendance at public schools than same-age students in the general population (92%,
p<.001).® About as many students with disabilities (72%) as students in the general population
(75%) attend schools in their neighborhoods. Overall, 93% of students with disabilities attend
regular schools that serve a wide variety of students, and about 3% attend special schools that
serve only students with disabilities. The other 3% of students attend charter, magnet, or
alternative schools. Among 14- to 18-year-old students with disabilities, almost 14% attend
middle or junior high schools and 76% attend high schools. Multilevel schools (e.g., kindergarten
through 12th grade) are attended by about 10% of students with disabilities. This distribution
differs significantly from that of the general population in the same age range, among whom
fewer attend middle schools (9%, p<.001) and high schools (71%, p<.01) and more attend
multilevel schools (20%, p<.001). The relatively small proportion of students with disabilities
attending middle schools means that the findings in this chapter represent largely the
characteristics of high schools.

School and Class Size

Secondary school students with disabilities attend schools with an average enrollment of 1,310
students, although about one in five go to schools with fewer than 600 students and 23% attend
schools with 1,800 or more students (Exhibit 3-1). There is a clear pattern of lower student
enrollments in middle schools than in high schools. The average enrollment in schools attended by

7th- and 8th-grade students with

Exhibit 3-1 disabilities is 863, compared with average
STUDENT ENROLLMENT IN SCHOOLS ATTENDED BY  enrollments of 1,288 to 1,534 for 9th
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES through 12th graders (p<.001).
Students with disabilities generally
1,800 or more BE%W” than attend larger schools than students in the
students students X X
23.0% 19.0% general population, whose middle schools
(15) (1.4) average 605 students and whose high
schools average 751 students (Hoffman,
2002). This difference may result in part
1,200 to 60? tg 1’399 from some school districts’ clustering
1,799 Py students with disabilities in larger schools
students - ..
25.7% @.7) within the district. A larger student body
(1.6) can have the critical mass of students with
particular learning needs to justify having
Average enroliment = 1,310. specialized staff or other resources to

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey.

Standard errors are in parentheses. address them. Further, the size of schools

® NLTS2 students were chosen from rosters of students receiving special education from or through public school
districts. Districts were instructed to include all students for whom they were responsible, regardless of where they
went to school or the type of school attended (e.g., a residential school in another state). Despite these instructions, it
is possible that districts underreported students served in non-public-school placements, thereby increasing the
proportion of students reported to be attending public schools.

® Calculated for 14- through 18-year-olds from the National Household Education Survey of 1999.
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attended by students with disabilities has increased by more than 25% since 1987, a higher rate of
growth than experienced in schools attended by the general student population (Wagner,
Newman, & Cameto, forthcoming).

Average class sizes also are larger in schools attended by secondary school students with
disabilities than in schools overall. General education academic classes in schools attended by
students with disabilities average almost 27 students, compared with averages of 22 to almost 25
across academic subjects in schools nationally (p<.001; Council of Chief State School Officers,
2003). Special education classes are smaller; resource rooms average 11 students, and self-
contained special education classes average 10 students. Vocational education classes in schools
attended by students with disabilities have 22 students, on average.

The larger size of both schools attended by students with disabilities and the classes in them
could be cause for concern. Attending large schools can have adverse effects for racial and ethnic
minorities and for students living in low-income households (Haller, Monk, & Tien, 1993; Howley
& Bickel, 2000; Roza, 2001; Wasley, 2002), groups that are disproportionately represented among
students with disabilities (Marder, Levine, & Wagner, 2003; Marder, Levine, Wagner, et al., 2003).
Smaller school size has been linked to improved student and staff attitudes, social behavior,
extracurricular participation, attendance, graduation rates, parent involvement, and student attitudes
(Cotton, 2001; Haller, et al., 1993). Smaller class sizes also are associated with positive student
outcomes (Finn, 1998; Greenwald, Hedges, & Laine, 1996; Mosteller, 1995; National Center for
Education Statistics, 2000; Pritchard, 1998). This association has been found to be true particularly
for disadvantaged and minority students (Finn, 1998; Grissmer, Flanagan, & Williamson, 1998;
Hanushek, 1998; Krueger, 1998; Mosteller, 1995). Many teachers and parents believe that small
class sizes also improve the outcomes of special education students (Folger, 1989; Johnston, 1989;
Nye, Boyd-Zaharias, Fulton, & Wallenhorst, 1992), and a review of the literature supports that
association (McCrea, 1996).

Student Body Characteristics

As America’s population has become more diverse, so has the student population, with
important implications. The characteristics of a school’s inhabitants are often critical but
overlooked factors in understanding the dynamics of schools and the experiences of students in
them. This section examines several key characteristics of the student bodies of schools attended
by students with disabilities, including racial/ethnic distribution, prevalence of English language
learners, and economic status. The prevalence of students with disabilities being served in the
school also is reported, including the proportion of students with “504 plans,” those receiving
special education, and those with each of the primary disability category designations. None of
these characteristics differ for students at middle and high school grade levels.

Racial/ethnic background. The diversity in the American population is mirrored in schools
attended by students with disabilities. As a whole, they attend schools where 64% of the student
population are white (Exhibit 3-2), 17% are African American, and 14% are Hispanic, just as in the
general population. However, these averages mask considerable variation among schools. About
17% of secondary school students with disabilities attend schools where one-fourth or fewer of the
student body are white, and almost half (48%) are in schools where more than three-fourths of their
classmates are white.



Exhibit 3-2
AVERAGE RACIAL/ETHNIC DISTRIBUTION IN SCHOOLS
ATTENDED BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

African
American
1(%;‘9% Hispanic
Other : 14.1%

_ .5%
American 1

Indian/Alaska
Native

(:8)

Asian/Pacific

Islander
3(33()% White
' 64.0%
(1.2)

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey.
Standard errors are in parentheses.

Language diversity. School
staff report that an average of 3% of
the student bodies in schools attended
by secondary school students with
disabilities are English language
learner (ELL) students. Almost half
of students with disabilities (46%)
attend schools with no ELL students
at all, and 8% attend schools where
more than 10% of the student
population are identified as ELL or
English as a second language (ESL).

Student poverty. Many students
in schools attended by students with
disabilities participate in the National
School Lunch Program, through
which students from households with
incomes below 185% of the federal

poverty level are eligible for reduced-price lunches and those from households with incomes
below 130% of poverty are eligible for free lunches. In the 2000-01 school year, 57% of students
in the general population received free or reduced-price lunches on a typical school day (Food
Research and Action Center, 2002; Hoffman, 2002), primarily at the elementary school level.
About 1 in 10 high school students with disabilities (11%) are in schools where more than 75% of
students participate in this program (Exhibit 3-3). On the other hand, almost half of students with
disabilities (45%) go to schools where one-fourth or fewer of students are eligible for free or
reduced-priced lunches.

Exhibit 3-3
PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS ELIGIBLE FOR FREE OR
REDUCED-PRICE LUNCHES IN SCHOOLS ATTENDED BY
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

More than 75%

eligible
10.7%

51% to 75% 12 Up to 25%
eligible eligible
12.1% 45.2%
(1.2) .7
26% to 50%

eligible
32.1%
(1.6)

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey.
Standard errors are in parentheses.
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Student mobility. As noted in
Chapter 2, research has demonstrated
relationships between high rates of
student mobility and poor school
performance and frequent behavioral
problems, independent of
characteristics such as poverty, race,
and family structure (Rumberger,
2002; Rumberger & Larson, 1998;
Simpson & Fowler, 1994; Swanson
& Schneider, 1999). High rates of
mobility at the school level mean that
sizable percentages of students are
experiencing these kinds of negative
consequences. Students with
disabilities attend schools with an
average mobility rate of 11%, similar
to the national average of 15% (U.S.
General Accounting Office, 1994).



More than one-third (39%) of students with disabilities go to schools with mobility rates of 5% or
less, whereas 13% of students attend schools with mobility rates of more than 20%.

Students with disabilities in the schools. There has been a steady increase over the past
25 years in the number of students receiving special education services (U.S. Department of
Education, 2002). Larger numbers of students with disabilities in a school can present a wide
range of instructional and service challenges to schools.

NLTS2 findings show that secondary school students with disabilities attend schools where an
average of 16% of students have individualized education programs and receive special education
services. Almost one in four students with disabilities (23%) go to schools where they are less
than 10% of the student population, whereas 10% go to schools were students with disabilities are
25% or more of the student body. In addition to students who receive special education services,
an average of another 1% of the student bodies in the schools are reported to receive
accommodations for a disability under section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973.

School Resources

Although NLTS2 does not collect information on the budgets or financial resources of
schools,” staff of schools attended by elementary and middle school students with disabilities
were asked to report on five aspects of their schools’ resources:

e The size and characteristics of their staffs

e The presence of programs that support the learning and development of students
e The availability of computer technology

e Special education placement options

e Supports for teachers.

Staff

The quality of teachers clearly is important to student performance. In fact, some research has
shown that teacher quality is the most important factor in student achievement (Rivkin, Hanushek,
& Kain, 1998). Two proxies for teacher quality are credentials and experience. Associations
have been found between both of these and student outcomes (Darling-Hammond, 2000;
Goldhaber & Brewer, 1997; Monk & King, 1994). Unfortunately, inexperienced teachers and
teachers who teach out-of-field are not uncommon (Henke, Choy, Chen, Geis, & Abt, 1997,
Ingersoll, 1999; Lewis et al., 1999; Seastrom, Gruber, Henke, McGrath, & Cohen, 2002),
particularly when fully qualified teachers are in short supply. Having underprepared teachers is
particularly likely in schools that serve students with low academic performance (National Center
for Education Statistics, 2002).

Secondary school students with disabilities attend schools where an average of 88% of
teachers are reported to be fully credentialed for their primary teaching assignment. This is
similar to the rate found for the general population of students; between 13% and 22% of teachers

" Information on expenditures related to special education services is reported by the Special Education Expenditure
Project (SEEP), available at http://csef.air.org.
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of English, social science, mathematics, or science in fifth through ninth grades nationally did not
have a major, minor, or certification to teach in their subject area in 1999-2000 (Seastrom et al.,

Exhibit 3-4
NONTEACHING STAFF IN SCHOOLS ATTENDED
BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

Number or  Standard
Percentage Error
All nonteaching professional staff
Average number in the school 28 1.0
Average students per staff member 58 1.4
Related services staff
Speech therapists/pathologists
Percentage * 89.6 1.5
Average number b 15 .3
Nursing/medical personnel
Percentage # 89.4 1.4
Average number” 1.6 3
School psychologists/diagnostic
personnel
Percentage ? 87.7 1.5
Average number b 15 .3
Social workers
Percentage * 53.6 2.3

Average number” 1.1 3
Guidance counselors

Percentage # 98.6 5

Average number b 4.1 3
Other related services personnel

Percentage * 63.1 2.3

Average number ° 2.0 4

Other staff

Administrators

Percentage * 99.9 1

Average number” 4.3 1
Librarians/other media personnel

Percentage * 98.1 .6

Average number” 2.4 1
Reading specialists

Percentage ? 45.7 2.3

Average number b 1.2 3
Instructional aides

Percentage * 97.2 7

Average number b 10.1 .6
Itinerant or special-subject staff

Percentage # 56.6 2.3

Average number b 15 A

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey.

2 percentage of students going to schools with kind of staff.

b Average number of kind of staff in schools attended by students with
disabilities.
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2002). About 17% of teachers in schools
attended by students with disabilities have
less than 3 years teaching experience, and
12% are in their first year of teaching.
However, there is some variation in these
aspects of teacher preparation. For
example, 16% of students with disabilities
go to schools where 5% or fewer of
teachers have less than 3 years teaching
experience, but a similar percentage go to
schools where more than one-fourth have
that level of experience.

In addition to teachers, a variety of
professional staff may provide important
services to support student learning.
Guidance counselors, library and media
staff, and administrators support the needs
of all students. Having students with
disabilities in a school also can occasion
the need for related services professionals,
such as speech or physical therapists.
Respondents to the school characteristics
survey were asked to report the number of
these various kinds of staff that worked in
their school (Exhibit 3-4).

Overall, students with disabilities
attend schools with an average of 28
nonteaching staff, resulting in a ratio of all
students to nonteaching staff of 58 to 1.
Virtually all secondary school students
with disabilities go to schools that have
guidance counselors (99%), whose
average caseload is 352 students. A large
majority of students with disabilities (88%
to 90%) also attend schools with speech
therapists and/or pathologists, nursing or
medical staff, and school psychologists or
diagnostic personnel. School
psychologists have an average caseload of
231 students. More than half of students
with disabilities (54%) attend schools that
also have a social worker, and 63% go to



schools with other related services personnel. On average, schools that have a given type of
nonteaching staff member have one or two of these staff, although schools have an average of
four guidance counselors.

Virtually all students with disabilities attend schools with administrators (an average of 4),
librarians or other media personnel (an average of 2), and instructional aides (an average of 10).
Reading specialists are somewhat less common but are in the schools of almost half of students
(46%), more commonly in middle schools (59% of middle school students with disabilities have
reading specialists in their schools, compared with 42% of high school juniors or seniors, p<.05).
More than half of students (57%) attend schools that use itinerant or special-subject staff.

Despite the fact that, on average, high school students with disabilities attend schools that are
much larger than those attended by middle school students, high schools do not have more of
most kinds of nonteaching staff than middle schools. Exceptions are that, on average, the schools
attended by high school students with disabilities have more administrators (4 vs. 2, p<.001),
instructional aides (11 vs. 7, p<.01), and guidance counselors (4 or 5 vs. 2, p<.001). Having a
larger number of guidance counselors to handle the larger enroliment of high schools results in
similar average caseloads of those staff in middle and high schools (ranging from 344 to 371
across grade levels).

Programs to Support Student Learning and Development

In response to the considerable diversity of students’ interests and learning styles, schools
provide a wide variety of programs and activities to help students engage and perform
successfully in school. Some programs have an academic bent, such as after-school or weekend
tutoring programs, whereas others encourage the nonacademic interests and abilities of students,
such as organized sports teams and performing groups. Some programs may be especially
important to the needs of students with disabilities, such as diagnostic services to identify learning
problems and intervention strategies for them. Other programs are intended to benefit the entire
school, rather than participating students, such as schoolwide reform activities. The presence of a
broad range of programs, services, and activities at school that appeal to students’ interests and
support improved performance may be particularly important for students with disabilities, many
of whom struggle academically. Academic supports may provide the additional instructional
attention students need, and nonacademic programs may provide opportunities for success in a
variety of settings that encourage students to engage in school.

Academic support programs. The large majority of secondary school students with
disabilities attend schools with some kind of academic support program (Exhibit 3-5). College and
career awareness programs are the most common of the academic programs investigated in
NLTS2; 88% of students with disabilities go to schools that have such programs. To support
students’ academic performance, schools attended by about 82% of students with disabilities offer
tutoring programs, homework clubs, or mentoring programs or summer school, and those attended
by almost two-thirds of students provide supplemental reading or math instruction. About three-
fourths (76%) go to schools that have diagnostic and prescriptive programs to identify learning
problems, similar to the 74% who attend schools with gifted and talented programs.

Most academic support programs are about equally likely to be provided in schools attended
by middle and high school students with disabilities, with the exception of college and career
awareness programs, which are more common in high schools than in middle schools (92% of

3-7



juniors or seniors go to schools with these programs vs. 68% of students in seventh or eighth
grade, p<.001).

Exhibit 3-5 Enrichment programs. Virtually
SUPPORT PROGRAMS IN SCHOOLS ATTENDED all students with disabilities attend
BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES schools with some type of enrichment

standard | PYOgram, partlcularly orggr_llzed sports
Percentage * Eror | and performing opportunities. Al-
Aca‘flem'c programs though these activities are about equally
College and career awareness and 14 | common in schools attended by middle

preparation program 87.6 ) )
Tutoring, homework club, mentoring and high school students with
program 82.8 16 disabilities, other enrichment activities
S?‘argrg‘oe;ﬁic;‘r?g'prescriptive rogram to 822 16 | arenot. Clubs and other extracurricular
identify learning problems 76.3 18 groups are Of_fered in schools attende_d
Gifted and talented program 74.3 1.8 by 76% of middle school students with
Supplemental instruction in disabilities, compared with 90% of high
reading/language arts 658 2.0\ school freshmen with disabilities
Supplemental instruction in math 64.1 2.0 ..
Peer support program for students with (p<.09). S'mllarIYa weekend programs
disabilities 40.2 2.1 are offered in schools attended by 20%
Enrichment/recreation programs of middle school students and more
Band, chorus, other performing ous o than 30% of high school students with
opportunities ) , e Legens <
Clubs/activities outside of class 85.7 1.4 disabilities (p<.05).
Organized school sports program 94.9 .9 Other programs and services.
Weekend program for students 31.1 1.9 Counsellng or pupll Ser\nces programs
Other programs/services are ubiquitous and equally common
goﬁnsle"”g OrkP”p'F services 32-; ig across grade levels. In addition, the
chool-to-work activities . . .
interests and n f adol nts ar
Substance abuse education 72.2 1.9 f? €s Za dh eek(.jsdo ade escents are
Reproductive health and pregnancy re eCte_ Int _e Inds O programs
prevention education 62.7 2.0 offered in their schools. Almost three-
Conflict resolution/management program 55.4 2.1 fourths of students with disabilities
School-based health clinic . 44.9 211 (74%) go to schools that offer school-
Dropout prevention program or services 41.5 2.0 to-work activities. and 42% have
Services for out-of-school youth (e.g., !
GED program) 30.4 2.0 dropout prevention programs. Overall,
Teen parenting program 315 1.9 72% of youth go to schools that offer
Title | 30.4 1.9 substance abuse education, and 63%
Supstance abuge treatment ser_wces 185 1.6 have reproductive health and pregnancy
Chlldca.re f'or. f:h{ldren of parenting teens 17.4 1.6 prevention education in their schools.
Sg‘oo"""_de '”'ga“"_es o pis s However, substance abuse treatment
ass size reduction initiative ' ' and health services are less common
Schoolwide reform project 21.9 1.7 0 d 450 ivel
Obey-Porter grant to support schoolwide (18% and 45%, respect_lve y) M_O_re
reform 2.3 6 than half of students with disabilities
Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey (55%) are enrolled in schools that offer
? Percentage of students attending schools with program. programs in conflict resolution or

violence prevention.

With the exception of school health clinics, all of these adolescent services are more common
in high schools than in middle schools. For example, substance abuse education is offered in
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schools attended by about three-fourths of high school students with disabilities but in those
attended by only 58% of seventh and eighth graders (p<.05), and dropout prevention programs are
more than twice as common in schools attended by juniors and seniors as in those attended by

middle school students (46% vs. 21%, p<.01).

Computer Technology

Being familiar with and competent in the use of computer technology has become essential
for students as they transition into adulthood. Fortunately, nearly all students with disabilities
attend schools with computers that connect to the Internet and that are available for students’ use
in a library, media center, or computer lab (Exhibit 3-6), and almost all are in schools where
computers are available in at least some general, special, and vocational education classes.

Exhibit 3-6
COMPUTER TECHNOLOGY IN SCHOOLS ATTENDED
BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

Standard
Percentage ® Error

Computers available to students in:
A library/media center

Available at all 99.9 1
With Internet access 99.9 A
General education classes
None 25 7
Some 39.7 2.1
All 57.8 2.1
Computers have Internet access 97.3 g
Special education classes
None 3.1 T
Some 28.5 1.9
All 68.5 1.9
Computers have Internet access 95.1 9
Vocational education classes
None 1.6 .6
Some 36.8 2.2
All 61.6 2.2
Computers have Internet access 98.5 .6
Students can use computers:
During class 97.5 .6
During lunch 75.5 1.8
Before and after school 87.6 1.4
During evenings 14.0 1.4
On weekends 3.7 .8
During school vacations 1.8 .6

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey.

? Percentage of students attending schools with computers
available in locations and times indicated.

However, only 58% of students with
disabilities go to schools where all general
education classes have them, and 68% and
62% attend schools that have computers in
all special education and vocational
education classrooms, respectively.
Although the prevalence of computers in
general education and special education
classes is similar in middle and high
schools, somewhat surprisingly, middle
school students are more likely than high
school students to have computers
available in all their vocational education
classes (81% for middle school students vs.
60% for juniors and seniors, p<.01).
Virtually all computers that are available
connect to the Internet. Almost all students
with disabilities have access to such
computers during class, and most can use
school computers before and after school
(88%) or during lunch (76%).

Special Education Placement

Options

The best placement for students with
disabilities has been the subject of
considerable controversy for some time.
IDEA *97 mandates that students be
educated in the least restrictive
environment and requires justification
when students are not educated in the

regular classroom with nondisabled students. This section explores the prevalence of various

placement options for special education students.
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NLTS2 examined the prevalence of five placement options in students’ schools: part-time
resource rooms, general education/inclusion programs with services or supports in the general
education classroom, self-contained special education classes, individual instruction, and
classesco-taught by general education and special education teachers (Exhibit 3-7). Both general
education inclusion programs and special education resource rooms are available in schools
attended by the large majority of students with disabilities (96% and 93%, respectively).
Individual instruction and classes that are co-taught by general education and special education
teachers are less common but still are available in schools attended by about 60% of students with
disabilities. Only individualized instruction differs across grade levels, being more common in
schools attended by high school students than middle school students with disabilities (60% vs.
46%, p<.05).

Exhibit 3-7 Comparisons between NLTS2 and
PLACEMENT OPTIONS IN SCHOOLS ATTENDED | the original National Longitudinal
BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES Transition Study (NLTS)® indicate that

Average | students with disabilities now are 27
Percentage” Class Size | nercentage points more likely to go to

General education/inclusion program 95.8  26.6 schools that have self-contained class-
with services and supports (:8) (-2) | . han in th
Part-time resource room 93.2 114 rqoms asap ac_err_lent option than in't e
1.1) (2) mid-1980s. This increase may reflect, in
Self-contained special education 86.7 103 part, a significant decrease in students
classes (14 (2 with disabilities attending special
Classes co-taught by general and 60.4 NA .
special education teachers 2.1) schools that serve that population; as
Individual instruction 59.4 NA they move to regular secondary schools,
@1 those schools may have established self-
Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey. H : :
# Percentage of students attending schools with placement option. contained speC|aI education classrooms
NA = Not available. to serve them (Wagner, Newman, &
Standard errors are in parentheses. Cameto, forthcoming).

Supports for General Education Teachers

Research has found that for students with disabilities to be successful in general education
classes, general education teachers need support (Eraclides, 2001; Harris, Graham, & Deshler,
1998; Maheady, 1997; McLeskey & Waldron, 2002). NLTS2 investigated the extent to which
general education teachers receive six types of support in schools that have general
education/inclusion placement options for special education students: consultation by special
education or other staff; teacher aides, instructional assistants, or aides for individual students;
special materials or equipment to use with special education students; inservice training regarding
the needs of special education students; co-teaching/team teaching with a special education
teacher; and smaller student loads or class sizes.

Consultation by special education or other staff is the most common type of support; 97% of
students attend schools where this type of support is made available to general education teachers
who have students with disabilities in their classes (Exhibit 3-8). Teacher aides, instructional
assistants, or aides for individual students; special materials to use with special education

& NLTS was designed and conducted for the Office of Special Education Programs between 1984 and 1993. It
included a nationally representative sample of students who were ages 15 through 23 when the first data were
collected in 1987. Many of its design features are mirrored in NLTS2 to permit comparisons between them.
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Exhibit 3-8 students; and inservice training regarding

SUPPORTS FOR GENERAL EDUCATION the needs of special education students also
TEACHERS IN SCHOOLS ATTENDED BY are quite common. They are available to
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES general education teachers in the schools of
standara | 71%0 10 84% of students. About 60% of
Percentage® Error | students with disabilities go to schools
Consultation by special education staff where teachers who have students with
or other staff _ _ 96.8 -7 | disabilities in general education classes
Teacher aides, instructional assistants, 84.4 15 have the option of co-teaching or team
or aides for individual students . . . .
) . ) teaching with a special education teacher.
Special equipment or materials to use . .
with special education students 79.2 1.7 F_G‘We'r _than one-third of students with
Inservice training on needs of special disabilities go to schools where general
education students 71.2 1.9 | education teachers have a reduced student
CO-t‘?aICh(iingft?_amtteaC:i“g with a s0.1 a1 load or class size as a result of having
special education feacher - ' ~ | students with disabilities in their classes.
Smaller student load or class size 31.8 2.0 Inservice trainina. smaller classes or
Other 1.9 6 9,

, . student caseloads, and co-teaching or team

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey. . A
* Percentage of students attending schools with type of support for teaChmg all are more common in schools

teachers. attended by high school than middle school
NA = Not available. students (e.g., inservice training on the

needs of students with disabilities is

provided in schools of 58% of middle school students and more than 70% of high school students,
p<.01).

Comparisons between NLTS2 and NLTS reveal substantial increases in the likelihood that
students with disabilities attend schools with most of these kinds of teacher supports. The largest
increase, 56 percentage points, has occurred in provision of teacher aides or instructional
assistants. Increases of 28, 27, and 22 percentage points are noted for provision of inservice
training on the needs of students with disabilities, special equipment or materials to use with
them, and a smaller class size or student load, respectively (Wagner, Newman, & Cameto,
forthcoming).

School Policies

Clearly articulated and effective policies are an essential element of all successful
organizations, including schools. Policies can communicate a school’s mission and values to both
internal and external audiences. They also provide procedural guidance for addressing recurring
issues systematically and support decisions regarding such issues as resource allocation,
eligibility for programs, and staff management.

Students with disabilities present a particular challenge for schools, which must consider
whether and how policies regarding the general student population (e.g., grade-level promotion,
discipline) apply to the diversity of needs and circumstances of students with disabilities. In
addition, there are policies that specifically address the issues of students with disabilities, such as
eligibility assessments and testing accommodations. Despite the fact that policies that affect
students with disabilities are spelled out in legislation, regulations, and decisions at the federal,
state, and local levels, historically there have been significant variations in policy implementation
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that create differences in the ways they are experienced by students, parents, teachers, service
providers, and administrators.

NLTS2 has generated information from schools attended by secondary school students with
disabilities that identifies variations at the school level in the implementation of several policies
that affect students with disabilities™:

e Schoolwide initiatives.
e Participation of students with disabilities in mandated standardized testing.
e Social promotion.

» Alternative placements and services for students with disabilities who have been
suspended or expelled.

Schoolwide Initiatives

Schoolwide reform projects (e.g., Comer Schools, Accelerated Schools) are being
implemented in schools attended by 22% of secondary school students with disabilities, and 25%
go to schools with class size reduction initiatives. Two percent of students with disabilities attend
schools that have received an Obey-Porter grant—a grant from the federal Comprehensive School
Reform Demonstration Program—to support implementation of a schoolwide reform model.

Standardized Testing

In response to calls to improve educational results, states’ use of standardized tests to measure
students’ skills and learning increased steadily through the 1990s. NCLB has elevated the
importance of these tests further, as part of a national strategy to improve American education.
Although the impetus for testing is widespread throughout the country, the implementation of
state testing programs varies considerably on a variety of dimensions, including the grade levels
that are tested, their content, whether tests are state-developed or published instruments, and how
test results are used and disseminated.

Historically, states have struggled to include students with disabilities in state tests. A decade
ago, few states included students with disabilities in statewide tests at all. Since that time, states
have been pushed to be accountable for all students, including those with disabilities, because
“participation in large-scale assessments is now recognized...as a critical element of equal
opportunity and access to education. Low expectations and lack of information on which to make
programmatic decisions plague the programs of students with disabilities who do not participate
in state and district assessments” (National Center on Educational Outcomes, 2002b, p. 1).
Recognizing the importance of including students with disabilities in large-scale assessments, the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Amendments of 1997 (IDEA *97) mandate that states
include students with disabilities in statewide tests, with appropriate accommodations, and
develop alternate assessments. The question remains, however, how these mandates are being
implemented at the school level. To address this question, respondents to the school
characteristics survey were asked to report on their “practices regarding mandated standardized
tests for students with disabilities.”

° Detailed information on special-education-related policies of states, school districts, and schools is reported by the
study of the State and Local Implementation and Impact of IDEA (SLIIDEA), available at http://www.abt.sliidea.org.
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Participation in testing. Only 1% of students with disabilities are reported to go to schools
that have no mandated standardized testing. Virtually all students with disabilities who attend
schools with such tests are subject to school policies that call for them to be included in mandated
standardized tests; fewer than one-half of 1% go to schools where students with disabilities are
not included in testing as a matter of policy. Overall, 44% of students with disabilities go to
schools where they are required to follow the same procedures and meet the same standards as
students in the general population (Exhibit 3-9), almost one-third (31%) are in schools that permit
a modified version of the standardized test to be used, and 62% are in schools that allow an
alternate assessment to be used for some students with disabilities.

Exhibit 3-9
POLICIES REGARDING PARTICIPATION IN, SCORING OF, AND EXEMPTIONS FROM
STANDARDIZED TESTING OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

When standardized tests are mandated,
special education students are: -

Provided accommodations 96.3 (.8)

Required to follow same procedures as regular
education students

43.7 (2.0)

Given option of alternate assessment 62.5 (2.0)

Given modified version of test 31.4 (1.9)

Given exemptions in some cases 86.7 (1.4)

Exemptions to standardized tests are:

Determined by IEP team 95.0 (1.0

Granted at parental request 21.6 (1.8)

Determined by special education teacher :I 3.7 (.8)
Determined by principal ] 2.4 (7)

Determined by general education teacher |[1.2 (.5)

Standardized test scores are reported for:

All students with disabilities who take tests 62.4 (2.1)

Some students with disabilities who take tests 34.2 (2.0

No student with disabilities :| 3.3 (.8)

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey. - Percentage attending schools with testing policy
Standard errors are in parentheses.
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Although as a matter of policy, schools are encouraged to include all students in mandated
statewide testing, 87% of secondary school students with disabilities attend schools where
exemptions are allowed under certain circumstances. A key issue in exemptions is the
mechanism used to grant them; NLTS2 findings show that multiple methods are used to grant
exemptions. Almost all students with disabilities (95%) attend schools where exemption
decisions are made by the IEP team. Parents’ requests trigger exemptions from tests in schools
attended by 22% of students. Teachers and principals make exemption decisions in schools
attended by 4% or fewer of students with disabilities.

Accommodations. In addition to mandating participation, IDEA *97 requires the provision
of appropriate accommodations to support students’ participation in statewide tests, and all states
now have written guidelines to indicate the accommodations they allow (National Center on
Educational Outcomes, 2002a). Accommodations are intended to remove any obstacle that is
unrelated to a student’s understanding of the content of the tests, so that his or her true capabilities
can be measured, and can include alterations to setting, timing/scheduling, presentation, or
response mode.

Consistent with the ubiquitous nature of state guidelines specifying accommodations, the vast
majority of students with disabilities (96%) attend schools that have policies explicitly providing
testing accommodations to students with disabilities who need them to participate in testing.

Use of test results. Not only is participation in mandated statewide tests important for
accountability for student performance, it also is necessary to include the test results of students
with disabilities in reports to schools, communities, and policy audiences in order to provide a
comprehensive picture of a school’s or district’s success. Inclusion of test results of at least some
students with disabilities in schoolwide reports is the policy in the large majority of schools.
Overall, 62% of students with disabilities attend schools where standardized test scores of all
students with disabilities are included in school and district averages. For about one-third of
students, schools include the scores of some students with disabilities, and 3% of students with
disabilities attend schools that do not include their scores at all.

Practices regarding standardized testing do not differ for students at middle and high school
grade levels.

Social Promotion

Social promotion has been part of the debate surrounding American public education for
many years, with two primary views being articulated. One position holds that promotion to the
next grade level implies that a student has mastered the academic skills and content of the prior
grade and is prepared for the increased demands in the next grade level; students who have not
achieved that mastery should repeat the grade so that they have the opportunity to learn the skills
necessary as a foundation for future success. An alternative perspective holds that, although
mastery of academic skills is important, social development is part of the educational process.
When students are retained a grade, they are separated from their age peers and may suffer a loss
in motivation and self-esteem, which, in turn, may erode a student’s ability to succeed in school
(Holmes, 1989; Thompson, 1999).

During the 1970s and 1980s, social promotion was viewed favorably by many and was
commonly practiced. During the 1990s, reports of high school graduates without basic academic
skills and the standards-based reform movement led to a less favorable view of social promotion.
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“The pendulum today is clearly swinging toward not allowing for any conditional promotion and
mandating retention for all low-performing students...” (Smink, 2001, p. 2). Several states (e.g.,
Georgia, North Carolina, and Texas) and some large school districts (e.g., Chicago, Dallas, and
Philadelphia) have explicit policies that mandate retention at grade level on the basis of poor
scores on a single standardized test.

The issue of social promotion is particularly complicated for students with disabilities, some
of whom may not master content and skills at the same rate as other students. Indeed, 36% of
secondary school students with disabilities have been retained at some point in their educational
careers; it is unknown whether they were retained before receiving special education services or
after they began to receive them. The retention rate for students with disabilities is higher than
that for the general population (18%, p<.001).%

Given this higher rate of grade retention among students with disabilities relative to the
general population, one might expect that schools would be more likely to prohibit the social
promotion of students with disabilities than of the general student population. In fact, the
opposite is the case. Overall, 50% of students with disabilities attend schools that prohibit the
promotion of students with disabilities who are performing poorly. Somewhat more students with
disabilities (56%, p<.05) go to schools that prohibit promotion of poorly performing students in
the general population. However, the policies of secondary schools attended by students with
disabilities may not be pertinent to their own grade retention experience if it occurred during
elementary school.

Discipline Policy: Alternative Placements and Services

Determining appropriate responses when students commit serious violations of school rules
continues to challenge schools. Concerns over school safety have increased, contributing to
widespread adoption of “zero-tolerance” policies for certain offenses, but application of discipline
policies for students with disabilities who break school rules is more complicated. In general,
IDEA °97 stipulates that if a problematic infraction or behavior is linked to a student’s disability,
suspensions cannot exceed 10 days without a meeting of the IEP team to consider service or
placement alternatives. Further, in contrast to students in the general population, schools are
obligated to provide a free appropriate public education to students with disabilities, despite
suspension status (Hartwig & Ruesch, 2000). NLTS2 data show that the vast majority of students
with disabilities (95%) attend schools that arrange alternative services or placements for students
with disabilities who are expelled or suspended from school.

School Climate

School climate refers broadly to the social atmosphere of a school, or its “learning
environment.” Although school climate can be thought of as encapsulating a variety of aspects of
a school, it most often includes attention to a school’s relationships (among staff, among students,
between staff and students, and between staff and families), its expectations and standards for
performance, and the orderliness of the environment (North Central Regional Educational
Laboratory, 1996). A more positive climate at school has been linked to higher student
achievement in the research literature (see, for example, Bulach, Malone, & Castleman, 1995;
Stickard & Mayberry, 1986).

19 Calculated for 14- to 18-year-olds from the National Household Education Survey of 1999.
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Three aspects of the climate of the schools attended by secondary school students with
disabilities are considered:

e An emphasis on improving academic performance.

» Student engagement—students demonstrate engagement in school through regular
attendance.

e The maintenance of an orderly and safe environment is maintained.

Emphasis on academic performance. The last several years have witnessed an increased
emphasis on the accountability of schools for the performance of students. NCLB requires
schools to establish clear standards for what students should know and to test them yearly to
determine whether they are learning the required information and skills. In some states, rewards
and sanctions for schools are associated with the performance of their students on mandated
standardized tests. This accountability emphasis can raise the stakes associated with student
testing and its results, potentially influencing the priorities of schools and their general climate.

The majority of students with disabilities (54%) go to schools where school staff respondents
report “a great deal” of pressure to improve test scores for all students. Another 38% go to
schools where respondents report “a fair amount” of pressure to improve test scores. Feeling no
pressure at all is rare (8% attend such schools).

Pressure can be felt by students, too, sometimes in response to the graduation requirements
imposed by their schools. Virtually all students with disabilities who go to schools that include
12"-grade students are subject to specific graduation requirements (Exhibit 3-10). On average,
students with disabilities go to schools that require a total of 24 semesters of academic courses to
graduate with a regular high school diploma, or an average of three academic classes each
semester over 4 years in high school. Fourteen states have graduation requirements that exceed
this average number of academic credits (National Center for Education Statistics, 2001).

Exhibit 3-10 Students also may feel academic pressure
GRADUATION REQUIREMENTS IN SCHOOLS | if large proportions of students in their school
THAT SERVE 12TH-GRADE STUDENTS take college entrance examinations, graduate

Number or  Standard | Trom high school, and go on to college after
Percentage Ermor | hjgh school. In schools that have 12th-grade
students and are attended by students with
disabilities, school staff report that 92% of

Percentage who go to schools with
specific graduation requirements 97.9 7

For high school graduation,

average number of semesters those 12th graders graduate from high school
required in: with a regular diploma in a given school year
English or language arts 73 1| (Exhibit 3-11), as do 55% of 12th graders
Mathematics 5.2 A . . cred . .
Science 48 1 with dlsabl_lltleg.. Th!s_gra}duat_lon ratg for
Social studies 6.0 1 students with disabilities is quite similar to the
Foreign language 1.0 1 57% national high school graduation rate for

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey. students with disabilities reported by states

(U.S. Department of Education, 2002). In
addition to these high school graduates, about 10% of 12th graders with disabilities are reported
to leave high school with a special diploma or certificate of completion.
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Exhibit 3-11 The emphasis on college enrollment

HIGH SCHOOL COMPLETION AND in high schools attended by students
POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION ATTENDANCE with disabilities varies widely. Among
RATES IN SCHOOLS THAT SERVE students with disabilities who go to

12TH-GRADE STUDENTS schools that serve 12th graders, about

standard | One-fourth go to high schools where
Percentage  EMOr | more than three-fourths of seniors take

Average percentage of 12th graders in the

student body who graduate with a regular COIIege entra_nce examinations, and
diploma among: about one-third go to schools where the
The general student population 92.5 college attendance rate is higher than
Students with d'sabf"'tfi o et 5.4 75%. In contrast, about one-third of
Average percentage of 12th grade students : : Slass :
with disabilities in the student body who students with disabilities go to high
graduate with a special diploma or schools where fewer than 50% of 12th
certificate of completion 9.6 graders take college entrance exams,
Students who go to schools where the and about one-fourth go to schools
following percentages of 12th graders take 0
college entrance examinations: where fewer than 50% of graduates
Fewer than 50% 33.9 2.2 attend college.
50% to 75% 40.5 2.3 .
) / Student engagement. Absenteeism
76% to 90% 19.6 1.9 )
More than 90% 61 14 from school can be problematic for both
Students who go to schools where the StUdentS a.nd teaCherS StUdentS RS
following percentages of 12th graders go or exposure to instructional materials and

to 2- or 4-year college after high school: activities, and frequent or prolonged

Fewer than 50% 274 2.1 . . . .-

50% 10 75% 9.3 03 absences_ coulql jeopardize the_lr ability to

76% to 90% 285 21 keep up in their classes. Having students

More than 90% 4.8 1.0 absent from school also requires that
Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey. teachers repeat information and schedule

make-up activities for absent students.
Nationwide, an average of 6% of students were absent on a typical day in 1994, the last year in
which national data were collected (National Center for Education Statistics, 1996). Nationally,
14% of teachers have affirmed that absenteeism is a serious problem in their school (Editorial
Projects in Education, 1997), and some policy-makers are responding. For example, Georgia’s
Education Coordinating Council has decided that the state’s schools will be held accountable for
improving the attendance of their students, as well as their academic performance (Jacobson,
2002).

Secondary school students with disabilities attend schools where an average of about 7% of
students are absent on a given day (Exhibit 3-12). Although about one-fourth of students attend
schools where fewer than 5% are absent, more than one-third (35%) go to schools with
absenteeism of 8% or more. Absenteeism is about 1 percentage point higher in high schools than
in middle schools (p<.05). This grade-level difference is consistent with that in the general
population (National Center for Education Statistics, 1996).
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Exhibit 3-12 An orderly and safe environment. The
ABSENTEEISM IN SCHOOLS ATTENDED orderliness of the school environment, including
BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES the clarity of rules and the consistency with which
they are enforced, is a key aspect of the overall

percentage  Emor climate of a school (North Central Regional

Average proportion of students Educational Laboratory, 1996). This section
absent in a typical day _ 7.0 2| documents the orderliness of the environment at
Students attending schools with school by considering the extent to which the
typical absence rate of: | f1h hool iolated had

Less than 5% 26.2 1g | rulesof the school are violated to such a degree

5% to 7.99% 38.7 >0 | thatstudents are suspended or expelled from

8% or more 35.1 2.0 | school, involved in violent incidents, or arrested.

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey.

Students with disabilities attend schools that
average about 5 expulsions, 230 in-school suspensions, and 139 out-of-school suspensions in a
school year (Exhibit 3-13). Although about one-third (35%) of students attend schools where no
expulsions occur, many fewer students attend schools with no in-school or out-of-school
suspensions (15% and 3%, respectively). In fact, 43% of students with disabilities go to schools
with 175 or more in-school suspensions, and 29% go to schools with that level of out-of-school
suspensions in the designated school year.

Schools attended by secondary school students with disabilities average 23 incidents of
violence during a school year and 7 arrests at school or at school events. Relatively few students
attend schools that escape these kinds of events entirely (14% go to schools with no violent
incidents and 29% to schools with no arrests). These aspects of school orderliness are not
markedly different for students with disabilities attending schools at middle vs. high school grade
levels when figures are adjusted for the differences in the size of their schools.

Summary

This review of the schools attended by 14- to 18-year-old students with disabilities shows that,
not surprisingly, their school contexts are the same as those of the general student population in
many ways. The vast majority attend regular public schools, where they constitute 16% of the
student population. Their schools are as likely to be in their own neighborhoods as is true for
students in the general population. The racial/ethnic distribution of the schools attended by
students with disabilities is virtually the same as for the general population, as are absenteeism
and mobility rates. Their schools have a wide range of staff resources, including teachers that
average about the same level of qualifications and experience as those of students in the general
population. There also are a variety of programmatic resources to meet students’ needs, and
Internet-accessible computers are available to students in virtually all schools.
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Exhibit 3-13

ORDERLINESS AND SAFETY OF THE ENVIRONMENT
IN SCHOOLS ATTENDED BY SECONDARY SCHOOL
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

Average number of expulsions in a
school year
Students attending schools with number
of expulsions:

None

lor2

3t0 10

11 or more
Average number of in-school
suspensions in a school year
Students attending schools with number
of in-school suspensions:

None

1to 24

25t0 74

75t0 174

175 or more
Average number of out-of-school
suspensions in a school year
Students attending schools with number
of out-of-school suspensions:

None

lto24

25t0 74

75to0 174

175 or more
Average number of incidents of violence
in a school year
Students attending schools with number
of incidents of violence:

None

lor2

3t0 10

11to 24

25 or more
Average number of arrests at school or
school events in a school year
Students attending schools with number
of arrests at school or school events:

None

lor2

3to 10

11to 24

25 or more

Number or  Standard
Percentage Error
5 3
34.6 21
24.8 1.9
28.2 2.0
12.3 1.4
230 1.2
15.0 1.6
14.0 1.6
12.1 15
15.8 1.6
43.0 2.2
139 6.4
2.8 7
18.6 1.7
251 1.9
24.4 1.9
29.1 2.0
23 1.4
135 15
10.9 1.4
27.5 2.0
17.8 1.7
30.3 2.1
7 .6
28.9 2.1
17.8 1.7
35.7 2.2
9.2 1.3
7.4 .6

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey.
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The schools attended by students
with disabilities include a variety of
placement options to meet their needs,
with self-contained classrooms being
much more common now than in the
mid-1980s. Reflecting national policy
embodied in IDEA 97, virtually all
schools report arranging alternative
placements and services for students
with disabilities who have been
suspended or expelled, and virtually all
include students with disabilities in
mandated standardized testing.

However, there also are some aspects
of schools attended by students with
disabilities that are potentially
problematic. Their schools are
significantly larger, on average, than
schools attended by the general
population of students, suggesting that
school districts may be clustering
students with disabilities in schools
where a larger student population may
garner a wider array of resources. Class
sizes and caseloads of support personnel
also are large, potentially hindering
efforts to meet the individual learning
needs of a diverse student population.
Further, many students with disabilities
go to schools where disciplinary issues
are apparent, including those that involve
incidents of violence and arrests at
school or school events.

This chapter has characterized the
variation in schools attended by
secondary school students with
disabilities, as background for
understanding the instructional programs
they experience. Another component of
that background, the characteristics of
classrooms in which students with
disabilities receive instruction, is
presented in the next chapter.






4. AN OVERVIEW OF THE SCHOOL PROGRAMS OF SECONDARY SCHOOL
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

By Mary Wagner

Although this report focuses on the classroom experiences of secondary school students with
disabilities, those experiences take place in the larger context of students’ overall school
programs. It is helpful to have a broad outline of that larger context in order to understand
variations in classroom experiences. This chapter provides that overview first by describing the
grade levels of the students whose programs are outlined in this report and the extent to which
they continue to receive special education services. The variety of courses taken by students
with disabilities in middle and high school and the instructional settings for those courses are
then described. Findings are presented for students with disabilities as a whole and for those
who differ in grade level, primary disability category, and selected demographic characteristics,
where significant.

Grade Level

In the 2001-02 school year, the large majority of students represented in NLTS2 were at high
school grade levels (Exhibit 4-1); only about one in eight students were in seventh or eighth
grade, and 2% were not assigned to a grade level. These figures are consistent with findings
presented in Chapter 3 that 14% of youth go to middle schools and 76% go to high schools (the
remainder attend multilevel schools).

Exhibit 4-1 : : . .
GRADE LEVELS OF STUDENTS Receipt of Special Education Services
WITH D'SASEé”F-'ggELS\'(EAT:E 2001-02 Data reported by state agencies to the U.S.
Department of Education indicate that in a given
standard | school year, 3.5% of students who receive special
Percentage Error . .
education services and are age 14 or older

Seventh or eighth grade 12.4 13 discontinue those services and return to general
Ninth grade 219 17 education (U.S. Department of Education, 2002).
Tenth grade 24.5 1.8 NLTS2 data suggest a similar rate for the NLTS2
Eleventh grade 23.2 1.7 age group of 14- through 18-year-olds; more than
Twelfth grade 15.4 15 5% are reported by their schools to discontinue
Ungraded program 2.4 6 special education services in approximately a 16-

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 student's school program survey. | Month period, including almost 1% who receive

disability-related accommodations under section
504 of the Vocational Rehabilitation Act (Exhibit 4-2). The slight difference in rates may result
from the somewhat longer time frame covered by NLTS2 or from the fact that the age group for
state-reported data includes students who remain in school past the age of 18, students who
would be unlikely to discontinue special education services at that age.

When parents of students who no longer had an IEP were asked why they were not receiving
special education services, 85% reported that students no longer needed or no longer qualified
for services or had met their IEP goals. Parents’ or youth’s refusal of special education services
was the reason the majority of other students no longer received them.
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Exhibit 4-2 Students’ Course Taking

SPECIAL EDUCATION PARTICIPATION The education reform movement, with its
STATUS OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES | emphasis on increasing academic standards and
standarg | Performance, has contributed to the fact that,
Percentage  Error between 1984 and 1998, 13 states raised the

Students with disabilities who in number of academic credits' required to receive
a 16-month period: . ] .
. o a high school diploma (National Center for
Continue their individualized 94.7 9 . L
special education services required students to earn at least four credits in
Disc_ontintl;et ipecial ggzce}tion 7 3 language arts and three credits in social studies.
services but have a plan e H
for accommodations In ad_dltlon to those requwemen?s, 14 ste}tes
Discontinue special education 46 . | required students to earn 3 credits each in
services and do not have a science and mathematics, and an additional 12
504 plan for accommodations states required students to earn at least two
Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. credits in those subjects (National Center for

Education Statistics, 2001).

In 1998, 76% of American high school graduates had earned at least four credits in language
arts, three in social studies, and two each in science and mathematics. This is a dramatic increase
in students in the general population earning this number and combination of academic credits; in
1982, only 32% of high school graduates had done so (National Center for Education Statistics,
2001).

NLTS2 findings demonstrate that the course-taking pattern of students with disabilities mirrors
the heavy academic emphasis of students in the general population (Exhibit 4-3). Virtually all
secondary school students with disabilities and all students in the general population take at least
one academic subject in a given semester, with the vast majority of students with disabilities taking
language arts (95%) and mathematics (92%). Social studies and science also are taken by most
students with disabilities (88% and 83%). Rates of students with disabilities taking math and
science are somewhat higher than those of students in the general population, whereas their rates
of taking language arts or social studies are somewhat lower. A foreign language is taken less
often than other kinds of academic courses by both students with disabilities and students in the
general population, but it still is in the course schedule of approximately one in five students with
disabilities (21%) and half of students in the general population. Differences between students
with disabilities and the general population may result from the fact that NLTS2 includes a
relatively small proportion of middle school students; only high school students are included in
figures for the general population.

Among students with disabilities, academic courses are 59% of the kinds of courses students
with disabilities take in a given semester, on average.

! Credits are measured in Carnegie units. The original source of the unit, the Carnegie Foundation, describes the
unit, developed in 1906, as “a measure of the amount of time a student has studied a subject. For example, a total of
120 hours in one subject—meeting 4 or 5 times a week for 40 to 60 minutes, for 36 to 40 weeks each year—earns
the student one ‘unit” of high school credit. Fourteen units were deemed to constitute the minimum amount of
preparation that may be interpreted as “four years of academic or high school preparation’” (Carnegie Foundation,

n.d.).
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Exhibit 4-3
ACADEMIC COURSES TAKEN IN A SEMESTER
BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES AND
STUDENTS IN THE GENERAL POPULATION

Students General
with Student
Disabilites Population’

Percentage taking:

Any academics 98.6 100.0
(:5)

Language arts 95.2 100.0
(.9)

Mathematics 925 87.5
(1.1

Science 83.1 78.8
(1.5)

Social studies 88.0 94.5
(1.3)

Foreign language 211 50.0
1.7

Average percentage of courses 59.3 NA
that are academic (7

Sources: NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey and
the 1998 NAEP High School Transcript Study (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2001).

Standard errors are in parentheses.

Many students with disabilities also take
vocational education courses® (61%:;
Exhibit 4-4), with occupationally specific
vocational education being taken much more
often than prevocational courses. More than
half of students with disabilities (52%) take
occupationally specific vocational courses in
a given semester, whereas 34% take
prevocational courses (p<.001). Vocational
education courses are about 13% of the
courses students with disabilities take in a
given semester, or about one course in a
student’s course schedule.

Students with disabilities are less likely
than students in the general population to
take vocational education. In addition, they
are less likely than students in the general
population to take occupationally specific
vocational education (52% vs. 64%) but
more likely to take prevocational education
(34% vs. 15%).

Other traditionally nonacademic courses
are included among the courses taken by 89% of secondary school students with disabilities, with
physical education being the most common of these courses (72%). This is a higher rate of taking
physical education than occurs among students in the general population (58%; National Center for
Education Statistics, 2001). About half of students with disabilities and students in the general
population take a fine arts course, and more than a third of students with disabilities take life skills
or study skills. These courses make up 27% of the kinds of courses taken in a given semester by
the typical student with disabilities.

This pattern of course taking by students with disabilities differs markedly from the courses
taken by students in the original National Longitudinal Transition Study (NLTS),* which first

% The percentage of students in the general population who take a given kind of course in a single semester is
estimated from the mean number of credits earned by high school graduates over 4 years. For example, students in
the general population earn an average of 3.5 credits in mathematics (National Center for Education Statistics,
2001), the equivalent of taking 3.5 1-year courses over 4 years. Dividing the total credits earned by 4 years results
in a probability of 87.5% that students will be taking mathematics at a given point in high school. Standard errors
are not available from this calculation.

® Although “career and technical education” is becoming a more common term for vocational education,
“vocational education” is used here because it is the term used in questionnaires requesting information from school
staff about the courses taken by students with disabilities.

* NLTS was designed and conducted for the U. S. Office of Special Education Programs between 1984 and 1993. It
included a nationally representative sample of students who were ages 15 through 23 when the first data were
collected in 1987. Many of its design features are mirrored in NLTS2 to permit comparisons between them.
Comparisons between school data collected in NLTS and NLTS2 involve only the age group included in both
studies—those 14 to 18 years old.
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Exhibit 4-4
NONACADEMIC COURSES TAKEN IN A
SEMESTER BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES
AND STUDENTS IN THE GENERAL POPULATION

Students General
with Student
Disabilities  Population®
Percentage taking:
Any vocational education 61.3 79.5
(2.0
Prevocational education 34.2 15.0
(1.9)
Occupationally specific 52.2 64.2
vocational education (2.0)
Average percentage of courses 13.3 NA
that are vocational education (:5)
Percentage taking:
Any other nonacademics 89.4 NA
(1.3)
Physical education 71.7 58.2
(1.8)
Fine arts 48.7 47.2
(2.0
Study skills 36.5 NA
(1.9
Life skills/social skills 35.4 NA
(1.9)
Average percentage of courses 27.4 NA
that are other nonacademics (.6)

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey and the
1998 NAEP High School Transcript Study (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2001).

Standard errors are in parentheses.

collected course-taking information on
students with disabilities in 1987. When
comparisons are made for the age group of
students with disabilities that was common to
the two studies—students who were 14 to
18—sizable increases over time in taking
several kinds of academic courses are
apparent. The largest increases are noted for
students with disabilities taking science and
foreign language courses (21 and 15
percentage points, respectively, p<.001).
These changes bode well for greater
participation in postsecondary education
because taking such courses has been
demonstrated to increase substantially the
odds of going on to a 2-year or 4-year college
in the early years after high school (Wagner,
Blackorby, Cameto, & Newman, 1993).
Increases in academic course taking
correspond to a 7-percentage-point decline in
taking vocational education courses (p<.01).

The course-taking pattern of students
with disabilities varies across the middle and
high school grades® for some kinds of
courses (Exhibit 4-5). There are no
differences in the rates at which students
with disabilities at different grade levels
take language arts or foreign language

courses. However, somewhat fewer juniors and seniors than students in middle school or the
early high school grades take mathematics (85% vs. 97% to 99%, p<.001). An even greater
difference is seen regarding science course taking; only about two-thirds of seniors take science
courses, compared with 90% or more of students with disabilities at other grade levels (p<.001).
Most states require that students take 2 years of science to graduate, a requirement that many
students with disabilities may have fulfilled before their senior year.

® See footnote 2.

® For convenience, grades 7 and 8 are referred to as middle school grade levels, and grades 9 and above are referred

to as high school grade levels.
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Exhibit 4-5 By fulfilling other course
COURSES TAKEN BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES, | requirements, students with disabilities
BY STUDENT'S GRADE LEVEL in the later high school years
apparently have time for vocational
7th or 11th or . . . .
8th oth 10th 12th | training. Vocational education is taken
5 e taki _ Grade Grade Grade Grade | sjgnificantly more often by juniors and
ercentage taking course in H
specified setting seniors (68%) than by students at any
Academics other grade level (54% to 57%, p<.05).
Mathematics 99.3 980 970 851 | This difference is accounted for
9 @3 @4 29| antirely by a higher rate of taking

Science 98.3 91.9 90.0 69.4 . . p- .
@4 (25 (@4 (32 | occupationally specific vocational
Social studies 974 858 88.0 882 | education among juniors and seniors.
(1.8) (3.2) (2.7) (2.2) )
Vocational education 583 602 623 585 In contrast, taking other

| | s @3 a4 @3 | nonacademic courses is much less
Any vocational education 54.8 54.2 57.2 68.0 common in the upper high school

(2.1) (2.1) (4) (:5) .
Occupationally specific 51.1 448 467 585 grade_)s than earl_ler- _ F_OI’ example,
vocational education 66 @44 (40 (34 | physical education is in the course
Averagetﬁe;centage of 1 105 117 164 schedules of 90% of middle school
courses that are . . . . - - Syl
vocational education @1 (L0) (9 (Lo | Studentswith Q|sab|I|t|es and 86% of
Other nonacademics freshmen, but is taken by only 69% of
Any nonacademics 956 959 881 841 | Ssophomoresand 59% of juniors and
- 7(‘;133 3(;5;) f?’f’?) 5-50) seniors with disabilities (p<.001
Ine arts . . . . H
@7 @3 o (34 | comparing sophomores through
Physical education 89.6 862 688 59.4 | seniorswith younger students). The
@4 @1  @n @4 rate of taking fine arts by freshmen is
Average percentage of ;
courses that are other 31.6 29.3 26.1 25.2 about half that of middle school
nonacademics @3 (1) @1 (o) | Students (40% vs. 77%, p<.001) and

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. remains rEIatlver low through hlgh
Standard errors are in parentheses. school.

Instructional Settings

The courses students with disabilities include in their school programs help determine the
combination of instructional settings they experience in a school day because some kinds of
courses are much more likely to be taught in general education classes, whereas special
education settings are more common for others. For example, secondary school students with
disabilities are about equally likely to take language arts and mathematics in general education
and special education classrooms (Exhibit 4-6). However, science is much more likely to be
taken in general education classes (66% vs. 37%, p<.001), as are social studies (64% vs. 39%,
p<.001) and foreign language courses (85% vs. 14%, p<.001).

Similar differences are apparent among vocational education classes. Whereas prevocational
education is about equally likely to be taken in general education or special education classes,
occupationally specific vocational education is much more likely to be the purview of general
than of special education (73% vs. 28%, p<.001).
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Exhibit 4-6
COURSES TAKEN BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES, BY INSTRUCTIONAL SETTING

General Special Individual Community/
Education Education Instruction Other Setting
Percentage taking course(s) in setting
Academics
Any academics 69.2 58.2 1.3 2.0
(1.9 (2.0) (:5) (:6)
Language arts 48.9 54.4 11 1.4
(2.1) (2.1) (-4) (:5)
Mathematics 52.7 50.6 11 11
(2.1) (2.1) (4) (4)
Science 66.1 37.1 9 2
(2.2) (2.2) (-4) (-2)
Social studies 63.9 38.9 11 1.0
(2.1) (2.2) (:5) (-4)
Foreign language 85.1 135 7 9
(3:3) (3.2) (:8) (:9)
Vocational education
Any vocational education 70.6 34.8 7 7.3
(2.3) (2.4) (.4) (1.0
Occupationally specific vocational 73.4 27.9 .8 6.0
education (2.5) (2.5) (.5) (1.3)
Prevocational education 53.1 46.5 7 7.7
(3-3) (3.3) (:5) .7
Other nonacademics
Any nonacademics 74.9 41.2 1.0 3.7
(1.8) (2.0) (-4) (:8)
Fine arts 87.0 124 3 14
(1.9) (1.9) (:3) (7
Physical education 87.9 12.3 A4 7
(1.5) (1.6) (:3) (-4)
Life skills/social skills 35.7 60.6 1.7 8.9
(3.0) (3.1) (:8) (1.8)
Study skills 21.0 79.1 .8 1.2
(2.8) (2.8) (:6) (7

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey.
® Includes only students with disabilities taking the kind of course specified.
Standard errors are in parentheses.

Among other nonacademic classes, general education classes are much more likely than
special education classes to be the setting for fine arts (87% vs. 12%, p<.001) and physical
education (88% vs. 12%, p<.001), whereas the reverse is true for life skills (36% general
education vs. 61% special education, p<.001) and study skills (21% vs. 79%, p<.001).
Individual and community or other settings are not common for any kind of course, although
between 6% and 9% of students with disabilities take vocational education or life skills
instruction in community or other settings.

Comparisons between NLTS and NLTS2 show little overall change in students with
disabilities participating at all in general education classes, but there is a 9-percentage point
increase in taking academic courses in general education classes. This increase in general
education academic class participation is accompanied by a 21-percentage-point decline in
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students with disabilities taking any courses in special education classrooms (p<.001), including
an 11-percentage-point drop in students taking academic special education courses (p<.001). In
contrast, students who take nonacademic courses other than vocational education (e.g., study
skills, art) are increasingly likely to have them in special education classes (a 27-percentage-

point increase, p<.001).

Exhibit 4-7

INSTRUCTIONAL SETTINGS IN SCHOOL
PROGRAMS OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

General education

Taking the following percentages of
courses in general education
classes:

None

.1% to 33%

33.1% to 66%

66.1% to 99.9%

100%
Average proportion of courses in
general education classes

Special education

Taking the following percentages of
courses in special education
classes:

None
.1% to 33%
33.1% to 66%
66.1% to 99.9%
100%
Average proportion of courses in
special education classes
Other settings
Taking the following percentages of
courses in other settings
None
.1% to 33%
33.1% to 66%
66.1% to 99.9%
100%

Average proportion of courses in
other settings

Standard

Percentage Error
12.4 13
20.6 1.6
20.5 1.6
19.3 1.6
27.2 18
60.2 14
30.2 1.9
27.5 1.8
23.2 17

9.9 12
9.2 12
36.6 14
91.8 11
5.4 9
1.0 A4
3 2
15 .5
3.2 .6

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey.

Looking at students’ overall school
programs in 2001, it is clear that most
students with disabilities take classes in
both general and special education
settings (Exhibit 4-7). Although
more than one-fourth of students with
disabilities (27%) take classes only in
general education settings and 9% take
classes only in special education settings,
nearly two-thirds of students with
disabilities take courses in both settings.
In fact, on average, general education
courses make up 60% of the kinds of

courses students with disabilities take, and

special education courses comprise 37%.

There are few grade-level
differences in instructional settings.
However, the involvement of students
with disabilities in general education
courses is somewhat lower for students
in the later high school years (87% take
at least one general education course)
than in middle school or ninth grade
(95% and 93%, respectively, p<.05).
Involvement in settings other than
general or special education classes is
commensurately higher among juniors
and seniors (11% take at least one
course in such settings) than among
freshmen and sophomores (5%, p<.05).
Courses in other settings also are a
larger percentage of courses taken by
upperclassmen (5%) than younger
students (1% or 2%, p<.05), although

they constitute a small percentage of the types of courses taken at any grade level.
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Disability Variations in Students’ School Programs

Many of the aspects of students’ school programs discussed thus far differ markedly among
students who have different primary disability classifications.

Discontinuation of special education services. The rate at which students with
disabilities discontinue special education services in approximately a 16-month period varies
widely. No students with multiple disabilities discontinue special education services, and no
more than 1% of students with mental retardation, autism, or deaf-blindness do so.
Discontinuation rates are between 2% and 6% of students with learning disabilities; emotional
disturbances; traumatic brain injuries; or hearing, visual, orthopedic, or other health impairments.
Students with speech impairments stand out in sharp contrast to these other categories—22% of
them discontinue special education services in about a 16-month period. The percentage of
students who no longer have an IEP but have 504-plan accommodations for a disability ranges
from no students with multiple disabilities to 2% of those with visual impairments.

Academic course taking. Students with different primary disability classifications have
quite different patterns of secondary school course taking (Exhibit 4-8). For most disability
categories, 95% or more of students take one or more academic classes. Only among students
with autism, multiple disabilities, or deaf-blindness does enrollment in academic courses fall
lower (87% to 92%, p<.05 to p<.001 compared with students with learning disabilities, for
example). Students in those three categories are generally the least likely to take each of the
individual types of academic classes, and, along with students with mental retardation, they have
the lowest concentration of academic course taking (half or fewer of the courses they take are
academic, compared with 60% or more for students in most other categories; p<.001 compared
with students with learning disabilities).

Exhibit 4-8
ACADEMIC COURSE TAKING, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY
Speech/ Emo- Ortho-  Other Trau-

Learning Language Mental tional Hearing Visual pedic Health matic Multiple Deaf-

Dis- Impair- Retar-  Distur- Impair- Impair- Impair- Impair- Brain Disabili- Blind-

ability ment dation bance ment ment ment ment  Autism  Injury ties ness

Percentage taking:

Any academics 99.6 994 95.7 98,6 99.8 958 947 984 922 978 871 911
(.4) (.5) (1.3) (.9) (.4) (2.9) (1.5) (.8) (1.8) (@.7) (2.5 (3.6)

Language arts 954 97.8 935 96.1 99.1 947 912 975 89.2 953 845 89.1
(1.3) (2.0) (1.6) (1.5) 0.7) (2.1) (2.9) (1.0 (2.1) (2.5 (@7 (3.9

Mathematics 92.7 947 923 931 958 911 888 934 895 927 816 849
(1.6) (1.5) .7 (2.0) (1.6) 2.7) (2.1) (1.5) (21 3.1 (2.9 (4.5)

Science 848 87.3 738 843 856 811 785 881 669 76.7 66.1 71.2
(2.3) (2.2) (2.9) (3.0) (2.8) (3.8) (2.8) (2.0 (3.2) (5.0) (3.6) (5.7)

Social studies 90.2 904 747 932 881 888 828 911 69.1 86.0 69.1 744
(2.9) (1.9) (2.9) (2.0) (2.5) (3.0 (2.6) (1.8) (3.1 41) (3.5 (5.5)

Foreign language 243 31.0 87 153 271 355 245 197 124 169 89 10.1
2.7) (3.0 (1.8) (2.9) (3.4) (4.5) (2.9) (2.5 (2.2) 4.3) (2.1) (3.8)

Average percentage of 61.6 64.0 486 59.8 609 606 575 609 459 57.2 417 499
courses that are academic  (1.0) (1.1) (1.2) (1.4) (2.0) (2.00 (1.5 (11 1.4 (24) @1.6) (2.8)

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey.

Standard errors are in parentheses.
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Students in each category are most likely to take language arts and math and least likely to
take a foreign language. Foreign language enrollment also is the most variable across categories,
with a 27-percentage-point difference between the category of students most likely to take such a
course (36% of students with visual impairments) and those least likely to do so (9% of students
with mental retardation or multiple disabilities, p<.001).

Vocational education course taking. There is greater variation across disability categories
in enrollment in any vocational education class (Exhibit 4-9), ranging from about half of students
with speech impairments to 80% of students with multiple disabilities (p<.001). Generally,
students who have lower concentrations of academic courses have higher enroliments in
vocational courses. Occupationally specific vocational education is much more common than
prevocational education for students in several categories. For example, half of students with
learning disabilities take occupationally specific classes, but only 30% take prevocational
education (p<.001). A similar pattern is evident for students with speech, hearing, visual,
orthopedic, or other health impairments, emotional disturbances, or traumatic brain injuries.

This contrasts sharply with the pattern for students with mental retardation, who are about
equally likely to take the two kinds of vocational education, as are students with autism, multiple
disabilities, and deaf-blindness. These students also take among the highest percentage of
vocational courses.

Exhibit 4-9
VOCATIONAL EDUCATION COURSE TAKING, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY
Speech/ Emo- Ortho-  Other Trau-
Learning Language Mental tional Hearing Visual pedic Health matic Multiple Deaf-
Dis- Impair- Retar-  Distur- Impair- Impair- Impair- Impair- Brain Disabili- Blind-
ability ment dation bance ment ment ment ment  Autism  Injury ties ness

Percentage taking:

Any vocational education 58.6 51.1 77.8 600 615 528 59.7 588 769 63.7 79.2 66.1
B1) (33 (@7 (39 (38 (47 (33) (30) (28 (56) (30) (6.0)

Prevocational education 297 260 593 31.1 326 314 348 289 60.7 40.8 635 47.2
(28 (290 (B2 (37 (36 (43) (32 (28 (320 (57) (36) (6.3

Occupationally specific 505 442 621 512 551 441 499 520 611 584 635 503
vocational education (3.1) (3.2) (3.1) (4.0) (3.8) (4.6) (3.4) (3.1 (32) (5.7) (3.6) (6.3

Average percentage of
courses that are vocational 126 104 18.0 120 127 105 128 132 188 14.1 188 14.2
education (.8) (8 (9 (1.0 (9 (@1 (8 (1.0) (9 (15 (1.0) (L5

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey.
Standard errors are in parentheses.

Other nonacademic course taking. A large majority of students in all disability categories
take nonacademic courses other than vocational education (Exhibit 4-10), ranging from 87% of
students with orthopedic or other health impairments to 96% of students with autism or multiple
disabilities (p<.01). Physical education is the most commonly taken nonacademic course for all
disability categories. However, two patterns emerge regarding other nonacademic courses. For
students with learning disabilities and speech, hearing, visual, orthopedic, or other health
impairments, the second most commonly taken nonacademic course is fine arts, significantly

4-9



Exhibit 4-10
OTHER NONACADEMIC COURSE TAKING, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY

Speech/ Emo- Ortho-  Other Trau-
Learning Language Mental tional Hearing Visual pedic Health matic Multiple Deaf-
Dis- Impair- Retar-  Distur- Impair- Impair- Impair- Impair- Brain Disabili- Blind-
ability ment dation bance ment ment ment ment  Autism Injury ties ness

Percentage taking:

Any other nonacademics 88.9 878 931 878 899 877 874 874 956 89.0 965 919
(1.9) (21) (@16 (26) (23) (31 (22) (21) (1.4) ((36) (1.4 (3.4)

Fine arts 47.7 52.8 50.7 4438 545 598 538 516 626 46.1 629 60.9
(31 (B2 (32 (39 (38 (46 (33 (31 (32) (58 (36 (6.1)
Physical education 704 724 776 714 759 667 639 709 744 698 832 729

(28) (29 (27 (36 (33 (44 (32 (28 (29 (53) (28 (5.6)

Life skills/social skills 26.2 224 726 455 26.2 405 399 264 709 447 748 65.7
2.7) (7)) (9 (39 (34 (46) (33) (27 (30) (58 (32 (5.9)

Study skills 36.8 31.7 344 40.0 338 306 346 356 345 424 386 26.7
(3.0) (3.0) (31) (39 (36 (43) (32 (30 (31) (5.7) (3.6) (55)

Average percentage of all
courses that are other 25.9 256 334 282 264 288 297 259 353 386 395 359
nonacademics (.8) (99 @0 (@1 (10 @6 @12 (8 @11 @8 (13 (27

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey.
Standard errors are in parentheses.

outranking enrollment in study skills or life skills courses (e.g., 48% of students with learning
disabilities take fine arts courses, compared with 37% taking study skills and 26% taking life
skills courses, p<.05 and p<.001). For other categories, students either are equally likely to take
fine arts or study or life skills (e.g., 45%, 46%, and 40% for students with emotional
disturbances) or are more likely to take a skills course than fine arts (e.g., 73% of students with
mental retardation take life skills, compared with 51% taking fine arts, p<.001). Concentrations
of other nonacademic courses range from about one-fourth of courses taken by students with
learning disabilities or speech impairments, for example, to more than one-third of courses taken
by students with autism, traumatic brain injuries, multiple disabilities, or deaf-blindness
(p<.001).

Instructional settings. Participation in various instructional settings varies more widely
across disability categories than does course taking (Exhibit 4-11). There is a 55-percentage-
point difference across categories in the extent to which students with disabilities participate in
any general education classes (40% to 95%, p<.001) and a 45-percentage-point difference in
participation in special education settings (50% to 95%, p<.001). Many fewer students in any
category participate in community or other instructional settings, but the difference across
categories is still sizable (2% to 20%, p<.001).

Students who are least likely to take academic courses also are least likely to take any general
education courses; 40% of students with deaf-blindness, 56% of students with multiple
disabilities, and 62% of those with autism take any general education course, compared with
more than three-fourths of students in 7 of the 12 categories (p<.001 for all comparisons). They,
along with students with mental retardation, also have the smallest proportion of their courses
spent in general education classrooms (fewer than one-third, compared with more than half for
most other categories, p<.001).
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Exhibit 4-11
INSTRUCTIONAL SETTINGS, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY

Speech/ Emo- Ortho-  Other Trau-
Learning Language Mental tional Hearing Visual pedic Health matic Multiple Deaf-
Dis- Impair- Retar-  Distur- Impair- Impair- Impair- Impair- Brain Disabili- Blind-
ability ment dation bance ment ment ment ment  Autism Injury ties ness
Percentage with any 94.0 954 693 785 778 734 836 904 624 80.3 557 40.2
general education classes (1.5) (1.4) (3.00 (3.3 32) (41 (25 (18 (32 (46) (37 (6.2
Average percentage of
courses that are takenin 677 757 311 504 59.8 628 57.9 66.9 325 482 235 256
general education classes (1.9) (2.0 (2.0) (3.0 3.0) (40 (26) (21) (24 A1) (1) @7
Percentage with any special 65.8 50.1 917 740 669 517 679 625 86.1 788 950 86.8
education classes (2.9) (3.3) (18) (35 (36) @7 (32 (B0 (23) @7 @16 (43
Average percentage of
courses that are taken in 29.6 235 649 443 393 339 385 288 618 477 708 70.0
special education classes (1.8) (2.0) (200 (29 (300 (38 (25 (19 (23) 40 (22 47
Percentage with any
courses in community or 6.6 2.5 13.7 10.2 3.7 10.9 9.6 8.4 189 126 19.8 13.0
other settings (1.5) (2.0) (2.2) (2.4) (1.5) (2.9) 2.00 @7 (2.6) (3.9 (3.0 4.2
Average percentage of
courses that are taken in 2.7 .8 4.0 5.3 9 33 36 43 56 41 56 45
other settings (.8) (.4) (.8) (1.6) (.4) (1.3) .oy (1.2 (99 (@6) ((11) (1.3

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey.

Standard errors are in parentheses.

Predictably, those spending less time in general education classrooms spend more time in

special education and other settings. Eighty-six percent to 95% of students with mental

retardation, autism, multiple disabilities, or deaf-blindness take at least some of their classes in
special education classrooms, typically the majority of their classes (62% to 71% of courses are
taken there). These figures compare with about two-thirds or fewer of students with learning
disabilities or speech, hearing, visual, orthopedic, or other health impairments taking special
education classes (p<.001) and taking from 24% to 39% of their courses in those classes

(p<.001).

There is a less clear distinction regarding instruction in community or other settings. For
example, students with visual or orthopedic impairments are as likely to participate in other
settings as students with deaf-blindness or traumatic brain injuries, although rates of participation
of students with speech or hearing impairments are much lower (2% and 4%, p<.05 to p<.001).

Demographic Variations in Students’ School Programs

There are no differences in participation in various courses or instructional settings for
students who differ by gender and only a few differences by household income or racial/ethnic
background (Exhibit 4-12). Students from households with incomes of more than $50,000 per
year are more likely to take foreign language courses than are less affluent students (27% vs.
16% and 18%, p<.05), and their courses are more likely to concentrate in general education
settings (an average of 66% of their courses vs. 53%, p<.01). Conversely, the most affluent
youth are less likely than the lowest-income students to take any special education courses (63%
Vvs. 78%, p<.001), and they tend to have fewer of them (31% of courses vs. 44%, p<.001).
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Exhibit 4-12
COURSE TAKING AND INSTRUCTIONAL SETTINGS OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES,
BY HOUSEHOLD INCOME AND RACE/ETHNICITY

Income Race/Ethnicity
$25,000 $25,001to More than African
or Less $50,000 $50,000 White American  Hispanic
Academics
Percentage taking a foreign language 17.6 16.2 27.2 18.6 15.9 40.0
(2.8) (3.0) (3.5) (2.0) (3.3) (5.9)
Average percentage of courses that are 57.4 60.0 60.8 59.5 56.3 63.0
academic (1.3) (1.5) (1.4) (.9) (1.5) (2.0
General education
Average percentage of courses that are 53.2 59.5 66.5 63.9 50.1 58.7
taken in general education classes (2.6) (2.8) 2.7) 1.7) (3.1) (4.3)
Special education
Percentage taking any courses 78.2 68.4 63.2 65.3 80.7 73.2
(3.0) (3.8) (3.8) (2.4) (3.5) (5.3)
Average percentage of courses that are 44.0 35.2 30.8 32.3 47.0 39.8
taken in special education classes (2.5) 2.7) (2.5) (1.6) (3.0) (4.2)

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey.
Standard errors are in parentheses.

Racial/ethnic differences include a much higher rate of foreign language course taking
among Hispanic students with disabilities (40%) than among others (19% and 16%, p<.001).
This difference may result in part because English as a second language (ESL) classes generally
are classified as foreign language courses (National Center for Education Statistics, 2001).
Academic courses also are a larger percentage of the courses Hispanic students take (63%) than
they are of courses taken by African-American students with disabilities (56%, p<.01). The
other significant differences are between white and African-American students with disabilities.
On average, white students take a higher proportion of their courses in general education
classrooms than African-American students (64% vs. 50%, p<.001). Consistent with this
pattern, white students are less likely than African-American students to take any special
education courses (65% vs. 81%, p<.001), and those courses tend to be a smaller percentage of
their course load (32% vs. 47%, p<.001). These differences between African-American and
white students may result in part from the particularly high prevalence of African-American
students in the category of mental retardation (please see Appendix B), the category of students
who take relatively fewer courses in general education and more courses in special education
classes.

Summary

In 1986, then Assistant Secretary for the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative
Services, Madeleine Will, declared the effective education of students with disabilities “a shared
responsibility” of the general and special education systems (Will, 1986). That declaration was a
challenge to both systems, which had not shared students to a great extent, let alone shared a
sense of responsibility for their outcomes. The ensuing “inclusion movement” sought to have
more students with disabilities placed in general education classes. Policy initiatives since then,
including those embedded in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Amendments of
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1997, have extended the notion of inclusion to encompass the participation of students with
disabilities in the kinds of courses and curricula accessed by the general student population.

NLTS2 findings suggest that much progress has been made in encouraging students with
disabilities to take challenging academic courses and in expanding their participation in general
education classes. Virtually all students with disabilities take academic classes, which constitute
60% of their coursework, on average. In fact, comparisons of NLTS2 findings with those of the
original NLTS show a dramatic increase in students with disabilities taking challenging courses
often associated with preparation for postsecondary education (Wagner, Newman, & Cameto,
forthcoming).

A vocational education course, usually one that is occupationally specific, is on the course
schedules of almost two-thirds of students with disabilities, with higher participation among high
school juniors and seniors. However, vocational course taking has declined markedly over time,
corresponding to the increase in academic course taking (Wagner, Newman, & Cameto,
forthcoming). Although this decline may be the inevitable outgrowth of a desirable increase in
the emphasis on academics, it may not be entirely beneficial for all students with disabilities.
Research has shown that vocational course taking, particularly a concentration of courses in a
specific occupational area, increases the likelihood of high school completion (Wagner, 1991)
and benefits the postschool employment and earnings of students with disabilities (Wagner,
Blackorby, Cameto, & Newman, 1993). NLTS2 findings show that achieving competitive
employment is a stated transition goal of the majority of students with disabilities.

Nonacademic courses, such as fine arts or physical education, also are on the course
schedules of most students with disabilities, constituting about two courses of a typical seven-
course schedule. However, courses such as study skills or life skills are taken by only about one-
third of students, increasingly in special education classes.

Corresponding to the progress shown by students with disabilities in taking challenging
academic courses, there has been a significant increase in students participating in general
education classes—the typical setting for many academic courses. Almost 9 of 10 secondary
school students with disabilities participate in at least one general education class, including 70%
who take one or more academic courses there, a rate that has increased over time. In fact, 27%
of students with disabilities now take all their courses in general education classes. The
prominent role of general education classes in the course load of students with disabilities
underscores the reality that general and special education have developed a shared responsibility
for their success.

However, taking challenging academic courses and participating in general education
classrooms characterize the secondary school experiences of some students with disabilities
much more than others. Academic and general education course taking is the norm for the large
majority of students with speech, visual, hearing, orthopedic, or other health impairments. These
students are correspondingly less likely to take vocational education or skills-oriented
nonacademic courses than other groups. They contrast markedly with students with mental
retardation, autism, multiple disabilities, or deaf-blindness, who spend much more of their time
in special education settings and take a larger proportion of vocational education and other
nonacademic courses, including life skills or study skills.

4-13



Participation in academic and general education courses is not equal among students from
households with different income levels or among those of different racial/ethnic backgrounds.
General education courses are a larger proportion of the courses taken by white students and
those from more affluent households. Conversely, special education courses are more prevalent
in the course schedules of lower-income youth and students from diverse racial/ethnic
backgrounds.

This chapter has shown that students with disabilities differ in the extent to which their
overall school programs include courses in general, special, and vocational education settings.
NLTS2 analyses now move from this overview of students’ school programs to a focus on the
classroom experiences of students with disabilities in each of those settings.
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5. THE CLASSROOM CONTEXTS OF SECONDARY SCHOOL
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

By Mary Wagner, Camille Marder, Renée Cameto, and Phyllis Levine

Chapter 4 demonstrated that secondary school students with disabilities take a wide range of
academic, vocational, and other nonacademic courses, and the majority experience both general
and special education classroom settings. Experiences in those classrooms can differ greatly, of
course, because of such factors as the content of the courses taught (e.g., mathematics vs.
prevocational education) and the grade level of the course (e.g., middle school vs. high school).
Other factors that also help define differences in classroom experiences involve the
characteristics of the adult and student participants in those classes.

This chapter describes the following aspects of the classroom contexts within which students
with disabilities take courses:

e Subject area, including setting of vocational education courses
» Performance level of general education academic courses

e Student and adult classroom participants

e Communication method

e Characteristics of general education teachers.

When data permit, comparisons are made between general education academic, special
education, and vocational education classes.

Subject Area

NLTS2 sought information on the experiences of students with disabilities in a wide variety
of courses and settings. To get a representative picture of the range of students’ general
education academic classroom experiences (if students take such classes), NLTS2 surveyed the
teacher of the first general education academic class each student took in the week. Similarly, to
learn about a broad range of special education classes, respondents to the student’s school
program survey were asked to select a special education class for the student about whom the
survey was conducted. If that staff person taught the student in a nonvocational special
education class, he or she was instructed to report about that class. If the respondent was not a
student’s special education teacher, the respondent was instructed to select the student’s first
nonvocational special education class in the week and obtain classroom information for that class
from its teacher. Respondents were not asked to report the subject area of vocational education
classes. However, they were asked to indicate whether the vocational education course about
which they were reporting was a general education or special education course.

The general education academic classroom experiences that are described here about equally
represent experiences in language arts (28%), mathematics (24%), science (22%), and social
studies courses (22%; Exhibit 5-1). Few foreign language or other academic courses are
represented (4% and 1%), and this subject area distribution does not differ by grade level.



For the majority of students (61%),

Exhibit 5-1 : ) : . 1
FOCUS OF CLASSES TAKEN BY experiences in special education classes™ are
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES reported for courses that deal with academic
Standard subjects, such as language arts or math.
percentage  Error About one-quarter of students (24%) have
Students with disabilities whose experiences reported for special education
gle”ef?" education academic classes that primarily provide help with
Class IS - -
Language arts 975 o4 h(_)mc_ev_vork, study skills, or test taking. _
Mathematics 237 >3 | Significantly fewer students have experiences
Science 21.6 29 reported for special education classes that
Social studies 22.3 2.2 | focus on basic academic (7%) or life skills,
Foreign language 3.9 1.0 | such as independent functioning (8%). (These
Other _ 9 5 | figures should not be interpreted as the
Students whose special - percentage of students with disabilities who
education class focuses on: tak hel but rath the distributi
Academic subject 60.8 24 ake such classes, but rather as the distribution
Study skills 243 »1 | of the kinds of general and special education
Life skills 8.3 1.4 | classes that are described in Chapters 6 and 8.)
Basic academic skills 6.7 1.2

Having special education classroom

Vocational education classes . . .
experiences reported for an academic subject

Students whose vocational

education course is taken in a: class is particularly likely for middle school
General education class 70.6 23 | students® (78% vs. 56% to 62% across high
Special education class 34.8 24 | school grade levels, p<.05). In contrast, high

Sources: NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program and school students, particularly freshmen, are

general education teacher surveys.

more likely than middle school students to
have classroom experiences reported for a study skills class (32% of freshmen vs. 11% of middle
school students, p<.01).

Vocational education students with disabilities are about twice as likely to take those courses
in a general education class as in a special education class (71% vs. 35%, p<.001). Middle
school students with disabilities who take vocational courses are particularly likely to take them
in general education classes (88% vs. 66% for juniors or seniors).

Disability Variations in Subject Area

There are no significant differences across disability categories in the kinds of general
education academic classes represented in this report. Therefore, any differences between
categories in general education academic classroom characteristics or experiences are likely to
reflect disability differences, not different mixes of courses being described.

However, the kinds of special education courses that are described do differ across categories
(Exhibit 5-2). Students with all kinds of disabilities are present in each type of special education
class, but the emphasis differs widely across disability categories. For example, between 60%
and 68% of students with learning disabilities, emotional disturbances, traumatic brain injuries,

! Readers should note that special education classes described in this chapter do not include vocational education
classes taught in special education settings; those are described as part of vocational education classes.

2 For convenience, grades 7 and 8 are referred to as middle school grade levels and grades 9 and above as high
school grade levels.
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Exhibit 5-2
SPECIAL EDUCATION SUBJECT AREA FOCUS, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY

Speech/ Ortho-  Other Trau-
Learning Language Mental Emotional Hearing Visual pedic Health matic Multiple  Deaf-
Dis- Impair- Retar- Distur- Impair- Impair- Impair- Impair- Brain Disabili- Blind-
ability ment dation bance ment ment __ment ment  Autism___ Injury ties ness

Percentage in a special
education class focused
on:

Academic subject 629 619 535 67.7 640 39.2 536 604 343 610 359 330
(38 (470 (34 (45  (54) (80) (44) (38 (36) (7.2) (40) (9.3)

Life skills 1.7 40 275 83 23 153 179 6.1 429 159 414 36.6
1.0) @19 (31 (7 (17 (59 (34 @19 (38) (54) 41) (95

Basic academic skills 5.0 6.6 15.6 1.5 43 107 6.0 38 109 12.0 183 7.6
17 (2.4 (25 (1.2 (23) (51) (21) (15 (24 (48 (B2 (5.2

Study skills 304 275 35 225 294 347 224 297 118 111 44 227
(36) (43 (@3 (@1 (1) (7.8 (37 (35 (25 (46) (1L7) (8.3)

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey.
Standard errors are in parentheses.

or speech, hearing, or other health impairments have experiences reported for special education
classes that teach an academic subject. In addition, 28% or more of students with learning
disabilities, or speech, hearing, visual, or other health impairments are in classes that provide
help with homework, testing, or study skills.

In contrast, about one-third of students with autism, multiple disabilities, or deaf-blindness
have experiences reported for subject-specific academic classes (p<.01 or p<.001 compared with
students with learning disabilities). Instead, a significantly larger proportion of these students
(37% to 43%), as well as students with mental retardation (28%), have experiences reported for
classes that focus on acquiring functional life skills (p<.001 compared with students with
learning disabilities). Larger proportions of students with mental retardation, autism, or multiple
disabilities (11% to 18%) than other kinds of disabilities are in special education classes that
focus on basic academic skills (p<.05 and p<.001 compared with students with learning
disabilities). Therefore, differences across disability categories in special education classroom
experiences will reflect these differences in the kinds of special education courses being
described.

Similarly, differences across disability categories in vocational education classroom
experiences will reflect variations in the likelihood that students in different disability categories
take their vocational education courses in general or special education classes (Exhibit 5-3). The
percentage of vocational education students with disabilities who take those courses in general
education classrooms ranges from 28% to 85% across disability categories (p<.001). General
education classrooms are by far the most common setting for vocational education students with
learning disabilities, emotional disturbances, or speech, hearing, orthopedic, or other health
impairments. From 60% to 85% of vocational education students in these categories take one or
more vocational courses in general education classrooms. In contrast, vocational education
students with mental retardation, autism, or multiple disabilities are much more likely to take
their courses in special education classes; from 65% to 83% do so. Students with visual
impairments or traumatic brain injuries who take vocational education are about equally likely to
take those courses in general or special education settings. Settings other than general and



Exhibit 5-3
INSTRUCTIONAL SETTING OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION CLASSES, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY

Speech/ Emo- Ortho-  Other Trau-
Learning Language Mental tional Hearing Visual pedic Health matic Multiple
Dis- Impair-  Retar- Distur- Impair- Impair- Impair- Impair- Brain Disabili-
ability ment dation bance  ment ment ment ment  Autism Injury ties
Percentage of vocational
education students with disabilities
taking course in:
General education classes 80.9 846 437 623 613 526 602 757 309 636 275
(3.2) (3.2) 3.7) (5.00 (4.8) (5.9) (4.5) (3.5 (3.6) (74) (3.8)
Special education classes 24.2 240 654 38.6 433 527 412 304 764 465 75.0
(3.5) (3.8) (3.5) (5.1) (4.9 (5.9) (4.5) (3.8) 3.3) (7.7) (3.7)
Community or other settings 7.0 29 229 9.8 1.9 7.1 10.0 80 19.1 117 17.0

(2.1) (1.5) 24 @1 (@13 @1 27 (2 @BO (B0 (32
Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey.

Note: There are too few students with deaf-blindness in vocational education classes to report separately.
Standard errors are in parentheses.

special education classrooms are particularly common for students with mental retardation,
autism, or multiple disabilities (17% to 23% of those students take vocational education in such
settings).

Demographic Variations in Subject Area

There are no differences in the subject areas of general education academic classes among
students with disabilities who differ in demographic characteristics. However, among students in
special education classes, the experiences of white students with disabilities are more likely to be
reported for study skills classes (28%) than those of African-American students (18%, p<.05).
Similarly, a study skills class is more likely to be the kind of special education classroom
experience reported for wealthier students with disabilities (34% of students from households
with incomes greater than $50,000) than lower-income students (17% of students from
households with incomes of $25,000 or less, p<.001). Among vocational education students
with disabilities, African-American students are the least likely to be in general education
classrooms for vocational education—41% compared with 58% of white students (p<.05).
Hispanic and white students with disabilities do not differ in the likelihood of taking vocational
courses in general or special education classrooms. Gender differences are apparent, however;
boys who take vocational education are more likely than girls who do so to have those courses be
in general education classes (74% vs. 63%, p<.05).

Performance Level

The preceding section demonstrated the range of academic courses students with disabilities
take in general education classes. NLTS2 also is interested in understanding the performance
level of those courses—whether they are courses whose students generally function at grade
level, or whether students with disabilities are tracked into lower-performing general education
academic classes.

The majority of students with disabilities (82%) who take general education academic classes
are in classes in which the majority of students perform at grade level (Exhibit 5-4); 16% are in
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Exhibit 5-4
PERFORMANCE LEVEL OF GENERAL EDUCATION ACADEMIC CLASSES OF STUDENTS WITH
DISABILITIES, BY SUBJECT AREA AND GRADE LEVEL

Subject Area Grade Level
All 7th or 11th or
Academic Language Mathe- Social 8th 9th 10th 12th
Classes Arts matics  Science Studies | Grade Grade Grade Grade
Percentage of students
in classes:
At standard grade 81.6 81.3 74.1 83.0 88.9 90.8 78.0 77.8 83.4
level (2.0) (4.0) (5.2) (4.2) (3.4) (4.2) 4.7) (4.3) (3.4)
Below standard grade 16.1 16.6 25.1 15.1 7.4 .5 1.2 3.0 3.3
level (2.1) (3.8) (5.1) (4.0) (2.8) (1.0) (1.2) (1.8) (1.6)
Advanced placement/ 2.3 2.1 .8 1.9 3.7 87 208 19.2 13.3
honors (.8) 1.4) (1.0) (1.5) (2.0) (4.0) (4.6) (4.1) (3.1)

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 general education teacher survey.
Note: There are too few students with deaf-blindness in general education academic classes to report separately.
Standard errors are in parentheses.

classes that teachers describe as below standard grade level, and 2% are in advanced placement
or honors classes. The percentages of students receiving special education who are in general
education academic classes at grade level range from 74% in mathematics classes to 89% in
social studies/humanities classes (p<.05). Regardless of subject area, most students who are not
in classes at grade level are in classes below grade level; percentages range from 25% of students
in mathematics classes to 7% of students in social studies/humanities classes (p<.05). The
percentage of students with disabilities in classes at grade level is highest for students in 7th and
8th grades (91%), then declines to 78% in 9th and 10th grades (p<.05), but rises again to 83% for
juniors and seniors.

There are some notable differences in general education academic class performance level
across disability categories (Exhibit 5-5). The percentage of students with disabilities who are in
general education academic classes that are performing at grade level ranges from 70% of

Exhibit 5-5
PERFORMANCE LEVEL OF GENERAL EDUCATION ACADEMIC CLASSES,
BY DISABILITY CATEGORY

Speech/ Ortho-  Other Trau-
Learning Language Mental Emotional Hearing Visual pedic Health matic Multiple
Dis- Impair- Retar- Distur- Impair-  Impair- Impair-  Impair- Brain Disabili-
ability ment dation bance ment ment ment ment  Autism  Injury ties

Percentage of students
with disabilities in general
education academic
classes that are:
At standard grade level 82.9 786 76.5 81.7 828 696 812 765 740 713 77.4
2.7 (3.0) (6.4) (4.6) 37 (9 (B2 @1 (6 (7.2 (7.8)

Below grade level 15.7 146 233 13.2 103 106 132 19.1 145 274 20.5

2.7) (2.6) (6.4) (4.0) (3.0) (3.9) (2.8) (2.9 (4.5) (7.1) (7.6)
Advanced placement/ 14 6.8 2 51 6.9 1938 5.7 44 115 14 21
honors courses (:9) (1.9) (7 (2.6) (25 (1) @9 @@€5 @1 (@19 2.7

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 general education teacher survey.
Note: There are too few students with deaf-blindness in general education academic classes to report separately.
Standard errors are in parentheses.
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students with visual impairments to 83% of students with learning disabilities or hearing
impairments (p<.05). Youth with hearing impairments are the least likely to be in classes that
are functioning below grade level (10%); students with mental retardation, traumatic brain
injuries, or multiple disabilities are more than twice as likely to be in such classes (20% to 27%,
p<.05). Very small percentages of students in most categories are in advanced placement or
honors classes, but 12% of students with autism and 20% of students with visual impairments are
in such classes (p<.001 comparing youth with learning disabilities and visual impairments).

There are few differences in class performance level by students’ demographic
characteristics. One is that boys are more likely than girls to be in classes that are performing at
grade level (85% vs. 76%, p<.05), and girls are more likely to be in classes that are below the
standard grade level (22% vs. 13%, p<.05).

Classroom Participants
Students

Research suggests the important influence of class size on the effectiveness of the instruction
and learning that go on in a classroom. Smaller class sizes have been associated with positive
student outcomes (Finn, 1998; Greenwald et al., Mosteller, 1995; National Center for Education
Statistics, 2000; 1996; Pritchard, 1998), particularly for disadvantaged and minority students
(Grissmer et al, 1998; Hanushek, 1998; Krueger, 1998; Mosteller, 1995). Many teachers and
parents believe that small class sizes also improve the outcomes of special education students
(Folger, 1989; Johnston, 1989; McCrea, 1996; Nye et al., 1992), particularly if they create an
environment that promotes students’ engagement and inclusion or allow teachers to tailor
instruction more effectively to the diverse needs of learners (Achilles & Finn, 2000; Finn,
Gerber, Achilles, & Boyd-Zaharias, 2001; Harris & Graham, 1996; Slavin, 1990).

On average, the general education academic classes of students with disabilities include 24
students (Exhibit 5-6), as is typical of academic classes nationally (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2003). Their classes are somewhat smaller than the typical class in their schools,
which is 27 students, as reported in Chapter 3. Classes contain an average of 19 general
education students and 5 students who receive special education services.

Exhibit 5-6
SIZE OF CLASSES OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES, BY TYPE OF CLASS

Vocational Education Class

General General Special
Education Special Any Vocational Education Education
Academic Class Education Class Education Class Vocational Class Vocational Class

Average number of:

All students 24 10 20 22 12
(4) (-2) (:9) (:8) (:6)
General education students 19 0 14 18 2
(4) (.6) (:5) (.6)
Special education students 5 10 6 4 10

(-2) (2) (:3) (2) (:5)
Sources: NLTS2 Wave 1 general education teacher and student’s school program surveys.
Standard errors are in parentheses.



Special education classes are much smaller than general education academic classes,
averaging 10 students (p<.001). Small classes generally are needed for students to receive the
kinds of personal attention and individualized instruction that may be required for them to
achieve their IEP goals. Research suggests that lower student-teacher ratios help meet student
needs because they make specific types of instruction, assessment, presentation, communication,
and individualization more feasible than do larger groups (Achilles, Finn, & Bain, 1998; Achilles
& Finn, 2000; Finn et al., 1990; Gersten & Dimino, 2001; Thurlow, Ysseldyke, & Wotruba,
1989). However, the size of special education classes varies with its subject focus. Academic
subject classes average almost 11 students, and classes that teach basic academic skills average
10 students; classes that focus on developing study skills have 8 students, on average (p<.001
and p<.05 compared with academic subject and basic academic classes, respectively).

Vocational education classes fall between general education and special education classes in
size, averaging 20 students—14 general education students and 6 students who receive special
education services. However, the size differences noted between general education academic
classes and special education classes also are apparent for vocational education courses. Overall,
vocational education courses in general education classes average 22 students, compared with 12
students in special education vocational classes (p<.001).

Adults

Regardless of type, classes include one or more teachers, who are the instructional leaders of
the class. Teachers may also be supported by one or more classroom aides. When classes
include students with disabilities, they also may include instructional assistants who are assigned
to individual students or specialists to meet the needs of those students. The presence of these
adults in the classroom varies by the type of class (Exhibit 5-7).

As expected, almost all students with disabilities who are in general education academic
classes have general education teachers, and in most cases (77%) they are the only teacher in the
class. Approximately one-fifth of students with disabilities are in general education academic
classes that have both general education and special education teachers present. Similarly,
virtually all students who take special education classes have a special education teacher, but
only 6% of students in special education classes also have a general education teacher in class.
Because vocational education students with disabilities are more likely to take those courses in
general than special education classes, they also are more likely to have a general education than
a special education teacher (72% vs. 32%).

Having adults in the classroom other than a teacher is least likely in general education
academic classes. For example, 12% of students with disabilities who take such classes have
classroom aides in them, compared with more than one-fourth of students who take vocational
education and more than half of students who take courses in special education classrooms
(p<.001 for both comparisons). Among special education classes, students who are in classes
that focus on basic academic or life skills are more likely to have adults other than the teacher in
the classroom than students in other kinds of special education classes. For example, 76% of
students in classes that teach life skills or basic academics have classroom aides, compared with
48% of students in academic subject special education classes and 45% of those in classes that
focus on study skills (p<.001). Within vocational education classes, a typical general education



Exhibit 5-7 vocational class does not include
ADULTS IN CLASSES OF STUDENTS WITH adults other than the general _
DISABILITIES, BY TYPE OF CLASS education teacher, whereas a special
Goneral education vocational classroom
Education Special  Vocational typlcally includes at least one aide,
Academic Education Education assistant Specialist Or adult
Class Class Class | ! o he cl
Percentage in classes with volunteer assisting in the classroom.
General education teacher 97.7 6.0 72.0 These stafﬁng arrangements
. . (8) (12) @4 | result in an average of 21 students
Special education teacher 22.3 97.8 31.7 . ;
2.3) 7 2.5) per adult in general education
Classroom aide(s) 123 515 27.4 academic_ classes_—almost tw_ice as
1.8) (2.5) (2.4) many as in vocational education
1-to-1 instructional assistants 4.3 10.1 8.3 classes (12; p<.001) and more than
- (1) (1.5) (.5) three times as many as in special
Specialists 1.9 4.2 5.5 .
o 1.0) 1.2) education classes (6, p<.001).
Adult volunteers 2 1.2 3.6 However, the average numl_)er_ of
(2) (5) (1.0) students per adult ranges within
Average students per adult 21.2 6.5 115 special education classes from 5 in
(4) (:2) (1) classes that focus on basic academic
Sources: NLTS2 Wave 1 general education teacher and student’s school H H :
program surveys. or life sk_llls to 6 in those _that teach
Standard errors are in parentheses. study skills and 7 in special

education academic subject classes.
Within vocational education, those in general education classes also have more students per adult
(15) than students in special education classes (5, p<.001).

There are no differences in classroom participants across grade levels for general education
academic or special education classes. However, vocational education classes are larger for
middle school students with disabilities (an average of 23) than for seniors (an average of 18,
p<.05), consistent with the lower likelihood of older students being in general education
vocational classes, as reported in Chapter 4. The average number of students per teacher also is
higher in vocational classes of middle school students (14) than seniors (11, p<.05)

Disability Variations in Classroom Participants

General education academic classes have the highest average number of students per adult
and special education classes have the lowest, regardless of disability category (Exhibit 5-8).
Students with disabilities who take general education academic classes are in classes that average
between 18 and 23 students per adult, and students in most categories are in classes in which
20% or more of the students in class receive special education services. Vocational education
classes average 4 to 17 students per adult, and special education classes average between 2 and 6
students per adult.

Among special education classes, the categories of students who are most likely to have their
experiences reported for life skills classes (e.g., multiple disabilities and autism) also are the
categories with the fewest students per adult. Similarly, among vocational education classes, the
lowest numbers of students per adult are in categories that are most likely to have their
vocational education courses be in special education classes (e.g., mental retardation, autism, and
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Exhibit 5-8
CLASSROOM PARTICIPANTS, BY TYPE OF CLASS AND DISABILITY CATEGORY

Speech/ Ortho-  Other Trau-
Learning Language Mental Emotional Hearing Visual pedic Health matic Multiple
Dis- Impair- Retar- Distur- Impair-  Impair- Impair-  Impair- Brain Disabili-
ability ment dation bance ment ment ment ment  Autism  Injury ties
Average students per
adult in:
General education 21.2 222 209 215 22.8 223 225 201 222 182 180
academic classes (:6) (6) (@3 (:9) (:8) (1.0) (7 (6) (10) @15 (@14
classes (:5) (-5) (-4) (:5) (:6) (:9) (:5) (-4) (4) (:6) (-4)
Vocational education 17.3 15.9 6.7 111 15.6 10.0 8.1 134 4.3 9.4 35
classes (1.0) 12 @12 (1.5 (1.5 21y @4 @49 @0 (21 @49
Average percentage of
students in general 220 20.8 23.3 20.6 15.3 153 173 216 169 265 291
education academic (12) (1.3 27) (2.0 (1.4) (22 (14 (@13 (1) (@R2 (41

classes who receive
special education services

Sources: NLTS2 Wave 1 general education teacher and student’s school program surveys.
Note: There are too few students with deaf-blindness in general education academic classes to report separately.
Standard errors are in parentheses.

multiple disabilities). In fact, regardless of the type of class, students with multiple disabilities
are in classes with the fewest students per adult (18 students in general education academic
classes, 2 in special education classes, and 4 in vocational education classes). In contrast,
students with learning disabilities or speech impairments tend to have among the largest numbers
of students per adult across types of classes.

Students with hearing or visual impairments who take general education academic classes
have somewhat smaller percentages of students who receive special education in them—on
average, 15% (p<.01 and p<.001 compared with students with learning disabilities). In contrast,
students with traumatic brain injuries or multiple disabilities tend to have a higher proportion of
students with disabilities in their classes (26% and 29%, p<.01 compared with students with
hearing or visual impairments).

Demographic Variations in Classroom Participants

In most respects, the participants in classes of students with disabilities do not differ
markedly for students with different demographic characteristics. An exception is that,
compared with white students, Hispanic students tend to be in general education academic
classes with a smaller proportion of students who receive special education services. On
average, 23% of students in the general education classes of white students with disabilities
receive special education; the comparable percentage for Hispanic students with disabilities is
18% (p<.05).

Communication Method

Speech is the teacher’s sole communication mode for 97% of students with disabilities who
take general education academic classes; the remainder are in classes where sign language is
used in conjunction with speech. Eighty-three percent of students who take special education
classes also have teachers who solely use speech in those classes, as is the case for students with
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disabilities who take vocational education courses. Thus, in both kinds of classes, 17% of
students have teachers who use a combination of manual and voice communication. Among
special education classes, multiple communication methods are more common in classes that
focus on basic academic or life skills (28%) than classes with an academic focus (14%, p<.05) or
those focused on study skills (15%, p<.05).

Not surprisingly, the use of sign language in the classroom varies across disability categories.
For example, in special education classes, students with hearing impairments, multiple
disabilities, or deaf-blindness are significantly more likely to have sign language used in their
classes along with voice (29% to 38%) than other students (e.g., 16% for students with learning
disabilities, p<.05).

General Education Academic Teacher Characteristics

When the educational process is working effectively, teachers are crucial partners in learning
for students. Their characteristics and experience can influence in important ways the dynamics
of the educational interchange with students. NLTS2 asked general education academic class
teachers who had students with disabilities in their courses to describe several aspects of their
background, including their racial/ethnic group, teaching credential, and teaching experience.>

The teachers of the general education academic classes of students with disabilities are much
less racially and ethnically diverse than the students themselves. Whereas 62% of secondary
students with disabilities are white (Marder, Levine, Wagner, & Cardoso, 2003), almost 90% of
students with disabilities who take general education academic classes have teachers who are
white (Exhibit 5-9). This racial/ethnic discrepancy is somewhat larger than that for students in
the general population nationally; 66% of them are white, as are 85% of their teachers (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2002). A racial/ethnic disparity between teachers and students
has been shown to relate to lower teacher perceptions of students’ performance (Dee, 2001),
particularly between white teachers and African-American students (Oates, 2003), although it
has not been demonstrated to limit what students objectively learn (Ehrenbert, Goldhaber, &
Brewer, 1995).

Two proxies for teacher quality—credentials and experience—have been found to be
associated with positive student outcomes (Darling-Hammond, 2000; Goldhaber & Brewer,
1997; Monk & King, 1994). Having teachers who have concentrated coursework in the subject
they teach and who have more experience is related to higher student academic performance,
particularly at the high school level (Rice, 2003).

Most students with disabilities have general education academic teachers who have
credentials in their subject area or who have substantial teaching experience. Ninety-six percent
of students with disabilities who take general education academic classes have teachers who hold
credentials to teach those classes. This is a higher rate than the average for their schools reported

® Items related to teachers’ characteristics were included in the general education academic teacher survey because
it was clear that the respondent had direct classroom contact with NLTS2 students. In contrast, the student’s school
program survey did not include items on respondent characteristics because there was no assurance that school staff
respondents had direct classroom contact with sample members. Therefore, the characteristics of respondents to the
student’s school program survey would not necessarily be expected to be related to students’ classroom experiences
or performance.
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Exhibit 5-9 in Chapter 3 (88%), suggesting that

CHARACTERISTICS OF GENERAL perhaps students with disabilities who take
EDUCATION ACADEMIC TEACHERS OF general education academic classes are
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES assigned to classes with more qualified

Number or  Standard | teachers. Teat_:hers havg an average of 14
Percentage  Error years of teaching experience, although
their experience ranges widely. For

Percentage whose teacher is:

White 87.8 1.8
African American 53 12 ex_amp_le, qlm'ost'one-fourth of stu_dents
Hispanic 4.0 1.1 with disabilities in general education
Other racial/ethnic background 2.9 9 academic classes have teachers with less

Percentage of students with teachers than 5 years experience, whereas almost

who are credentialed to teach their .

class 96.1 10 one-third have teachers who have been

Average number of years teaching 14.1 6 teaching for at least 20 years.

fezrgﬁ?,g".ge whose teacher has been Teachers tend to have somewhat less
4 years or less 23.4 2.3 experience teaching students who receive
5to 9 years 20.4 2.2 special education services, although they
;g to 19 years g‘l‘-g gg average 10 years of experience with this

years or more _ ' ' population. Although one-third of

Average number of years teaching .

students with disabiiities 102 5 students have teachers with less than 5

Percentage whose teacher has been years experience teaching students with

teaching students with disabilities: disabilities, twice as many students have
4 years or less 321 25 | general education teachers who report
5to 9 years 231 2.3 . ;i
10 to 19 years 270 24 feeling ade.quately'tralned to teach
20 years or more 17.2 2.0 students with special needs; 15% strongly

Percentage whose teachers agree/ agree and 53% agree with the statement

disagree that they are adequately “« P :

trained to teach students with | have ad(?quat.e trgl.n!ng,for teaChmg

disabilities students with disabilities.” These
Strongly agree 15.4 1.9 perceptions of adequacy exist despite the
Agree 53.1 2.7 fact that only about one-third of teachers
Disagree/strongly disagree 315 2.5

have had at least 8 hours of professional

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 general education teacher survey. development related to WOl‘kiI"Ig with

students with disabilities in the preceding 3 years.

There are no differences in teachers’ race/ethnicity, total years of teaching, or years of
teaching special education students across the various subject areas of general education
academic classes. However, there are differences in the percentages of teachers who hold
credentials to teach the class. Whereas 99% of students with disabilities in general education
language arts or social studies/humanities classes have teachers who hold credentials to teach
their classes, 93% of students in mathematics or science classes have teachers who hold such
credentials (p<.05).

Racial/ethnic background is the only teacher characteristic considered in this chapter that
differs across disability categories. Proportions of students whose teachers are white range from
81% (students with emotional disturbances) to 92% (students with other health impairments or
mental retardation, p<.05). This variation appears to be unrelated to the differences across
categories in the racial/ethnic distribution of students with disabilities themselves. The two
disability categories with the highest proportions of African American students are mental
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retardation and emotional disturbance (Marder, Levine, & Wagner, 2003), which have the lowest
and highest percentages of teachers who are white.

Nonetheless, African-American and Hispanic students with disabilities are less likely than
white students to have white teachers; 95% of white students with disabilities have white
teachers, compared with 75% of African-American students and 72% of Hispanic students
(p<.001). African-American students with disabilities also have teachers with less experience
teaching students with disabilities, on average, than white students (8.2 vs. 10.7 years, p<.05).
Income differences are apparent regarding teachers’ perceptions of being adequately trained to
teach students with special needs; lower-income students are more likely than those in the middle
or highest income categories to have teachers who strongly agree that they are adequately trained
(26% vs. 10% and 13%, p<.05).

Summary

NLTS2 has collected information on the classroom experiences of secondary school students
with disabilities that span a wide range of subject areas for both general education academic
classes and special education classes, as well as for vocational education courses taught in both
general and special education settings. This information gives a good picture of the variation in
classroom contexts and experiences of students with disabilities in middle and high school.

Findings reported in Chapter 3 showed that virtually all students with disabilities take at least
one academic course in a given semester, and more than two-thirds of students take those courses
in general education classes. This chapter has shown that more than 8 in 10 students with
disabilities who take general education academic classes are in classes that perform at standard
grade level. Although 16% of students with disabilities who take general education academic
classes are tracked into classes that perform below grade level, 2% are in honors or advanced
placement classes, including 12% of students with autism and 20% of students with visual
impairments, affirming the wide range of abilities among students who receive special education
services.

Virtually all students with disabilities in general education academic classes have teachers
who are credentialed to teach the subject of the class, and these teachers average 14 years of
experience, more than the average level of experience of teachers in their schools, suggesting
that perhaps schools assign students with disabilities who take general education academic
classes to particularly experienced teachers. However, those classes tend to be relatively large,
averaging 21 students per adult, including 5 students with disabilities. In contrast, special
education classes average 6 students per adult. This difference in size between general and
special education classes also is noted for vocational education courses; although they average
about 12 students per adult, there are an average of 15 students per adult in general educational
classes and one-third that many in special education vocational classrooms.

Differences between disability categories in classroom context have much to do with the
types of classes for which their classroom experiences have been reported in surveys. For
example, students with multiple disabilities or autism are much more likely than those with
learning disabilities or speech impairments to have their special education classroom experiences
reported for life skills classes and to have their vocational education classroom experiences
reported for special education vocational courses. Consistent with this difference, students with
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multiple disabilities or autism tend to be in classes that have a smaller number of students per
adult.

Demographic differences are not dramatic, particularly related to general education academic
classes. However, some are apparent. Within general education academic classes, a gender
difference is apparent in the performance level of classes; boys are more likely than girls to be in
classes that function at grade level, whereas girls are more likely to be in classes that perform
below grade level. Racial/ethnic differences also are noted. African-American and Hispanic
students with disabilities are less likely than white students to have white teachers, and African-
American students with disabilities also tend to have teachers who have less experience working
with students with disabilities than do white students, although their teachers still average 8 years
of experience.

With this depiction of the characteristics of general, special, and vocational education
classrooms attended by secondary school students with disabilities as background, the
subsequent chapters highlight the instructional experiences within them.
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