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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

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 centered on 
accountability, flexibility, and improved outcomes for students.  Those efforts have had 
significant impacts on policy and practice at all levels of the education system, including a 
renewed focus on academics, evidence-based interventions, and achievement testing.   This 
report explores how the school experiences of students who receive special education services in 
middle and high school may have evolved in response to these changes in policy and practice. 

Two research projects sponsored by the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) of the 
U. S. Department of Education help address that topic by documenting changes in several key 
aspects of the secondary school experiences of students with disabilities over the period of about 
a decade and a half since the mid-1980s.  The National Longitudinal Transition Study (NLTS) 
generated nationally representative information about secondary-school-age youth who were 
receiving special education services in 1985.  To assess the status of youth with disabilities in the 
early 21st century, OSEP commissioned the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS2), 
which addresses many of the same issues as NLTS but extends its scope with additional data 
items and instruments.    

Comparisons of findings for youth who were represented in NLTS with those for youth 
represented in NLTS2 illuminate changes in the following aspects of the school experiences of 
secondary students with disabilities: 

• Characteristics of their schools, including the types of schools attended and the 
composition of their student bodies, selected school programs, the kinds of communities 
in which the schools were located, and the resources in them. 

• Characteristics of their school programs, including courses taken, instructional settings, 
and related services provided to students with disabilities. 

• School participation, including school attendance, academic performance (grades), and 
suspensions from school. 

These aspects of students’ secondary school experiences are addressed for NLTS students 
(cohort 1) with information from the first wave of school surveys and school record abstracts 
conducted for each student’s most recent year in school, either the 1985-86 or 1986-87 school 
year.  A mail survey of principals of the schools students with disabilities attended most recently 
asked respondents to report on the characteristics of their school and their student bodies, 
policies relevant to students with disabilities, staff and programmatic resources available in the 
school, and other resources available in the community surrounding the school.  In addition, a 
school staff member was recruited to abstract information from each student’s school record on 
courses taken in the school year and their instructional settings, related services received, and 
several measures of the student’s school participation and performance. 
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For NLTS2 students (cohort 2), data for this report are drawn from two mail surveys that 
were conducted with school staff in the spring of the 2001-02 school year.  A school staff person 
who could report on the characteristics and policies of each school attended by an NLTS2 study 
member was asked to complete the school characteristics survey to provide information similar 
to that collected in NLTS.  In addition, the staff person most knowledgeable about the overall 
school program of each individual student was surveyed to obtain information similar to that 
abstracted from the school records of cohort 1 students.   

Comparative analyses include the age group of students for which school data were collected 
in Wave 1 of both studies: 14- through 18-year-olds.1  This report highlights the extent and 
direction of change for this age group of youth with disabilities as a whole and for youth in the 
nine disability categories that were in use in both 1987 and 2001.  Changes also are described for 
youth with disabilities who differed in their gender and grade level, the income of their 
households, and their racial/ethnic background, where significant.  

The Changing School Environments of Students with Disabilities  

The changes in the characteristics of schools attended by students with disabilities that are 
noted in this report reflect a variety of changes in special and general education policy and 
practice and in the demographics of the general school population. 

• Over time, there was a significant, almost 4-percentage-point decrease in students with 
disabilities attending special schools that serve only students with disabilities.   This drop 
from more than 6% to about 2.5% more than cut in half the percentage of students with 
disabilities who were attending special schools.  There was a corresponding 3-
percentage-point increase in their attending regular secondary schools.   

• At the same time, schools attended by cohort 2 students with disabilities were much more 
likely to have self-contained special education classrooms as a placement option than had 
been true for cohort 1 students.  The decision to create self-contained classrooms in 
regular secondary schools may have been in response to an influx of students with 
disabilities who would otherwise have gone to special schools and who were determined 
to need the kinds of instruction and supports that were possible in self-contained special 
education classrooms.  

• The growth in Hispanic and Asian/Pacific Islander students in the national student 
population is borne out in similar changes in the student bodies of schools attended by 
secondary school students with disabilities.  A substantial increase in students attending 
schools that provided ESL programs was one response to the burgeoning population of 
students both with and without disabilities who speak a language other than English.   

• In contrast, there was an increase in students with disabilities attending schools with 
higher concentrations of students in poverty, but a substantial reduction in their schools’ 
participation in the Title I compensatory education program.   

                                                           
1  The samples are weighted to have the same distribution of these age groups: 21% are 14, 22% are 15, 23% are 16, 

32% are 17, and 2% are 18.  
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• An increase in the suburban population nationally is reflected in a 21-percentage-point 
increase in students with disabilities attending schools in suburban communities.   

• The average size of the schools students with disabilities attended increased, reflecting 
the move away from smaller, rural schools as well as the move away from smaller special 
schools that served only students with disabilities. 

• The sizable shift to suburban communities may help explain a marked increase in the 
resources that reportedly were available in the communities surrounding those schools.  
There were significant increases in students attending schools in communities that had a 
variety of secondary and postsecondary education options (e.g., vocational-technical 
schools, alternative or continuation schools), supports for adult independence (e.g., group 
homes, centers for independent living, supported work facilities), and advocacy and 
support groups for persons with disabilities.  

Changes in Students’ School Programs 

Students with disabilities have shown important changes in their school programs since the 
mid-1980s that may bode well for their future.   

• Cohort 2 high school students with disabilities were much more likely than their cohort 1 
counterparts to be taking core academic courses, including mathematics, science, social 
studies, and a foreign language.   

• Increasingly, students with disabilities who were taking academic courses were doing so 
in general education classes.  In the spring semester of the 2001-02 school year, seven in 
ten secondary school students with disabilities were taking at least one academic course 
in a general education class.  

• Students with disabilities were increasingly likely to be attending schools that had 
policies of providing general education teachers who had students with disabilities in 
their classes in-service training on the needs of such students, a classroom aide for the 
teacher or for an individual student with a disability, a smaller class size, or special 
equipment or materials to use with students, in efforts to increase the chances students 
with disabilities would succeed in those classes.  

• Thirty percent of cohort 2 students with disabilities were taking no special education 
classes at all in the spring of 2002, whereas only 9% of cohort 1 students with disabilities 
were not taking any special education courses in the 1985-85 or 1986-87 school years. 

• This decline in overall special education course taking masks an increase in the 
likelihood that students with disabilities who were taking nonacademic courses were 
doing so in special education classes, largely as a result of life skills or study skills 
instruction increasingly being the purview of special education.  

One apparent trade-off resulting from an increased emphasis on more rigorous academic 
course taking is that nonacademic courses, particularly vocational education, may be getting 
pushed out of the course schedules of many students with disabilities.  Vocational course taking 
declined overall by 7 percentage points, so that only about six in ten cohort 2 students with 
disabilities were taking it in spring 2002.  Also, cohort 2 students with disabilities who were 
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taking vocational education were more likely than cohort 1 students to be doing so in a special 
education class.  Students with learning disabilities or speech impairments had among the largest 
declines in vocational course taking (11 and 10 percentage points), yet these are the categories of 
youth for whom the benefits of vocational education were shown to be strongest in NLTS in 
terms of postsecondary vocational training and competitive employment (Wagner et al, 1993)  At 
the same time, these are the students who showed substantial increases in enrollment in academic 
courses, which may prepare them to enroll in postsecondary education at higher rates than were 
apparent at the time of NLTS. 

In addition to courses and instructional settings, related services can be an important part of 
the educational programs of many students with disabilities.  Several kinds of related services 
were more likely to be provided to cohort 2 than cohort 1 students, including mental health, 
social work, and health services; assistive devices and adaptations; and orientation and mobility 
training.   

• Each of the 11 kinds of related services investigated in both NLTS and NLTS2 was 
provided significantly more often to cohort 2 students in at least one disability category 
than to cohort 1 students.   

• For the most part, increases in receipt of particular services were largest among students 
in categories for which they were most directly applicable (e.g., orientation and mobility 
training increased largely among students with visual impairments), although increases in 
some kinds of services were more widespread. 

Changes in Students’ School Participation 

Changes in the schools attended by secondary school students with disabilities and in their 
educational programs raise the question of whether they are accompanied by changes in the 
successful participation of students with disabilities in these programs.  Three dimensions of the 
school participation of students with disabilities are addressed in both NLTS and NLTS2: school 
attendance, academic performance (i.e., grades reported by teachers), and school suspensions.  

• There was an increase in the average number of days absent for students with disabilities 
of about 8 days in the school year, which brings the total days absent in a year to an 
average of more than 4 weeks.  Yet cohort 2 students with disabilities were not more 
likely than students in the general population to be absent, although higher absenteeism 
was noted for cohort 1 students with disabilities than the general population of students at 
that time (Wagner, 1991).  Nonetheless, missing an average of 23 days of school in a 
given year may pose a significant obstacle to academic success for students who already 
experience learning challenges due to disability. 

• Regarding academic performance, a shift from students receiving mostly Cs to more 
students receiving mostly As or Bs resulted in more than half of cohort 2 students with 
disabilities receiving above-average grades, as reported by teachers.  However, the grades 
earned by 19% of cohort 2 students were mostly Ds or Fs, not a significant improvement 
over the 24% of cohort 1 students with those low grades.  

• Cohort 2 students with disabilities were 8 percentage points more likely than those in 
cohort 1 to have been suspended during the year.  This increase brings the suspension rate 
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for cohort 2 students to 20%, a 67% increase over the 12% of cohort 1 students with 
disabilities who had been suspended during the year.  

• Increases in absenteeism and suspensions were particularly large among youth with 
emotional disturbances; one-fourth of these youth in cohort 2 missed an average of more 
than 7 weeks of school per year and their suspension rate was twice to four times as high 
as that of youth in other disability categories.   

• Nearly all cohort 2 students with disabilities went to schools that were reported to arrange 
for alternative placements and continuation of services for students with disabilities who 
were suspended or expelled from school. 

Unequal Benefits  

Neither the benefits to students with disabilities nor the potential challenges described above 
accrued to all groups of youth equally.  Students who differed in their primary disability 
category, grade level, gender, household income, and race/ethnicity showed at least some of 
these changes to different degrees. 

Disability Variations in Changes Over Time   
As with so many other aspects of their lives, students with different primary disability 

classifications experienced some changes in their schools, school programs, and school 
participation quite differently.  Students in most disability categories stand out in some way from 
their peers, although not in the several ways identified for students with multiple disabilities, 
mental retardation, or other health impairments, described below. 

Students with Multiple Disabilities or Mental Retardation  

• Students with multiple disabilities, including deaf-blindness, and to a lesser extent, those 
with mental retardation experienced wider-ranging changes in their school experiences 
than most other groups of students.  Most of the changes served to align their school 
experiences more closely with those of their peers, although cohort 2 students with 
multiple disabilities generally still differed markedly from students in other disability 
categories in many aspects of their school programs.   

• Students with multiple disabilities or mental retardation are two of only three categories 
of students to have a significant increase in attendance at regular secondary schools and a 
corresponding decline in attendance at special schools that served only students with 
disabilities.   

• Students with multiple disabilities also are the only group to have significant increases in 
academic course taking, registering increases in taking every kind of academic course 
except a foreign language. 

• Consistent with these changes, students with multiple disabilities are the only category to 
demonstrate a significant increase in participation in general education classes overall.  
However, with the exception of language arts classes, most of their increase in general 
education course taking involved nonacademic courses.   
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• These changes in school programs closed some of the gap between students with multiple 
disabilities and other students in taking academic and general education classes, but they 
continued to be less likely to do so than others.   

• Students with multiple disabilities or mental retardation are the only two categories to 
show increases in vocational education course taking, and they account almost entirely 
for the increase in students with disabilities taking courses in vocational centers.  They 
also are two of only three groups to show increases in life skills instruction, entirely 
within special education classes.   

• Changes in school participation were somewhat more positive for students with multiple 
disabilities than for those with mental retardation.  Students with multiple disabilities 
showed some improvements in grades over time, but that improvement was not shared by 
students with mental retardation.  In contrast, students with mental retardation showed an 
increase in their overall absenteeism that did not accrue to students with multiple 
disabilities. 

Students with Other Health Impairments  

Students with other health impairments stand out in sharp contrast to the students described 
above and, indeed, to students in most other categories. 

• As noted previously, students with disabilities as a whole showed an increase in the 
average size of the schools they attended, as well as increases in the percentage of the 
student body who were students of color and living in poverty.  In contrast, cohort 2 
students with other health impairments attended smaller schools that had a larger 
percentage of white students and a smaller percentage of low-income students than did 
their cohort 1 counterparts in that disability category.   

• Students with other health impairments showed the largest suburbanization of their 
schools, but are the only ones to have that increased suburbanization come from a decline 
in urban school attendance as well as rural school attendance.   However, this group did 
not show the increases in community resources that were common for students in most 
other categories.   

• Changes in the schools attended by students with other health impairments and in the 
communities surrounding them are consistent with changes in the characteristics of those 
students themselves; they were one of only two disability groups to have an increased 
probability of being white, and they had the largest decrease in the probability that 
students in that category were living in poverty (Wagner, Cameto et al., 2003).   

• Students with other health impairments, along with students with learning disabilities, are 
the only ones to record no increase in receipt of related services. 

• Students with other health impairments showed no improvements in grades over time, 
and they had the largest increase of any group in school suspensions and the only 
increase in the average number of days suspended.  This may reflect the sizable increase 
in the prevalence of students with attention deficit/attention deficit-hyperactive disorder 
(ADHD) in that category.  Multivariate analyses of the social adjustment of youth 
represented in NLTS2 show that having ADHD is associated with a much higher 
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likelihood of being subject to disciplinary actions at school, independent of other 
differences between youth in their disabilities, functioning, demographics, and schools 
programs (Marder et al., 2003).   

Grade-Level Variations in Changes Over Time 
Comparisons between students with disabilities represented in NLTS and NLTS2 at different 

grade levels suggest that the transition from middle to high school increasingly has entailed 
potential challenges.   

• The significant increase in the average size of schools attended by students with 
disabilities occurred entirely among high schools.  Cohort 2 students with disabilities 
transitioned from middle schools with enrollments of about 750 students to high schools 
that averaged more than 1,300 students.  The environments of very large schools can pose 
impediments to establishing positive relationships and attracting the individual attention 
of school staff that students with disabilities may need to succeed. 

• Among cohort 1 students with disabilities, transitioning to high school was accompanied 
by a decrease in academic course taking relative to middle school and a growing 
emphasis on vocational education.  Changes over time resulted in academic course taking 
increasing and vocational education course taking decreasing in the early years of high 
school for cohort 2 students with disabilities such that no overall decline in academic 
course taking occurred until students’ senior year.   

• Ninth grade is the year in which the greatest shift to general education classes for 
academic courses is noted, increasing the likelihood that students with disabilities would 
take general education academic classes in their first year in high school.  Thus, some 9th 
graders not only attended larger schools but took primarily general education classes as 
well.   

• High school seniors showed an uneven pattern of school participation.  They showed the 
greatest increase in absenteeism of students at any grade level, yet also showed the 
largest improvements in grades. 

Socioeconomic Variations in Changes Over Time   
Students with disabilities who differed in their household incomes and in their racial/ethnic 

backgrounds also differed in the ways and degrees to which they showed changes in schools, 
school programs, and school participation.  For example: 

• Cohort 2 white students and those in the highest income group accrued the greatest 
changes in factors that may contribute to better odds of participating in postsecondary 
education.  For example, the movement away from special schools and toward regular 
secondary schools occurred largely among white students and those in the highest income 
group, as did increases in participation in general education classes and decreases in 
participation in special education courses.   
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• White students with disabilities recorded the most widespread increases in academic 
course taking, and upper-income students registered the largest increase in taking a 
foreign language, often a required course for college admission.   

• Consistent with an increased academic focus in their course schedules, white and higher-
income students were the only groups to show a significant decline in vocational course 
taking.   

• The largest improvement in grades occurred among white students with disabilities and 
among upper-income students.   

• Moreover, increases in community resources were most pronounced among students in 
these two groups. 

Patterns of changes over time were quite different from low-income students and students 
with disabilities of color, with different groups appearing to benefit:  

• Although students with disabilities in all income and racial/ethnic groups experienced the 
suburbanization of their schools, the increases were largest for the lowest and middle 
income groups and for African-American and Hispanic students. 

• Despite having much greater suburbanization of the communities in which they attended 
school, African-American and Hispanic students with disabilities, as well as those from 
the lowest-income households, had very few increases in resources in their communities.  

• Students with disabilities from low-income households were the only income group with 
a significant increase in enrollment in general education academic classes overall and in 
general education mathematics, science, and social studies classes in particular.   

• However, low-income students recorded the smallest improvements in grades and the 
largest increase in the likelihood of being suspended from school.   

• Although African-American students with disabilities registered increases in their rates of 
taking some kinds of academic courses, none of the increases in taking academic courses 
in general education classes that are noted among students with disabilities as a whole 
were shared by African-American students.  African-American students with disabilities 
who were taking life skills courses also had the largest decline in the likelihood that they 
would be in general education classes and the largest increase in the likelihood that they 
would be in special education classes. 

• Hispanic students with disabilities had the largest gain in enrollment in general education 
academic courses of any racial/ethnic group.   

• Hispanic students with disabilities were the only group not to experience an improvement 
in their grades.  However, neither did they show the increase in absenteeism or 
suspensions that occurred among white and African-American students with disabilities.   

Summing Up: Clear, but Uneven Progress for Students with Disabilities  

Youth with Disabilities: A Changing Population, an earlier comparison of information 
reported by parents of NLTS and NLTS2 students (Wagner et al., 2003), documented many 
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changes over a period of about a decade and a half in the characteristics of youth with 
disabilities, their households, and some aspects of their experiences.  Summarizing those 
changes, that report raised the question, “have they been for the better?”, and concluded that “in 
many respects, the answer to that question is ‘yes,’ but that answer applies to some youth more 
than to others.  Findings also point to several challenges remaining for youth with disabilities, 
their families, and the schools that serve them” (Wagner et al., 2003, p. 6-1).  The same question 
can be raised in response to the changes in the schools, school programs, and school participation 
of secondary school students with disabilities that have been reported by school staff and 
described in this document.  And in many respects, the answer to the question is the same.  Many 
of the changes identified are good news indeed for students with disabilities, their families, and 
their schools.  However, not all students with disabilities shared equally in those positive 
changes, and that is cause for concern.   

The differences over time between groups of students with disabilities in their school 
experiences raise the question of whether there may be related differences in postschool 
outcomes.  Comparisons of findings from the second wave of data collection of NLTS and 
NLTS2 will examine the course-taking pattern of students with disabilities over their full high 
school careers and their achievements in the early years after high school. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 

 

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.  Those efforts have had significant impacts on the school experiences of America’s 
high school students.  For example, since the mid-1980s, many states have increased the course 
requirements for students to earn a high school diploma, and the proportion of the high school 
student population that earned at least four credits in language arts, three in social studies, and 
two each in math and science has more than doubled in response (National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2001).   

In addition to efforts to improve the education system and academic performance of students 
as a whole, changes in policies and practices related to special education are intended to benefit 
students who receive special education services as well.  The Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act Amendments of 1997 (IDEA ’97) embody many of those changes.  For example, 
the act requires that a statement of a student’s transition service needs be included in his or her 
individualized education program (IEP) each year and that the IEP include the course of study 
the student should pursue to achieve his or her postschool goals.   

How have the school experiences of students who receive special education services in 
middle and high school evolved in response to these changes in policy and practice? 

Two research projects sponsored by the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) of the 
U.S. Department of Education help address that question by documenting changes in several 
important aspects of the secondary school experiences of students with disabilities over the 
period of about a decade and a half since the mid-1980s.  The National Longitudinal Transition 
Study (NLTS) generated nationally representative information about secondary-school-age youth 
who were receiving special education services in 1985.1  To assess the status of youth with 
disabilities2 in the early 21st century, OSEP commissioned the National Longitudinal Transition 
Study-2 (NLTS2).3  It addresses many of the same issues as NLTS but extends its scope in 
important ways.   Key features of the two studies are summarized in Exhibit 1-1. 

Comparisons of findings for youth who were represented in NLTS with those for youth 
represented in NLTS2 illuminate the extent to which and ways in which special education and 
the youth it serves have changed in the years between the studies.  Those comparisons are the 
focus of this report, whose purpose is descriptive.   

 

                                                           
1  NLTS methods and postschool findings are summarized in Blackorby and Wagner (1996).  A more complete 

summary and a list of reports available from NLTS are available at 
http://www.sri.com/policy/cehs/dispolicy/nlts.html.   

2  Although the populations represented in NLTS and NLTS2 are youth who were receiving special education 
services, for convenience, the broader phrases “students with disabilities” and “youth with disabilities” are used to 
describe them in this report. 

3  Additional information on the NLTS2 design and on reports available from the study can be found at 
http://www.nlts2.org. 
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Exhibit 1-1 
KEY FEATURES OF NLTS AND NLTS2 

 
NLTS NLTS2 

Study Duration 

• 1984 through 1993 • 2001 through 2010 

Sample Members 

• Youth receiving special education, ages 15 through 23 
in the 1985-86 school year.  The oldest youth for whom 
data were collected were age 27 in Wave 2 (1990) and 
had been out of secondary school up to 5 years.   

• Youth ages 13 through 16 and receiving special 
education in grade 7 or above in December 2000.  
The oldest youth will be 26 when the last data are 
collected. 

Population to Which Findings Generalize 

• Youth with disabilities as a whole nationally and youth in 
each federal special education disability category 
individually. 

• Youth with disabilities as a whole nationally and 
youth in each federal special education disability 
category individually. 

Data Sources 

• Wave 1: Parents (telephone interviews); school record 
abstracts (information abstracted by school personnel 
from students’ high school records); principals (school 
background survey).   

• Wave 2: Parents (telephone interviews); youth 
(telephone interviews); school staff best able to 
describe students’ overall school program (school 
program survey); principals (school background 
survey); students’ high school transcripts. 

• Wave 1: Parents (telephone interviews); youth (direct 
assessment of academic abilities, youth in-person 
interview on attitudes toward school); teachers 
(general education teacher survey); school staff best 
able to describe students’ overall school program 
(student’s school program survey); principals (school 
characteristics survey); students’ high school 
transcripts. 

• Wave 2: Parents (telephone interviews); youth 
(telephone interviews, direct assessment of academic 
abilities, youth in-person interview on attitudes toward 
school); teachers (general education teacher survey); 
school staff best able to describe students’ overall 
school program (student’s school program survey); 
students’ high school transcripts. 

• Waves 3 and 4: Parents (telephone interviews); youth 
(telephone interviews); students’ high school 
transcripts. 

• Wave 5: Parents (telephone interviews); youth 
(telephone interviews). 

Years of Data Collection 

• Wave 1 parent interviews, 1987 
• Wave 1 school data collection, 1985-86 or 1986-87 

school year  

• Wave 2, all data, 1990 

• Wave 1 parent interviews, 2001 
• Wave 1 school data collection and direct 

assessments of youth, 2001-02 school year 

• Wave 2 parent/youth interviews, 2003  
• Wave 2 school data collection and direct 

assessments of youth, 2003-04 school year  

• Wave 3, 2005 
• Wave 4, 2007 

• Wave 5, 2009 

 



 1-3

Findings presented here were generated by comparing information from the first wave of 
school surveys and school record abstracts conducted for NLTS students (cohort 1) for the 1985-
86 or 1986-87 school year,4 with data from school surveys conducted for NLTS2 students 
(cohort 2) in the 2001-02 school year.  Analyses include the age group of students for which 
school data were collected in Wave 1 of both studies: 14- through 18-year-olds.5   

Comparisons of school data from NLTS and NLTS2 document changes in the following 
aspects of the school experiences of secondary school students with disabilities: 

• Characteristics of their schools, including the types of schools attended, characteristics of 
their student bodies, selected school programs, the kinds of communities in which the 
schools were located, and the resources in them (Chapter 2). 

• Characteristics of their school programs, including courses taken, instructional settings, 
and related services provided to students with disabilities (Chapter 3). 

• School participation, including school attendance, academic performance (grades), and 
suspensions from school (Chapter 4). 

Data on these aspects of students’ secondary school experiences were collected for cohort 1 
students through a mail survey of principals of the schools they attended most recently (i.e., the 
school background survey).  This survey asked principals to report on the characteristics of their 
school (e.g., the type of school, enrollment), their student bodies (e.g., racial/ethnic distribution), 
aggregate statistics of several kinds (e.g., average absenteeism, the percentage of students who 
graduated), policies relevant to students with disabilities, staff and programmatic resources 
available in the school, and other resources available in the community surrounding the school.  
In addition, a school staff member was recruited to abstract information from students’ school 
records (i.e., the school record abstract form) on courses taken in the school year and, for each 
course, the setting (general or special education) and the grade received.  Data on related services 
provided and the student’s absenteeism, suspensions, and school-leaving status (for those no 
longer in school) also were collected from students’ school records. 

For NLTS2 students, data for this report are drawn from two mail surveys, conducted with 
school staff in the spring of the 2001-02 school year.  First, a school staff person who could 
report on the characteristics and policies of each school attended by an NLTS2 study member 
(often the principal) was asked to complete the school characteristics survey to provide 
information similar to that collected for NLTS.  School-level information for each cohort was 
linked to each study member enrolled at a given school.  In addition, 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 then was 
conducted with those school staff (i.e., the student’s school program survey), which identified 
the 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 

                                                           
4   Data were collected in 1987 for each student’s most recent school year—either the 1985-86 or 1986-87 school 

year. 
5  The samples are weighted to have the same distribution of these age groups: 21% are 14, 22% are 15, 23% are 16, 

32% are 17, and 2% are 18.  
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planning experiences, and some aspects of their school performance (e.g., absenteeism, 
disciplinary actions, overall grades).   

This report highlights the extent and direction of change for the population of 14- through 
18-year-old youth with disabilities as a whole and for key subgroups.  Perhaps the most 
important subgroups are youth who differed with regard to the primary disability that made them 
eligible for special education services.  To document the ways in which the populations of youth 
with different disabilities experienced change over time, findings are presented for youth in the 
nine disability categories that were in use in both 1987 and 2001.  Readers should note that youth 
are included in the disability categories assigned to them by the schools or school districts from 
which they were selected for the studies.  Variations in eligibility determination processes among 
school districts and over time underscore the importance of interpreting findings as describing 
youth who were categorized as having a particular primary disability by their school or district; 
what students’ actual disability diagnoses would be if they were subjected to uniform diagnostic 
processes are unknown.  In addition to disability category differences, changes also are described 
for youth with disabilities who differ in their gender, the income of their households, and their 
racial/ethnic background, where significant.6  

NLTS and NLTS2 have many design features that facilitate valid comparisons between them, 
and detailed studies of both school district and student nonresponse indicate that NLTS and 
NLTS2 accurately represent the populations of youth with disabilities at their respective points in 
time.  However, important differences exist between them that have required analytic 
adjustments for comparisons to be valid.  One important difference is the age ranges for youth 
included in the two studies.  In Wave 1 of NLTS, youth were 14 through 22 years old in their 
most recent school year, whereas the first wave of NLTS2 school surveys were about youth who 
were 14 through 18.  Because age is a powerful determinant of experience, straightforward 
comparisons between the full sample of youth in NLTS and NLTS2 are not valid.  To improve 
the comparability of the studies, youth of similar ages, 14 through 18, were selected from each 
sample.  Differences in the membership of particular disability categories in use at the two points 
in time also have required analytic adjustments to improve comparability.  For example, 
although youth with autism as their primary disability now are counted in a separate category, in 
1987 they generally were included in the category of other health impairment; thus, for 
comparability, NLTS2 youth with autism also must be analyzed as part of the other health 
impairment category.   

In addition, readers should remember the following issues when interpreting the findings in 
this report: 

• Findings are weighted.  NLTS and NLTS2 were designed to provide a national picture 
of the characteristics, experiences, and achievements of youth with disabilities in their 
respective age ranges.  Therefore, all the statistics from the studies are weighted estimates 
of the national population of students receiving special education in the studies’ age 
ranges at the time of the studies, as well as of 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 

                                                           
6  The intercorrelation between income and racial/ethnic background is acknowledged.  This initial comparison of 

the NLTS/NLTS2 cohorts does not attempt the multivariate analyses needed to disentangle that interrelationship. 
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by region, student enrollment, and proportion of students in poverty) or special school 
from which he or she was selected. 

• 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. 

• Small samples.  Although NLTS and 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); readers should be cautious in 
interpreting results for groups with small sample sizes and large standard errors. 

• Significant differences.  In discussions of the descriptive statistics, 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 provides further information on specific methods used in the two studies, 
adjustments made to enhance their comparability, weighting of the samples, and interpretation of 
the population estimates that result.  Appendix B contains the unweighted sample sizes from 
which weighted means and percentages were calculated. 
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2.  THE CHANGING SCHOOL ENVIRONMENTS OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES  

 
Students’ experiences at school are shaped in important ways by their own instructional 

programs and extracurricular involvement and by what students 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 than is possible in much larger 
schools.  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 so 
for students with disabilities, who may be challenged in their ability to succeed in their 
instructional programs or to engage in positive relationships at school.  Thus, knowledge of the 
characteristics of schools attended by students with disabilities is important to an understanding 
of the relationships between school programs and services and student outcomes. 

This chapter provides a backdrop for subsequent analyses of changes in students’ school 
programs and performance by describing changes between the time periods of NLTS and NLTS2 
in the following features of the school contexts of secondary school students with disabilities:1 

• The types and locations of their schools 

• Enrollment 

• Characteristics of the student bodies  

• Selected federal programs and special education placement options available in schools 

• Community resources. 

These aspects of schools attended by students with disabilities are described by using data drawn 
from the NLTS school background survey, completed by principals in the 1986-87 school year, 
and data from the NLTS2 school characteristics survey, completed in the 2001-02 school year by 
school staff able to describe the schools attended by NLTS2 students and the programs, policies, 
and resources in them. 

Changes in characteristics of schools are described for secondary school students with 
disabilities as a group and for middle and high school students when they differ.2  They also are 

                                                 
1  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 percentages of schools with 
those characteristics. 

2  For convenience, 7th and 8th graders are referred to as middle school students and those in 9th through 12th 
grades are referred to as high school students.  Students with disabilities who are not assigned to a grade level are 
not included in analyses of changes that differ across grade levels.   
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described for students who differ in their primary disability category, household income, and 
racial/ethnic background, where significant.   

Changes in the Types and Locations of Schools Attended 
NLTS took the first national look at the school programs of secondary school students with 

disabilities at the beginning of the Regular Education Initiative (Will, 1986).  Since that time, the 
movement to include students with disabilities in regular schools, where they may have a greater 
opportunity for access to the general education curriculum, has resulted in schooling for more 
students with disabilities resembling the schooling of their nondisabled peers.  A comparison of 
NLTS and NLTS2 confirms a “trend toward inclusive environments” (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2002, p. III-44).  The proportion of students with disabilities attending regular 
schools that serve the general population of students increased by 3 percentage points (p<.05; 
Exhibit 2-1), so that by 2001, 94% of secondary school students with disabilities were attending 
such schools.   

There was a corresponding 4-
percentage-point reduction in 
enrollment in special schools that 
serve only students with disabilities 
(p<.001).  This decline in special 
school attendance by secondary 
school students with disabilities 
mirrors that for the population of 
students with disabilities ages 3 
through 21, as reported to the U.S. 
Department of Education in the 
federal child count.  Attendance at 
special schools and facilities declined 
for students with disabilities overall, 
from 7% in the 1986-87 school year 
(U.S. Department of Education, 1989) 
to 4% in the 1999-2000 school year 
(U.S. Department of Education, 
2002).  A decline in enrollment in 
alternative or continuation schools and 
an increase in attendance at magnet 
and “other” schools (e.g., charter 
schools, schools in juvenile justice 
facilities) were quite small, although 
the differences are statistically 
significant.   

A geographic shift also occurred in the student populations represented in NLTS and 
NLTS2.  Students in cohort 2 were substantially less likely to attend schools in rural areas and 
much more likely to do so in suburban communities than peers in the 1980s.  This shift toward 
attending schools in suburban communities reflects in part the “oncoming incipient 

 

Exhibit 2-1 
CHANGES IN TYPES OF SCHOOLS ATTENDED BY 

STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES   
 

 Cohort 1 
(1985-86/ 
1986-87) 

 
Cohort 2 
(2000-01) 

Percentage-
Point 

Change 
Percentage attending:    
A regular secondary school 90.5 93.9 +3.4* 
 (1.0) (1.0)  
A school serving only 
students with disabilities  

6.3 
(.8) 

2.6 
(.7) 

-3.7*** 
 

A vocational-technical school 1.6 .8 -.8 
 (.4) (.4)  
An alternative/continuation 
school 

1.3 
(.4) 

.1 
(.1) 

-1.2** 
 

A magnet school .2 1.1 +.9* 
 (.1) (.4)  
Another kind of school .0 1.5 +1.5** 
  (.5)  

Percentage attending school 
in a community that was:    
Urban 28.1 29.2 +1.1 
 (1.5) (1.9)  
Suburban 35.4 56.8 +21.4*** 
 (1.6) (2.0)  
Rural 36.5 14.0 -22.5*** 
 (1.6) (1.4)  

Sources: NLTS Wave 1 school background survey and NLTS2 Wave 1 
school characteristics survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels:  
*=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
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suburbanization” of the population as a whole (Economic Research Service, 2000, p. 1)—the 
sprawl of population out of metro areas to adjacent nonmetro counties, which converts rural to 
suburban areas.  In fact, “the 2000 Census confirms that the decentralization of economic and 
residential life remains the prevailing trend in metropolitan America today” (Lucy & Phillips, 
2001, p. 2).  However, another contributor to the large increase in the number of students living 
in suburban areas is the fact that the NLTS sample was much less likely to be living in suburban 
areas in 1987 than were students in the general population (35% vs. 48%, p<.001; Marder & 
Cox, 1991).  Thus, cohort 2 students with disabilities more closely resemble the general 
population in metropolitan status than did cohort 1 students.   

The shift toward suburban communities is likely to help explain a variety of other changes in 
the characteristics of schools attended by students with disabilities, as reported in the remainder 
of this chapter. 

Changes in Student Body Characteristics 
Our schools reflect our nation, and as America’s population has grown and 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 characteristics of 
the student bodies of schools attended by students with disabilities, including their size and 
racial/ethnic distribution, the prevalence of English language learners (ELL), and students’ 
household economic status.  The prevalence of students with disabilities being served in schools 
also is reported. 

Enrollment  
Cohort 2 secondary school students with disabilities attended larger schools, on average, 

than did their peers in cohort 1 (Exhibit 2-2).  Average enrollment increased over time by more 
than 25%, from 951 to 1,205 (p<.001).  This sizable increase is consistent with the shift away 
from attending schools that serve only students with disabilities, which tend to be small, and 
away from rural communities, which also tend to have smaller schools than the suburban areas 
toward which the population shifted.   

Although the number of students enrolled in secondary schools nationally also has 
increased, that increase has been only about half as large (12%); average school enrollment 
nationally grew from 711 students in the 1987-88 school year to 795 in 2000-01 (National Center 
for Education Statistics, 2002a).  However, at both times, students with disabilities tended to go 
to larger schools than their peers in the general population did (p<.001).  Further, there is a clear 
pattern of lower student enrollments in middle schools than in high schools, with no increase 
over time in the size of middle schools.  The average enrollment in schools attended by seventh- 
and eighth-grade students with disabilities in cohort 1 was 819, compared with 759 for cohort 2.  
In comparison, cohort 1 high school seniors with disabilities attended schools with an average 
enrollment of 992, which increased by almost one-third for cohort 2 (1,311; p<.01). 
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Research suggests that the larger 
size of schools attended by students 
with disabilities 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 et al., 
1993; Howley & Bickel, 2000; Roza, 
2001; Wasley, 2002)—groups that are 
disproportionately represented among 
students with disabilities (Marder, 
Levine, & Wagner, 2003; Marder, 
Levine, Wagner, & Cardoso, 2003).   
In contrast, lower student enrollments 
have been linked to improvements in 
student and staff attitudes, social 
behavior, extracurricular participation, 
attendance, graduation rates, parent 
involvement, and student attributes, 
such as feelings of belonging, self-
concept, interpersonal relations, and a 
sense of personal responsibility (Cotton, 
2001; Haller et al., 1993). 

Racial/Ethnic Background 
The increase in America’s racial/ethnic diversity is mirrored in the schools attended by 

students with disabilities (Exhibit 2-3).  Although small decreases in the average percentage of 
white and African-American students in schools attended by students with disabilities as a whole 
do not attain statistical significance, a 3-percentage-point growth in the Hispanic student 
population (p<.01) and a 1-percentage-point increase in the average proportion of the student 
body who are Asian or Pacific Islander (p<.01) are statistically significant.  These changes in the 
racial/ethic backgrounds of the student bodies in schools attended by students with disabilities 
for the most part mirror changes in the general student population (Child Trends, 2003) and 
make their schools very similar.  In the 2000-01 school year, students nationally went to schools 
where 64% of students were white, 15% were African American, 16% were Hispanic, 4% were 
Asian or Pacific Islander, and 1% were American Indian or Alaska Native (Federal Interagency 
Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 2001).   

 

Exhibit 2-2 
CHANGES IN ENROLLMENT IN SCHOOLS ATTENDED 

BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 
 

 Cohort 1 
(1985-86/ 
1986-87) 

 
Cohort 2 
(2000-01) 

Change in 
School 

Enrollment 

Average enrollment in 
schools attended by:    

All secondary school 
students with disabilities  

951 
(22) 

1,205 
(31) 

+254*** 
 

7th and 8th graders  819 759 -60 
 (57) (49)  
9th graders  1,030 1,170 +140 
 (54) (64)  
10th graders  962 1,357 +395*** 
 (47) (66)  
11th graders  994 1,228 +190** 
 (52) (61)  
12th graders  992 1,311 +319** 
 (70) (94)  

Sources: NLTS Wave 1 school background survey and NLTS2 Wave 1 
school characteristics survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: 
**=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
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 Poverty Status 
Participation in the National 

School Lunch Program (NSLP) is 
common in schools attended by 
students with disabilities.  
Through it, 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 level are eligible 
for free lunches.  Cohort 2 
students with disabilities were 
more likely to attend schools with 
higher concentrations of students 
who were eligible for the NSLP 
than were cohort 1 students 
(Exhibit 2-3).   

More than half (51%) of 
cohort 1 students with disabilities 
went to schools where fewer than 
one-fourth of the students were 
eligible for the NSLP, compared 
with 45% of cohort 2 students 
(p<.05).  Instead, cohort 2 
students were more likely than 

their peers in cohort 1 to attend schools where one-fourth to one-half of students were eligible for 
free or reduced-price lunches (p<.05).  This greater concentration of low-income students in the 
schools attended by cohort 2 students with disabilities is somewhat inconsistent with the fact that 
cohort 2 students themselves were much less likely to be living in poverty than their cohort 1 
peers (29% vs. 38%, p<.01; Wagner, Cameto, & Newman, 2003) and more likely to be living in 
suburban, presumably wealthier communities, as shown in Exhibit 2-1.   

Students with Disabilities in the Schools 
Data reported to the federal government have shown a steady increase over the last 25 years 

in the number of students receiving special education services (U.S. Department of Education, 
2003).  However, this increase in the special education student population has not translated into 
an increase in their proportion of the student bodies in their schools (Exhibit 2-4).  Cohort 1 
students went to schools where principals reported that students who received special education 
services were 17% of the student body, on average, a percentage that was virtually unchanged 
for cohort 2.  However, those similar averages mask some changes in the actual concentrations 
of students with disabilities in schools.  Cohort 2 students were much more likely than their  
 

 
Exhibit 2-3 

CHANGES IN STUDENT BODY CHARACTERISTICS OF 
SCHOOLS ATTENDED BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 

 
 Cohort 1 

(1985-86/ 
1986-87) 

 
Cohort 2 
(2000-01) 

Percentage-
Point 

Change 
Average percentage of the  
student body who were:    

White 70.3 67.2 -3.1 
  (1.1)  (1.3)  
African American  17.9  15.9 -2.0 
  (.9)  (1.0)  
Hispanic  8.7  12.0 +3.3** 
 (.7)  (.9)  
Asian/Pacific Islander  2.3  3.3 +1.0** 
 (.2)  (.3)  
American Indian/Alaska Native .9 

(.2) 
1.2 
(.2) 

+.3 
 

Percentage attending schools 
where students eligible for free 
or reduced-price lunches were:    

51.4  45.4 -6.0* Fewer than 25% of the student 
body  (1.7)   (2.1)  
25% to 50% of the student body 28.2  34.0 +5.8* 
  (1.5)  (2.0)  
More than 50% of the student 
body 

20.4 
(1.4) 

 20.6 
(1.7) 

+.2 
 

Sources: NLTS Wave 1 school background survey and NLTS2 Wave 1 school 
characteristics survey. 

Standard errors are in parentheses.  

Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels:  
*=p<.05, **=p<.01. 
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peers in cohort 1 to go to schools 
where students who received special 
education services were between 
10% and 75% of the student body 
(p<.001) and much less likely to go 
to schools where they were a 
smaller or larger percentage than 
that.  The reduction in students 
going to schools where more than 
three-fourths of students received 
special education services is 
consistent with the move away from 
special schools that serve only 
students with disabilities. 

Changes in School Programs 
and Placement Options 

NLTS and NLTS2 collected 
information on the availability of 
two federal programs: Title I, the 
federal compensatory education 
program, and English as a second 
language (ESL) programs.  
Information also was obtained on 
various placement options available 
for students with disabilities.3   

Since 1965, Title I of what was then the Elementary and Secondary Education Act has 
authorized supplemental federal aid to schools who serve a large proportion of low-income 
students to help improve their academic performance.  Cohort 2 students with disabilities were 
much less likely to have the federal Title I compensatory education program available in their 
schools than was true of cohort 1 students (Exhibit 2-5); one-half of cohort 1 students went to 
schools with a Title I program, compared with fewer than one-third of students in cohort 2 
(p<.001).  This change is somewhat surprising in light of the fact that schools attended by 
cohort 2 students tended to have a larger concentration of low-income students who were eligible 
for free or reduced-priced lunches than cohort 1 schools (as shown in Exhibit 2-3).  However, the 
noted decrease in Title I availability is consistent with a decrease of 11 percentage points in 
schools participating in the program nationally (Sinclair, 2002).  The decreases in Title I 
availability in schools attended by students with disabilities occurred at high school grade  
 

                                                 
3  Respondents to the NLTS school background survey responded to the following item: “Please indicate which of 

the following compensatory education programs are available to secondary students at your school.”  Four 
response categories were provided.  Respondents to the NLTS2 school characteristics survey were asked, “Which 
of the following services, resources, or programs does this school have available to students, either as part of a 
curriculum or before or after school hours?”  Twenty-eight response categories were provided.  Title I and ESL 
programs are the two response categories included in both surveys. 

 
Exhibit 2-4 

CHANGES IN THE PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS 
RECEIVING SPECIAL EDUCATION IN THE SCHOOLS 

THEY ATTENDED   
 

 Cohort 1 
(1985-86/ 
1986-87) 

 
Cohort 2 
(2000-01) 

Percentage-
Point 

Change 

Average percentage of the 
student body receiving 
special education services 

17.4 
(.9) 

16.5 
(.7)  

-.9 
 

Percentage in schools where 
students receiving special 
education were:    

5% or fewer of the student 
body 

  14.8 
(1.3) 

4.0 
(.8) 

-10.8*** 
 

5.1% to 10% of the student 
body 

  40.1 
 (1.7) 

22.8 
 (1.8) 

-17.3*** 
 

10.1% to 15% of the student 
body 

  21.8 
 (1.5) 

40.6 
 (2.1) 

+18.8*** 
 

15.1% to 75% of the student 
body 

  15.4 
 (1.3) 

29.8 
 (1.9) 

+14.4*** 
 

More than 75% of the student 
body 

   7.8 
(.9) 

2.8 
(.7) 

-5.0*** 
 

Sources: NLTS Wave 1 school background survey and NLTS2 Wave 1 school 
characteristics survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses.  

Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following level:  
***=p<.001. 
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levels (17 to 24 percentage points, 
p<.01 and p<.001); there was no 
significant change in programs 
available in schools attended by 
seventh and eighth graders. 

Programs for students who 
speak English as a second language 
(ESL) have become much more 
common in schools attended by 
students with disabilities; more than 
half of cohort 2 students (56%) 
were going to schools with such 
programs, a 16-percentage-point 
increase over cohort 1 (p<.001).  
This finding is consistent with the 
increase in Hispanic and 
Asian/Pacific Islander students in 
the schools (shown in Exhibit 2-3) 
and with the fact that cohort 2 
students themselves were much 
more likely than cohort 1 peers to 
use primarily a language other than 
English at home (Wagner, Cameto, 
et al., 2003). 

In addition to these changes in the prevalence of Title I and ESL programs, placement 
options available for serving students with disabilities also have changed.4  General education 
inclusion programs and special education resource rooms were available in the vast majority of 
schools attended by students with disabilities in both cohorts, and their availability did not 
change over time.  However, self-contained special education classes, which were available in 
schools attended by only about two-thirds of cohort 1 students, became substantially more 
common, so that 87% of cohort 2 students with disabilities went to schools with such programs 
(p<.001).  Self-contained classrooms may have been established in some schools to serve the 
influx of students who previously would have attended special schools only for students with 
disabilities.  However, the increase in the availability of self-contained placements should not be 
construed as implying there has been an increase in the prevalence of students with disabilities 
being instructed in them.  The U.S. Department of Education has documented a decline from 
25% to 23% between the 1986-87 and 1995-96 school years5 in the percentage of students ages 3 
through 21 who received instruction in a separate special education class (U.S. Department of 
Education, 1989; U.S. Department of Education, 1998).   

                                                 
4  NLTS respondents were asked, “Which of the following placement options did your school have for secondary 

special education students in the 1986-87 school year?”  NLTS2 respondents were asked, “Which of the 
following placement options are available to students with disabilities at this school?” 

 
5  After the 1995-96 school year, placement data were reported in different categories, so participation in separate 

special education classes can no longer be identified. 

 

Exhibit 2-5 
CHANGES IN SELECTED PROGRAMS AND PLACEMENT 

OPTIONS AVAILABLE IN SCHOOLS ATTENDED BY 
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES  

 
 Cohort 1 

(1985-86/ 
1986-87) 

 
Cohort 2 
(2000-01) 

Percentage-
Point  

Change 
Percentage in schools with:    
A Title I program 50.1 30.4 -19.7*** 
  (1.7) (1.9)  
An English as a second 
language program 

39.8 
(1.6) 

55.7 
(2.1) 

+15.9*** 
 

Percentage in schools with the 
following placement options 
available for students with 
disabilities:    
General education class 93.8 95.8 +2.0 
 (.9) (.8)  
Special education resource room  91.5 

(1.1) 
93.2 
(1.1) 

+1.3 
 

Self-contained special education 
class 

69.5 
(1.8) 

86.7 
(1.4) 

+17.2*** 
 

Source: NLTS Wave 1 school background survey and NLTS2 Wave 1 school 
characteristics survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following level:  
***=p<.001. 
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Changes in Community Resources 

The likelihood that students with disabilities will achieve positive outcomes both during 
secondary school and in their postschool years can be affected by the kinds of resources 
available in their communities.  For example, having alternatives to regular high schools (such as 
an alternative or continuation school or a vocational-technical school) can give students access to 
instructional programs or learning environments that may be more appropriate to their needs and 
interests than those of regular secondary schools.  Similarly, having postsecondary education and 
training institutions in their community can facilitate the continuation of education after high  

school for youth with disabilities.  
And some youth with disabilities 
will be able to enter the workforce 
if supported employment programs 
or transportation accommodations 
are available.   

NLTS and NLTS2 
investigated the prevalence of 
these forms of support in the 
communities in which youth with 
disabilities attended schools by 
asking respondents to indicate 
which of several forms of 
resources existed in their 
communities.  In general, youth 
with disabilities were reported to 
live in more resource-rich 
communities in 2001 than in the 
mid 1980s (Exhibit 2-6).  The data 
show significant increases in 
students’ access to 8 of the 11 
community resources investigated 
in the two studies.6    

Increases in secondary 
education options may reflect the 
growing interest in providing 
families and students with choices 
regarding school settings.  The 
largest increase noted is in the 

                                                 
6  Some of the increases in resources shown in Exhibit 2-6 may result from a difference between the two studies in 

the wording of the questionnaire items from which this information is taken.  NLTS asked principals about the 
presence of different kinds of educational institutions and other kinds of programs, using the following two 
questions: “Are the following types of schools available in your community?” and “Does your community have 
the following resources?”  NLTS2 asked a single question, with response categories similar to NLTS, but used a 
different geographic reference: “Which of the following are available in this community or nearby (e.g., within 20 
miles)?”  If the geographic area considered by respondents to NLTS2 was larger than what respondents in NLTS 
considered their “community,” a higher prevalence of some programs could result.   

 

Exhibit 2-6 
CHANGES IN COMMUNITY RESOURCES AVAILABLE  

TO STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES  
 

 Cohort 1 
(1985-86/ 
1986-87) 

Cohort 2 
(2000-

01) 

Percentage-
Point 

Change 
Percentage attending schools 
in communities with:    

A special school for students 
with disabilities  

65.3 
(1.8) 

59.1 
(2.5) 

-6.2* 
 

An alternative/continuation 
school 

61.8 
(1.8) 

94.9 
(1.0) 

+33.1*** 
 

A secondary vocational- 
technical school 

71.8 
(1.7) 

80.9 
(1.8) 

+9.1*** 
 

A magnet school 27.2 
(1.7) 

38.8 
(2.5) 

+11.6*** 
 

A work facility for adults with 
disabilities 

82.7 
(1.4) 

92.4 
(1.3) 

+9.4*** 
 

A group home 77.8 91.6 +13.8*** 
 (1.6) (1.4)  
A center for independent living 61.5 

(2.0) 
80.2 
(2.1) 

+18.7*** 
 

Advocacy groups for persons 
with disabilities 

86.1 
(1.3) 

95.5 
(1.0) 

+9.4*** 
 

Support groups for persons 
with disabilities 

81.3 
(1.5) 

92.8 
(1.3) 

+11.5*** 
 

Transportation 
accommodations 

77.3 
(1.6) 

81.5 
(1.9) 

+4.2 
 

A publicly supported job 
training program 

88.0 
(1.2) 

89.7 
(1.5) 

+.7 
 

Sources: NLTS Wave 1 school background survey and NLTS2 Wave 1 school 
characteristics survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels:  
*=p<.05, ***=p<.001. 
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prevalence of alternative or continuation schools.  In cohort 1, 62% of students with disabilities 
had access to an alternative or continuation high school, whereas almost all cohort 2 youth (95%) 
had access to such schools (p<.001).  However, this increase in access is not reflected in actual 
attendance by students with disabilities; Exhibit 2-1 depicts a small but significant decline in 
attendance at alternative or continuation schools. 

Secondary vocational-technical schools and magnet schools also were significantly more 
prevalent in cohort 2 than earlier, with 9- and 12-percentage-point increases, respectively, in 
their availability (p<.01).  Programs that support the employment and independence of adults 
with disabilities also were more accessible to cohort 2 than cohort 1 youth, particularly centers 
for independent living and group homes (19- and 14-percentage-point increases, respectively; 
p<.001).  It is unknown how much of these increases in access to resources resulted from the 
significant shift in the population of students with disabilities from rural to suburban 
communities.  

Only access to special schools for students with disabilities declined over time (6 percentage 
points, p<.05); access to transportation accommodations and access to publicly supported job 
training programs did not change. 

Differential Changes in School Characteristics across Disability Categories 
There are notable differences in the extent to which the changes in school characteristics that 

have been discussed thus far are associated with individual disability categories.  The following 
sections describe the changes in schools that have occurred differentially across disability 
categories. 

Changes in the Types and Locations of Schools Attended   
The significant increase in students with disabilities attending regular schools and the 

corresponding decline in attendance at special schools serving only students with disabilities 
(presented in Exhibit 2-1) occurred only for students with mental retardation, orthopedic 
impairments, or multiple disabilities7 (Exhibit 2-7).  They show significant increases in regular 
school attendance ranging from 8 to 29 percentage points (p<.01 to p<.001).  Their declines in 
special school attendance range from 8 to 26 percentage points (p<.01 to p<.001).  Students with 
hearing impairments show a decline in attendance at special schools (9 percentage points, p<.05) 
but no corresponding significant increase in regular school attendance.  The changes are largest 
for students with multiple disabilities.  More than 8 in 10 cohort 2 students in that category 
attended regular schools, compared with about half of students in cohort 1 (p<.001).  About 15% 
of cohort 2 students with multiple disabilities attended special schools serving only students with 
disabilities, a 26-percentage-point decline. 

 

                                                 
7  Because there are too few students with deaf-blindness to report separately, they are combined with students 

with multiple disabilities for analyses reported in this section. 
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Exhibit 2-7 
CHANGES IN TYPES AND LOCATIONS OF SCHOOLS ATTENDED,  

BY DISABILITY CATEGORY 
 

 

 
 

Learning 
Disability 

Speech/ 
Language 

Impair- 
ment 

 
Mental 
Retar-
dation 

 
Emotional 
Disturb- 

ance 

 
Hearing 
Impair-
ment 

 
Visual 
Impair-
ment 

Ortho-
pedic 

Impair-
ment 

Other  
Health 
Impair-
ment 

Multiple 
Disabilities/

Deaf-
blindness 

Percentage attending:          
A regular secondary school          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 94.9 93.9 84.1 84.4 68.1 67.9 85.9 92.9 52.8 
 (1.1) (1.7) (2.0) (2.4) (2.8) (3.9) (2.8) (2.3) (5.3) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 96.2 95.0 92.5 85.9 76.1 72.7 95.4 93.7 81.8 
 (1.2) (1.3) (1.7) (2.7) (3.1) (4.2) (1.5) (1.3) (2.6) 
Percentage-point change +1.3 +1.1 +8.4** +1.5 +8.0 +4.8 +9.5** +.8 +29.0***

A school serving only 
students with disabilities           

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 1.6 3.6 13.6 11.7 29.6 27.8 11.0 5.6 41.0 
 (.6) (1.3) (1.9) (2.1) (2.7) (3.7) (2.5) (2.0) (5.3) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) .2 .6 5.2 9.9 20.9 23.4 2.9 2.7 15.2 
 (.3) (.5) (1.4) (2.3) (2.9) (4.0) (1.2) (.9) (2.4) 
Percentage-point change -1.4 -3.0 -8.4*** -1.8 -8.7* -4.4 -8.1** -2.9 -25.8***

An alternative/continuation 
school           

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 1.1 .9 1.3 2.5 .3 3.0 1.4 1.2 4.4 
 (.5) (.7) (.6) (1.0) (.3) (1.4) (1.0) (1.0) (2.2) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) .0 1.2 .0 .0 .0 .0 .2 1.1 .1 
  (.7)     (.3) (.6) (.2) 
Percentage-point change -1.1* +.3 -1.3* -2.5* -.3 -3.0* -1.2 0.1 4.3 

Percentage attending school in 
a community that was:          

Urban          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 27.0 27.9 22.1 39.7 42.6 37.8 40.5 55.8 29.6 
 (2.3) (3.2) (2.3) (3.3) (3.6) (4.9) (4.0) (4.4) (5.4) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 29.8 26.2 26.8 30.7 39.9 45.3 38.4 22.6 25.2 
 (2.9) (2.7) (2.8) (3.6) (3.6) (4.7) (3.4) (2.2) (3.0) 
Percentage-point change +2.8 -1.7 +4.7 -9.0 +2.7 +7.5 -2.1 -33.2*** -4.4 

Surbuban           
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 38.3 37.6 28.1 33.0 38.8 37.6 36.7 20.7 36.5 
 (2.5) (3.5) (2.5) (3.2) (3.5) (4.9) (3.9) (3.6) (5.7) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 56.0 64.2 52.2 59.7 50.0 43.3 57.2 65.7 57.6 
 (3.1) (3.0) (3.2) (3.8) (3.6) (4.6) (3.4) (2.5) (3.4) 
Percentage-point change +17.7*** +26.6*** +24.1*** +26.7*** +11.2* +5.7 +20.5*** +45.0*** +21.1** 

Rural          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 34.7 34.5 49.8 27.4 18.6 24.5 22.8 23.5 33.9 
 (2.5) (3.4) (2.8) (3.0) (2.8) (4.3) (3.4) (3.8) (5.6) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 14.2 9.5 21.0 9.6 10.1 11.4 4.3 11.7 17.2 
 (2.2) (1.8) (2.6) (2.3) (2.2) (3.0) (1.4) (1.7) (2.6) 
Percentage-point change -20.5*** -25.0*** -28.8*** -17.6*** -8.5* -13.1* -18.5*** -11.8** -16.7** 

 
Sources: NLTS Wave 1 school background survey and NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
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Students with learning disabilities or speech impairments show no significant increases in 
attendance at regular schools, largely because the vast majority of them already were attending 
such schools in cohort 1.  Attendance at regular schools was much lower for cohort 1 students 
with visual impairments (68%) and did not increase significantly over time; only about three-
fourths of cohort 2 students with visual impairments attended regular schools.  Neither is a 
significant increase noted for students with emotional disturbances or other health impairments, 
who also had relatively lower rates of attending regular schools in cohort 1. 

The small but statistically significant change in attendance at alternative or continuation 
schools that is observed for students with disabilities as a whole occurred largely as a result of 
declines of 2 and 3 percentage points on the part of students with emotional disturbances or 
visual impairments (p<.001).   

The sizable shift from rural to suburban communities that was depicted among students with 
disabilities as a whole in Exhibit 2-1 is found among students in most disability categories.  
Declines in attending schools in rural areas range from 8 to 29 percentage points across 
categories (p<.05 to p<.001).  Significant increases in attending schools in suburban areas range 
from 11 to 45 percentage points; no significant change is noted for cohort 2 students with visual 
impairments, who were the least likely to be attending schools in suburban areas.  The largest 
increase in suburban school attendance occurred for students with other health impairments (45 
percentage points, p<.001).  This increase reflects a 33-percentage-point decline in urban school 
attendance for these students, the only group to show such a decrease, and a 12-percentage-point 
decline in attending schools in rural areas.8 

Changes in Student Body Characteristics 
Exhibits 2-2 through 2-4 demonstrated a variety of changes in the characteristics of the 

student bodies in schools attended by students with disabilities as a whole.  The following 
sections describe differences in those changes across primary disability categories.   

Enrollment.  The substantial increase in the average enrollment in schools attended by 
students with disabilities that occurred for the group as a whole (presented in Exhibit 2-2) is 
evident in six of nine disability categories (Exhibit 2-8).  The average enrollment in schools 
attended by these groups shows increases ranging from 179 to 292 students (p<.05 to p<.001).  
In contrast, the group of students who attended the largest schools in cohort 1—those with other 
health impairments—show a significant decline of 303 students in the average size of their 
schools (p<.001).  No change is evident in the average size of schools attended by students with 
visual or orthopedic impairments.  Because of the changes described here, cohort 2 students are 
more similar across disability categories in the size of the schools they attended than was true for 
cohort 1 students. 

                                                 
8  It is important to note that the composition of this disability category also has experienced a significant change 

over time.  The incidence of attention deficit/attention deficit-hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) has increased 
markedly; students with ADHD as their primary disability generally are included in this category.  And although 
students with autism now are included in a separate category, generally they were included in the other health 
impairment category in 1986 and thus have been combined with that category in these analyses.  Students with 
ADHD and autism are more likely than students with other disabilities to be white (see Marder, Levine, & 
Wagner, 2003). 
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Racial/ethnic background.  The overall stability in the average proportion of the student 
body who were white in schools attended by students with disabilities as a whole (presented in 
Exhibit 2-3) is mirrored in the pattern across disability categories (Exhibit 2-8).  In fact, the only 
significant changes involve increases of 21 and 10 percentage points for students with other 
health impairments or multiple disabilities, respectively (p.<001 and p<.05).  The increase for 
students with other health impairments mirrors changes in the students in that category 
themselves; they were significantly more likely to be white in cohort 2 than in cohort 1 (Wagner, 
Cameto, et al., 2003). 

Poverty status.  The trend that students with disabilities increasingly attended schools with 
higher concentrations of students in poverty (presented in Exhibit 2-3) applies to only three 
disability groups: learning disability, mental retardation, and visual impairment.  Compared with 
cohort 1, cohort 2 students in those categories were significantly more likely to attend schools 
where more than one-fourth of students were eligible for the NSLP; increases range from 8 to 16 
percentage points, p<.05).  In contrast, a significant decrease of 12 percentage points (p<.05) is 
evident for students with other health impairments attending schools with relatively high 
concentrations of students in poverty, consistent with the decline in the minority population in 
their schools. 

Students with disabilities.  As noted for the population of students with disabilities as a 
whole (presented in Exhibit 2-4), the average percentage of the student body in their schools who 
received special education services was largely stable over time.  However, the stable average 
masks a decline in most categories in the proportion of students attending schools where both 5% 
or fewer and more than 75% of the student body were students with disabilities.  Significant 
declines of from 6 to 22 percentage points in the proportion of students attending schools where 
they were very small proportions of the student body have occurred across all categories except 
multiple disabilities (p<.05 to p<.001), reducing dramatically the variation across categories in 
their likelihood of attending such schools.  Students with multiple disabilities have experienced a 
31-percentage-point decline in attending schools where students with disabilities were the large 
majority of the student body, consistent with their large reduction in enrollment in special 
schools.  Significant declines of 9 percentage points also are noted for students with mental 
retardation or hearing or other health impairments (p<.05 to p<.001). 
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Exhibit 2-8 
CHANGES IN STUDENT BODY CHARACTERISTICS OF SCHOOLS ATTENDED,  

BY DISABILITY CATEGORY 
 

 

 
 

Learning 
Disability 

Speech/ 
Language 

Impair- 
ment 

 
Mental 
Retar-
dation 

 
Emotional 
Disturb- 

ance 

 
Hearing 
Impair-
ment 

 
Visual 
Impair-
ment 

Ortho-
pedic 

Impair-
ment 

Other 
Health 
Impair-
ment 

Multiple 
Disabilities/ 

Deaf-
blindness 

Average enrollment          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 1,001 1,070 756 928 959 951 1,240 1,449 604 
 (33) (51) (30) (42) (46) (71) (67) (82) (72) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 1,258 1,276 1,031 1,134 1,138 1,056 1,317 1,146 896 
 (46) (53) (42) (61) (60) (80) (55) (35) (43) 
Difference in enrollment +257*** +206** +275*** +206** +179* 105 77 -303*** +292***

Average percentage of student 
body who were white          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 71.8 62.6 69.7 70.0 66.5 69.9 62.6 50.6 62.9 
 (1.7) (2.6) (1.8) (2.0) (1.7) (2.4) (2.7) (3.3) (3.5) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 67.2 68.3 66.0 65.1 63.9 63.9 63.5 72.0 72.6 
 (2.0) (2.0) (2.2) (2.5) (2.1) (2.8) (2.2) (1.5) (2.0) 
Percentage-point change -5.6 +5.7 -3.7 -4.9 -2.6 -6.0 +.9 +21.4*** +9.7* 

Percentage in schools with 
more than 25% of the student 
body eligible for free or 
reduced-price lunches          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 43.6 55.8 59.6 50.4 51.2 51.2 48.9 54.5 65.2 
 (2.6) (3.6) (2.7) (3.3) (3.0) (4.3) (4.0) (4.6) (5.3) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 46.3 52.5 32.0 46.1 41.9 33.3 45.3 57.7 45.5 
 (3.2) (3.1) (3.0) (4.0) (3.6) (4.5) (3.5) (2.7) (3.5) 
Percentage-point change +10.1* -8.3 +8.4* +3.5 +6.9 +15.5* +5.8 -12.2* -10.7 

Percentage in schools where 
students receiving special 
education services were:          

Fewer than 5% of the student 
body          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 17.3 13.7 7.7 14.8 12.7 13.0 11.5 24.0 3.5 
 (2.1) (2.5) (1.5) (2.4) (2.0) (2.7) (2.6) (4.0) (2.0) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 4.6 2.6 1.7 4.2 5.4 2.2 3.6 2.4 4.0 
 (1.3) (1.0) (.8) (1.6) (1.6) (1.4) (1.3) (.8) (1.3) 
Percentage-point change -12.7*** -11.1*** -6.0*** -10.6*** -7.3** -10.8*** -7.9** -22.2*** +.5 

More than 75% of the student 
body          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 3.1 3.9 15.4 12.6 30.8 30.3 11.5 6.2 45.8 
 (.9) (1.4) (2.1) (2.2) (2.8) (3.7) (2.6) (2.3) (5.3) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) .3 .8 6.1 10.6 21.5 23.5 2.9 2.9 14.8 
 (.3) (.6) (1.5) (2.4) (3.0) (4.0) (1.2) (.9) (2.4) 
Percentage-point change -2.8 -3.1 -9.3*** -2.0 -9.3* -6.8 -8.6** -3.3 -31.0***

Sources: NLTS Wave 1 school background survey and NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
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Changes in School Programs and Placement Options 
The declines in the availability of Title I programs in schools that occurred for students with 

disabilities as a whole (presented in Exhibit 2-5) are evident for students in all categories 
(Exhibit 2-9), ranging from 11 to 24 percentage points (p<.05 to p<.001); between about one- 
fourth and one-third of cohort 2 students with disabilities across categories attended schools with 
a Title I program.  Increases in the prevalence of ESL programs are significant for students in 
five disability categories, ranging from 12 to 18 percentage points (p<.05 to p<.001). 

 
Exhibit 2-9 

CHANGES IN SELECTED PROGRAMS AND PLACEMENT OPTIONS,  
BY DISABILITY CATEGORY 

 

 

 
 

Learning 
Disability 

Speech/ 
Language 

Impair-
ment 

 
Mental
Retar-
dation 

 
Emotional 
Disturb-

ance 

 
Hearing 
Impair-
ment 

 
Visual 
Impair-
ment 

Ortho-
pedic 

Impair-
ment 

Other 
Health 
Impair-
ment 

Multiple 
Disabilities/

Deaf-
blindness 

Percentage in schools with:          
A Title I program          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 50.0 41.5 50.9 52.8 52.7 51.4 51.7 47.5 47.8 
 (2.6) (3.5) (2.7) (3.2) (3.0) (4.1) (4.0) (4.4) (5.3) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 30.7 30.1 30.3 30.0 34.1 31.6 28.1 25.6 35.3 
 (2.9) (2.8) (2.9) (3.5) (3.4) (4.3) (3.1) (2.3) (3.3) 
Percentage-point change -19.3*** -11.4* -20.6*** -22.8*** -18.6*** -19.8*** -23.6*** -21.9*** -12.5* 

An English as a second 
language program          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 41.4 40.9 28.9 48.0 37.2 36.6 56.8 57.1 35.5 
 (2.5) (3.5) (2.5) (3.2) (2.9) (4.0) (4.0) (4.4) (5.1) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 58.7 56.1 42.9 53.2 49.1 54.5 63.4 56.8 42.6 
 (3.1) (3.1) (3.1) (3.9) (3.6) (4.7) (3.3) (2.7) (3.4) 
Percentage-point change +17.3*** +15.2*** +14.0*** +5.2 +11.9* +17.9** +6.6 -.3 +7.1 

Percentage in schools with self-
contained special education 
classroom available for students 
with disabilities           

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 68.5 74.0 72.0 66.3 79.5 71.2 80.9 74.3 82.1 
 (2.6) (3.4) (2.9) (3.6) (3.4) (4.9) (3.7) (4.5) (7.1) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 86.2 83.8 89.9 84.1 87.1 92.9 93.1 89.1 91.5 
 (2.2) (2.3) (2.0) (2.9) (2.9) (3.0) (1.8) (1.7) (2.1) 
Percentage-point change +17.7*** +9.8* +17.9*** +17.8** +7.6 +21.7*** +12.2** +14.8** +9.4 

Sources: NLTS Wave 1 school background survey and NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey. 
Note: Only factors for which there was a significant change for at least one group of students are included in the exhibit. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
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The lack of significant changes in access to general education inclusion programs or special 
education resource rooms for students with disabilities as a whole is mirrored in the changes 
across categories, none of which attain statistical significance; the vast majority of students with 
disabilities in both cohorts went to schools with these placement options.  Sizable increases in 
the availability of self-contained special education classrooms occurred for students in all 
categories except hearing impairment and multiple disabilities.  Between 84% and 93% of 
cohort 2 students had self-contained classes available in their schools, representing increases 
ranging from 10 percentage points among students with speech impairments (p<.05) to 22 
percentage points among students with visual impairments (p<.001). 

Changes in Community Resources 
The kinds of changes in the resources available in the communities of students in different 

disability categories varies with the kind of community resource (Exhibit 2-10).9  For example, 
the significant increase in access to alternative or continuation schools noted for students with 
disabilities as a whole (presented in Exhibit 2-6) occurred for students in all categories, a change 
that might reflect the sizable move from rural to suburban schools that also occurred across all 
categories.  In contrast, a decrease in the likelihood of attending school in a community that had 
a special school that served only students with disabilities is evident for students in only four 
categories.  Although no significant change is evident in the prevalence of transportation 
accommodations in communities for students with disabilities as a whole, a significant increase 
occurred for students with speech impairments or mental retardation (14 and 10 percentage 
points, p<.01 and p<.05); no categories of students show a significant change in the availability 
of publicly supported job training programs. 

Overall, students with learning disabilities, speech impairments, mental retardation, or 
emotional disturbances show the greatest overall increases in resources in their communities, 
with significant increases occurring in six or eight of the resources investigated in NLTS and 
NLTS2.  In contrast, students with hearing or other health impairments show a significant 
increase in only one resource.  

 
 

                                                 
9  As noted earlier in this chapter, some apparent increases in community resources may result from a difference 

between the two studies in the wording of the questionnaire items regarding the community surrounding the 
school.  If the geographic area referred to in NLTS2 (“in this community, e.g., within 20 miles”) was larger than 
what respondents in NLTS considered their “community,” a higher prevalence of some programs could result.   
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Exhibit 2-10 
CHANGES IN COMMUNITY RESOURCES AVAILABLE,  

BY DISABILITY CATEGORY 
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Language 

Impair-
ment 

 
Mental 
Retar-
dation 

 
Emotional 
Disturb-

ance 

 
Hearing 
Impair-
ment 

 
Visual 
Impair-
ment 

Ortho-
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Impair-
ment 

Other 
Health 
Impair-
ment 

Multiple 
Disabilities/

Deaf-
blindness 

Percentage attending schools in 
communities that had:          

A school only for students with 
disabilities           

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 64.2 64.3 60.5 76.0 74.7 72.6 68.4 72.4 76.6 
 (2.7) (3.8) (3.1) (3.0) (2.8) (4.0) (4.1) (4.6) (5.2) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 57.9 65.9 59.4 64.3 67.1 48.8 66.9 55.4 58.1 
 (3.7) (3.5) (4.0) (4.4) (4.8) (7.1) (4.0) (3.3) (4.7) 
Percentage-point change -6.3 +1.6 -1.1 -11.7* -7.6 -23.8** -1.5 -17.0** -18.5** 

An alternative school          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 61.3 61.3 56.8 69.2 71.8 71.8 67.2 72.9 68.3 
 (2.8) (3.9) (3.1) (3.3) (3.2) (4.4) (4.2) (4.6) (5.8) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 95.0 96.1 94.8 94.3 92.9 95.8 95.7 94.5 95.5 
 (1.5) (1.4) (1.6) (1.9) (2.1) (2.1) (1.6) (1.4) (1.7) 
Percentage-point change +33.7*** +34.8*** +38.0*** +25.1*** +21.1*** +24.0*** +28.5*** +21.6*** +27.2***

A vocational-technical 
secondary school          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 70.2 66.6 73.0 79.9 78.8 78.3 73.1 66.8 70.3 
 (2.6) (3.7) (2.7) (2.8) (2.7) (3.8) (3.9) (5.0) (5.6) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 79.4 82.8 84.6 84.4 86.3 82.0 75.6 81.7 83.8 
 (2.9) (2.7) (2.7) (3.1) (2.7) (4.2) (3.4) (2.4) (3.1) 
Percentage-point change +9.2* +16.2*** +11.6*** +4.5 +7.5 +3.7 +2.5 +14.9** +13.5* 

A magnet school          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 28.2 23.2 19.9 26.8 37.2 41.2 32.5 52.2 38.4 
 (2.6) (3.5) (2.6) (3.3) (3.3) (4.6) (4.3) (5.2) (6.3) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 38.0 44.0 32.2 44.3 48.7 46.8 45.0 39.9 41.8 
 (3.8) (3.8) (4.0) (4.7) (3.9) (5.7) (4.0) (3.4) (4.6) 
Percentage-point change +9.8* +20.8*** +12.3* +17.5*** +11.5* +5.6 +12.5* -12.3* -3.4 

A work facility for adults with 
disabilities          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 80.5 81.2 83.6 90.5 94.7 90.7 95.0 90.3 82.9 
 (2.2) (3.0) (2.2) (2.1) (1.5) (2.6) (1.9) (3.1) (4.6) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 92.7 88.6 90.9 95.0 93.4 96.2 96.1 89.6 94.7 
 (1.9) (2.3) (2.1) (1.9) (2.0) (2.0) (1.6) (1.9) (1.9) 
Percentage-point change +12.2*** +7.4 +7.3* +4.5 -1.3 +5.5 +1.1 -.7 +11.8* 

A group home          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 77.1 77.7 77.3 80.4 85.7 83.1 77.7 85.4 84.2 
 (2.4) (3.4) (2.6) (2.9) (2.4) (3.4) (3.8) (3.8) (4.5) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 91.9 91.9 86.7 93.7 90.7 91.2 94.2 92.5 95.3 
 (2.1) (2.1) (2.6) (2.2) (2.4) (3.2) (1.9) (1.8) (1.9) 
Percentage-point change +14.8*** +14.2*** +9.4* +13.3*** +5.0 +8.1* +16.5* +7.1 +11.1 

A center for independent living          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 60.6 59.5 57.7 68.8 77.6 75.2 66.9 74.9 68.6 
 (3.0) (4.3) (3.3) (3.6) (3.0) (4.2) (4.3) (5.2) (6.2) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 79.8 78.2 78.5 85.7 85.8 88.5 76.1 76.9 86.2 
 (3.1) (3.2) (3.3) (3.3) (3.0) (3.9) (3.7) (2.8) (3.0) 
Percentage-point change +18.8*** +18.7** +20.8*** +16.9** +8.2 +13.3* +9.2 +2.0 +17.6* 
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Exhibit 2-10 
CHANGES IN COMMUNITY RESOURCES AVAILABLE,  

BY DISABILITY CATEGORY (Concluded) 
 

 

 
 

Learning 
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Retar-
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Impair-
ment 
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Health 
Impair-
ment 
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Deaf-
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Percentage attending schools in 
communities that had:          

Advocacy groups for persons 
with disabilities          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 85.1 86.6 85.4 88.9 97.4 90.3 93.7 92.3 91.1 
 (2.1) (2.8) (2.2) (2.3) (1.0) (2.7) (2.2) (2.8) (3.5) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 95.3 98.3 94.3 96.8 98.5 97.0 96.8 95.1 90.9 
 (1.6) (.9) (1.8) (1.5) (1.0) (1.8) (1.4) (1.3) (2.4) 
Percentage-point change +10.2*** +11.7*** +8.9** +7.9** +.9 +6.7* +3.1 +2.8 -.2 

Support groups for persons 
with disabilities          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 80.6 82.8 80.1 84.0 91.2 89.2 80.6 85.1 87.2 
 (2.4) (3.2) (2.6) (2.7) (2.0) (2.9) (3.4) (4.1) (4.2) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 93.1 98.2 86.9 93.9 96.1 94.5 93.8 93.3 93.8 
 (1.9) (1.0) (2.6) (2.1) (1.6) (2.5) (1.9) (1.6) (2.1) 
Percentage-point change +12.5*** +15.4*** +6.8 +9.9** +4.9 +5.2 +13.2** +8.2 +6.6 

Transportation 
accommodations          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 79.5 72.3 67.8 80.6 84.2 77.0 89.9 80.6 75.9 
 (2.4) (3.7) (3.0) (2.9) (2.5) (3.9) (2.8) (4.2) (5.4) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 81.7 85.9 77.5 84.0 84.0 86.2 84.1 78.0 80.7 
 (2.9) (2.6) (3.2) (3.3) (2.9) (3.7) (2.9) (2.7) (3.5) 
Percentage-point change +2.2 +13.6** +9.7* +3.4 -.2 +9.2 -5.8 -2.6 +4.8 

 

Sources: NLTS Wave 1 school background survey and NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey. 
Note: Only factors for which there was a significant change for at least one group of students are included in the exhibit. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
 

Differential Changes in School Characteristics across Demographic Groups 
It is reasonable to expect that the kinds of changes in the characteristics of schools attended 

by students with disabilities that have been described thus far could be associated differentially 
with students with different demographic characteristics.  Because boys and girls generally 
attend the same kinds of schools, changes in the characteristics of those schools could be 
expected to occur for them similarly, and they did.  However, some kinds of changes occurred to 
different degrees for students with disabilities who differed in income and racial/ethnic 
background, as described below. 
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Changes in the Types and Locations of Schools Attended 
The small but significant increase in the extent to which students with disabilities as a whole 

attended regular secondary schools occurred largely among students in the highest income 
group10 and those who were white (7 and 4 percentage points respectively, p<.01; Exhibit 2-11).   

 
Exhibit 2-11 

CHANGES IN TYPES AND LOCATIONS OF SCHOOLS ATTENDED BY STUDENTS  
WITH DISABILITIES, BY INCOME AND RACE/ETHNICITY 

 
 Income Race/Ethnicity 
  

Lowest  
 

Middle 
 

Highest 
 

White 
African 

American 
 

Hispanic 
Percentage attending:       

Regular secondary school       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 88.4 90.8 89.5 91.4 86.7 81.9 
 (2.5) (2.0) (1.8) (1.2) (2.8) (5.3) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 91.6 92.2 96.2 95.9 89.0 90.6 
 (2.1) (2.2) (1.5) (1.0) (3.0) (4.1) 
Percentage-point change  +3.2 +1.4 +6.7** +4.5** +2.3 +8.7 

Special school only for students with 
disabilities        

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 6.5 5.3 8.1 6.1 7.9 8.9 
 (2.0) (1.6) (1.6) (1.0) (2.2) (3.9) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 3.7 3.1 1.4 1.8 5.5 2.2 
 (1.5) (1.4) (.9) (.7) (2.2) (2.1) 
Percentage-point change  -2.8 -2.2 -6.7*** -4.3*** -2.4 -6.7 

Percentage attending school in a 
community that was:       

Urban       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 46.1 27.9 20.1 16.4 64.8 61.1 
 (4.0) (3.2) (2.4) (1.7) (4.0) (6.8) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 35.0 29.0 25.3 20.4 47.2 48.6 
 (3.7) (3.7) (3.5) (2.0) (4.7) (7.1) 
Percentage-point change  -11.1* +1.1 +5.2 +4.0 -17.6** -12.5 

Suburban        
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 19.0 33.2 48.4 44.0 15.6 14.1 
 (3.2) (3.4) (3.0) (2.2) (3.1) (4.8) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 46.6 56.7 62.9 62.2 44.4 47.8 
 (3.8) (4.0) (3.9) (2.4) (4.7) (7.1) 
Percentage-point change  +27.6*** +23.5*** +14.5** +18.2*** +28.8*** +33.7*** 

Rural       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 34.8 39.0 31.5 39.6 19.6 24.7 
 (3.8) (3.5) (2.8) (2.2) (3.4) (6.0) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 18.4 14.3 11.8 17.3 8.4 3.6 
 (3.0) (2.9) (2.6) (1.9) (2.6) (2.6) 
Percentage-point change  -16.4*** -24.7*** -19.8*** -22.3*** -11.2** -21.1** 

Sources: NLTS Wave 1 school background survey and NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey. 
Note: Only factors for which there was a significant change for at least one group of students are included in the exhibit. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 

                                                 
10  Because inflation has caused household incomes to increase over time, the income categories used in these 

analyses are not defined by specific dollar amounts.  Rather, the three groups are the lowest, middle, and highest 
third of the income distribution among cohort 1 and cohort 2 students.  
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Declines of similar sizes in the rates of attending special schools that serve only students with 
disabilities are also evident for these students.  There are no differences across income or 
racial/ethnic groups in rates of attending other kinds of schools. 

Changes in the kind of community in which students with disabilities attended schools also 
occurred differentially across income and racial/ethnic groups.  The absence of a significant 
change in attendance at urban schools that is noted for students with disabilities as a whole 
masks a significant decline in urban-school attendance among African-American students with 
disabilities (18 percentage points, p<.01), the group most likely to be attending urban schools in 
cohort 1.  Even with this decline over time, cohort 2 African-American and Hispanic students 
both were significantly more likely than white students to attend urban schools (47% and 49% 
vs. 20%, p<.001 for both comparisons). 

Attendance at suburban schools increased significantly among all income and racial/ethnic 
groups, although students in the lowest and middle income groups show greater increases (28 
and 24 percentage points, p<.001) than those in the highest income group (14 percentage points, 
p<.01).  African-American and Hispanic students also show greater increases (29 and 34 
percentage points, p<.001) than white students (18 percentage points, p<.001).  Nonetheless, 
cohort 2 students in the highest income group and white students continued to be the most likely 
to go to suburban schools.  The increase in suburban school attendance corresponds to a 
significant decline in attending schools in rural areas for all groups, although the decline smallest 
for African-American students with disabilities.   

Changes in Student Body Characteristics 
A significant increase in the average enrollment in schools attended by students with 

disabilities occurred for all income groups, ranging from an average enrollment increase of 187 
students among those in the lowest income group (p<.05) to 315 for the highest income group 
(p<.001; Exhibit 2-12).  Increases range from an average of 186 to 245 students across 
racial/ethnic groups (p<.05 and p<.001).  

Although no significant decrease is evident in the average proportion of the student body 
who were white in schools attended by students with disabilities as a whole, decreases are noted 
among those in the highest income group (5 percentage points, p<.05) and among white students 
(4 percentage points, p<.01).  However, cohort 2 white students, as well as those in the middle 
and highest income groups, continued to attend schools with significantly higher proportions of 
white students than other groups.  Increases in the proportion of the student body who were 
eligible for free or reduced-price lunches occurred only in schools attended by students in the 
middle income group.  African Americans are the only racial/ethnic group with a significant 
increase in this measure (12 percentage points, p<.05).   

As with the full population of students with disabilities, there are no differences across 
income or racial/ethnic groups in the average proportion of the student body that students with 
disabilities comprised.  However, significant reductions are evident both in attendance at schools 
in which 5% or fewer of the student population were receiving special education and attendance 
at schools in which more than 75% of the student population were receiving special education.  
Reductions in attending schools where students with disabilities were a very small proportion of 
the student body occurred across all income and racial/ethnic groups.  However, decreases in  
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attendance at schools where students with disabilities were the large majority of the student body 
occurred only among students in the highest income group (8 percentage points, p<.001) and 
among white and Hispanic students (5 and 14 percentage points, respectively, p<.001 and 
p<.05).  

 
Exhibit 2-12 

CHANGES IN STUDENT BODY CHARACTERISTICS OF SCHOOLS ATTENDED BY STUDENTS  
WITH DISABILITIES, BY INCOME AND RACE/ETHNICITY 

 
 Income Race/Ethnicity 
  

Lowest  
 

Middle 
 

Highest 
 

White 
African 

American 
 

Hispanic 
Average enrollment       

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 937 936 971 883 1,061 1,375 
 (54) (45) (41) (28) (55) (18) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 1,124 1,173 1,286 1,128 1,248 1,561 
 (59) (58) (59) (34) (74) (24) 
Difference in enrollment +187* +237*** +315*** +245*** +187* +186*** 

Average percentage of student body 
who were white       

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 57.0 72.3 79.1 84.3 40.8 26.4 
 (3.0) (2.2) (1.5) (.9) (2.6) (4.0) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 59.0 67.8 73.8 80.2 41.8 36.2 
 (2.8) (2.6) (2.2) (1.1) (3.0) (4.3) 
Percentage-point change +2.0 -4.5 -5.3* -4.1** +1.0 +9.8 

Percentage attending schools with more 
than 25% of student body who were 
eligible for free or reduced-price lunch        

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 69.1 40.5 35.8 39.1 66.7 72.1 
 (3.7) (3.5) (2.9) (2.2) (4.0) (6.3) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 76.3 56.8 38.0 45.1 78.4 73.3 
 (3.3) (4.1) (4.0) (2.5) (3.9) (6.4) 
Percentage-point change +7.2 +13.3** +2.2 +6.0 +11.7* +1.2 

Percentage attending schools where 
students receiving special education 
were:       

5% or fewer of the student body       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 12.3 15.2 18.6 16.1 13.3 17.3 
 (2.8) (2.7) (2.4) (1.7) (2.9) (5.4) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 4.1 4.2 4.4 3.9 3.8 4.5 
 (1.6) (1.7) (1.7) (1.0) (1.8) (3.0) 
Percentage-point change -8.2* -11.0*** -14.2*** -12.2*** -9.5** -12.8* 

More than 75% of the student body       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 8.8 6.6 9.6 7.3 8.9 16.6 
 (2.4) (1.9) (1.8) (1.2) (2.4) (5.3) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 3.9 3.1 1.7 2.1 5.9 2.3 
 (1.5) (1.4) (1.1) (.7) (2.2) (2.1) 
Percentage-point change -4.8 -3.5 -7.9*** -5.2*** -3.0 -14.3* 

Sources: NLTS Wave 1 school background survey and NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
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Changes in School Programs and Placement Options 
White and African-American students with disabilities show changes in programs and 

placements to significant and usually similar degrees (Exhibit 2-13).  These groups show  
decreases of 20 percentage points 
in their likelihood of going to 
schools with Title I programs 
(p<.001 and p<.01) and increases 
of 14 percentage points in the 
availability of ESL programs 
(p<.001 and p<.05).  
Nonetheless, the increases in 
availability of ESL programs 
resulted in cohort 2 white and 
African-American students still 
being much less likely to go to 
schools with such programs 
(51% and 57%) than Hispanic 
students (81%, p<.001 and 
p<.05).   

      Changes in Community  
      Resources 

Although no significant 
changes are evident across 
income or racial/ethnic groups in 
students having access to 
publicly supported job training 
programs or transportation 
accommodations in the 
communities in which they 
attended school, significant 
changes regarding other 
resources occurred differentially 

across groups (Exhibit 2-14).  Increases in resources were considerably more likely in the 
communities of students in the middle and highest income groups than in those of students in the 
lowest income group.  Significant increases are evident for the middle and highest income 
groups for eight and six of the nine resources reported in Exhibit 2-14, respectively.  This 
compares with significant increases in two resources for the lowest income group.  The highest 
income group is the only one to show a significant decline in a resource—a special school for 
students with disabilities (12 percentage points, p<.01).  Increases in the resources available in 
their communities were by far more likely for white students than for others.  Although no 
significant changes over time are evident in the availability of special schools for students with 
disabilities in any racial/ethnic group, all other resources show significant increases in the 
communities in which white students attended school, ranging from 10 to 38 percentage points, 

Exhibit 2-13 
CHANGES IN PROGRAMS AND PLACEMENT OPTIONS IN 
SCHOOLS ATTENDED BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES, 

BY RACE/ETHNICITY 
  

 
White 

 
African 

American 

 
 

Hispanic 
Percentage in schools with:    

Title I program    
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 49.2 46.7 50.9 
 (2.2) (4.1) (6.9) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 29.6 27.0 43.8 

 (2.3) (4.2) (7.0) 
Percentage-point change -19.6*** -19.7** -7.1 

English as a second language 
program    

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 36.6 42.5 70.9 
 (2.1) (4.1) (6.2) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 51.0 56.7 80.7 

 (2.5) (4.7) (5.6) 
Percentage-point change +14.5*** +14.2* +9.8 

Percentage attending schools with 
self-contained special education 
classrooms    

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 66.5 73.0 89.4 
 (2.3) (4.4) (4.8) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 85.3 89.2 91.0 
 (1.8) (3.1) (4.2) 
Percentage-point change  +18.8*** +16.2** +1.6 

Sources: NLTS Wave 1 school background survey and NLTS2 Wave 1 school 
characteristics survey. 
Note: Only factors for which there was a significant change for at least one group 
of students are included in the exhibit. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels:  
*=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001.  
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p<.01 or p<.001).  In contrast, only the availability of an alternative or continuation school and a 
center for independent living increased for African-American students (20 and 13 percentage 
points, p<.001 and p<.05), and only the availability of a group home increased for Hispanic 
students (15 percentage points, p<.05). 

 
Exhibit 2-14 

CHANGES IN COMMUNITY RESOURCES AVAILABLE TO STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES,  
BY INCOME AND RACE/ETHNICITY 

 
 Income Race/Ethnicity 
  

Lowest  
 

Middle 
 

Highest 
 

White 
African 

American 
 

Hispanic 
Percentage attending school in 
communities with:       
A special school for students with 
disabilities        

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 67.6 57.9 66.2 61.1 75.9 74.5 
 (4.2) (3.9) (3.1) (2.3) (4.1) (6.5) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 58.0 62.9 54.1 55.9 69.2 64.4 
 (4.8) (4.7) (4.7) (2.9) (5.5) (8.2) 
Percentage-point change  -9.6 +5.0 -12.1* -5.2 -6.7 -10.1 

An alternative or continuation 
school       

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 71.0 59.6 63.2 56.2 76.7 86.0 
 (4.2) (3.9) (3.1) (2.4) (4.1) (5.2) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 95.2 95.1 94.0 94.7 96.7 93.2 
 (1.9) (1.9) (2.1) (1.2) (1.9) (3.9) 
Percentage-point change  +24.2*** +35.5*** +30.8*** +38.5*** +20.0*** +7.2 

A secondary vocational-technical 
school       

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 75.3 66.2 73.2 69.6 82.6 62.3 
 (3.9) (3.7) (2.9) (2.2) (3.6) (7.2) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 80.5 80.4 79.4 80.1 87.4 75.6 
 (3.5) (3.6) (3.7) (2.2) (3.7) (6.8) 
Percentage-point change +5.2 +14.2** +6.2 +10.5*** +5.2 +13.3 

Percentage attending school in 
communities with:       

A magnet school       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 41.1 26.2 20.9 18.7 56.5 50.9 
 (4.5) (3.6) (2.7) (1.9) (4.8) (7.7) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 38.3 37.6 37.7 30.5 59.7 49.0 
 (4.7) (4.9) (4.9) (2.9) (5.8) (8.4) 
Percentage-point change -.8 +13.2* +12.5* +11.0** +5.6 -5.8 

An advocacy group for persons 
with disabilities        

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87)   86.9   83.3   88.4   82.0   96.3   96.4 
  (3.1)  (3.0)  (2.1)  (1.9)  (1.8)  (3.1) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01)     93.6     94.9     96.7     94.1     98.5     98.3 
     (2.2)     (2.1)     (1.6)     (1.3)     (1.4)     (2.1) 
Percentage-point change +6.7 +11.6** +8.3** +12.1*** +2.2 +1.9 
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Exhibit 2-14 
CHANGES IN COMMUNITY RESOURCES AVAILABLE TO STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES,  

BY INCOME AND RACE/ETHNICITY (Concluded) 
 

 Income Race/Ethnicity 
  

Lowest  
 

Middle 
 

Highest 
 

White 
African 

American 
 

Hispanic 

Percentage attending school in 
communities with (concluded):       

A support group for persons 
with disabilities       

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87)   83.1   77.9   80.2   77.0   93.9   82.6 
  (3.6)  (3.4)  (2.7)  (2.1)  (2.4)  (6.3) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01)     86.0     94.6     95.8     92.8     90.8     94.4 
     (3.3)     (2.1)     (1.9)     (1.5)     (3.4)     (3.8) 
Percentage-point change +2.9 +16.7*** +15.6*** +15.8*** -3.1 +11.8 

A work facility for adults with 
disabilities       

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 81.4 81.1 84.1 79.3 88.6 91.7 
 (3.5) (3.0) (2.4) (1.9) (3.0) (4.3) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 91.8 94.5 90.8 91.4 93.9 96.2 
 (2.5) (2.1) (2.7) (1.6) (2.7) (3.2) 
Percentage-point change +10.4* +13.4*** +6.7 +11.1*** +5.3 +4.5 

A group home       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 79.9 74.7 80.2 73.5 90.3 83.9 
 (3.7) (3.5) (2.6) (2.1) (2.9) (5.8) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 87.8 91.8 93.6 90.0 92.7 98.6 
 (3.1) (2.6) (2.4) (1.8) (3.0) (2.1) 
Percentage-point change +7.9 +17.1*** +13.4*** +16.5*** +2.4 +14.7* 

A center for independent living       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 70.9 58.2 64.2 58.8 74.2 74.4 
 (4.4) (4.2) (3.4) (2.5) (4.6) (7.7) 
Cohort 2 (2000-01) 77.1 83.9 76.9 77.1 86.9 87.0 
 (4.2) (3.7) (4.2) (2.6) (4.1) (5.8) 
Percentage-point change +6.2 +25.7*** +12.7* +18.3*** +12.7* +12.6 

Sources: NLTS Wave 1 school background survey and NLTS2 Wave 1 school characteristics survey. 
Note: Only factors for which there was a significant change for at least one group of students are included in the exhibit. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001. 
 

Summary 
The changes in the characteristics of schools attended by students with disabilities that are 

described in this chapter reflect a variety of changes in both special and general education policy 
and practice and shifts in the demographics of the general school population, as summarized 
below. 

Indications of the Inclusion Movement 
The Regular Education Initiative (REI), begun in the mid-1980s, and subsequent efforts 

associated with the inclusion movement pressed for the placement of students with disabilities in 
educational settings where they would have meaningful access to the general education 
curriculum together with their nondisabled peers.  Comparisons of the secondary schools 
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attended by students with disabilities represented in NLTS and NLTS2 suggest that these 
initiatives may have contributed to changes in the context of students’ secondary schooling. 

There was a significant decrease in the proportion of students with disabilities attending 
special schools that serve only students with disabilities and a corresponding increase in their 
attending regular secondary schools.  Consistent with this shift, there was a decline in the 
proportion of students with disabilities attending schools where they were the large majority of 
the student body.  However, this potential for increased access to general education settings did 
not occur uniformly for all students with disabilities.  The shift from special schools to regular 
secondary schools occurred primarily among students with mental retardation, hearing or 
orthopedic impairments, or multiple disabilities, including deaf-blindness.  Students with hearing 
impairments or multiple disabilities had among the highest rates of attendance at special schools 
in cohort 1, leaving substantial room for change in their pattern of school attendance.  However, 
students with visual impairments also were among the most likely to attend special schools in 
1986 but they showed no significant change in attendance at either regular or special schools 
over time.  The vast majority of cohort 1 students with learning disabilities or speech 
impairments already were attending regular secondary schools and showed no change in their 
attendance over time. 

Differential changes in indications of the inclusion movement also are noted for students 
who differed in their socioeconomic status and racial/ethnic background.  The movement away 
from special schools and toward regular secondary schools occurred largely among white 
students and those in the highest income group; they also had significant declines in attending 
schools where students with disabilities were the majority of the student body.   

Population Shifts 
The American school-age population has both grown and changed in its demographic 

characteristics in the decade and a half since NLTS.  An increase in the suburban population 
nationally is reflected in a significant increase in students with disabilities attending schools in 
suburban communities.  The average size of the schools they attended also increased, particularly 
among high schools, reflecting a move away from smaller, rural schools as well as a move away 
from special schools, which tend to be smaller than regular secondary schools.  Students with 
disabilities in all income and racial/ethnic groups experienced the suburbanization of their 
schools, although the increases are largest for the lowest and middle income groups and for 
African-American and Hispanic students.  Nonetheless, in cohort 2, those groups generally were 
less likely than white or upper-income students to go to school in suburban communities.    

The sizable shift to suburban schools from rural areas may help explain a marked increase in 
the resources that reportedly were available in the communities surrounding those schools.  For 
students with disabilities, there were significant increases in the availability of a variety of 
secondary and postsecondary education options (e.g., vocational-technical schools, alternative or 
continuation schools), supports for adult independence (e.g., group homes, centers for 
independent living, supported work facilities), and advocacy and support groups for persons with 
disabilities.  Increases in community resources are most notable for students with learning 
disabilities and other high-incidence categories.  They also are most apparent for students with 
disabilities in the middle and highest income groups and for white students.   
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Not only has the geographic distribution of the student population changed, but its 
racial/ethnic composition has as well.  The growth in Hispanic and Asian/Pacific Islander 
students in the national student population is borne out in similar changes in the student bodies of 
schools attended by secondary school students with disabilities.  A substantial increase in 
students attending schools that provide ESL programs is one response to the burgeoning 
population of students both with and without disabilities who speak a language other than 
English.  In contrast, there was an increase in students with disabilities attending schools with 
higher concentrations of students in poverty, but a substantial reduction in their schools’ 
participation in the Title I program.   

In some ways, demographic shifts among students with disabilities as a whole are in sharp 
contrast to those observed for students with other health impairments.  These students had the 
greatest increase in attendance at suburban schools, yet the average size of their schools 
decreased.  And rather than their schools having a decreasing proportion of white students and an 
increasing proportion of students in poverty, the opposite occurred.  These changes correspond to 
changes among the students in this category themselves—over time, they have become 
increasingly likely to be white and from upper-income households, a pattern of change not 
observed for most other categories (Wagner, Cameto, et al., 2003).   

The description of changes over time in the characteristics of schools attended by students 
with disabilities provides a backdrop against which to depict changes in the school programs of 
students with disabilities, as presented in the next chapter. 
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3.  CHANGES IN THE SCHOOL PROGRAMS OF SECONDARY SCHOOL 
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES  

 

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 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 
improvements in many domains, including teacher preparation and training, assessment policies, 
instructional practices, standards and expectations, and funding.  However, it is in students’ 
educational programs where “the rubber meets the road.”  What happens in schools and classes 
every school day is what students experience directly and is the mechanism through which 
educational interventions are most likely to produce higher levels of student achievement.   

This chapter describes changes since the mid-1980s in important aspects of the daily school 
experiences of secondary school students with disabilities, including: 

• The courses they take 

• The settings of those courses (i.e., general or special education) 

• The related services they are provided to help them participate in and succeed at school. 

For NLTS, information on these topics is drawn from the school record abstract, which was 
completed for NLTS sample members by a school staff person for the students’ most recent year 
in school, either the 1985-86 or 1986-87 school year.  Information for NLTS2 is taken from the 
student’s school program survey, completed by those most knowledgeable about the overall 
school programs of individual students for the 2001-02 school year. 

School programs are described for students with disabilities as a group and for those who 
differ in their primary disability category, grade level, and selected demographic characteristics, 
where significant. 

Course Taking 
Choices regarding courses taken in secondary school have important implications for 

student learning, school completion, and postschool opportunities.  The content of courses 
defines the knowledge and skills students acquire, and the academic rigor of courses affects the 
demands placed on students to meet performance expectations.  Accumulating the appropriate 
number and distribution of credits and demonstrating adequate performance in the requisite 
courses determine whether students graduate from high school and are accepted for 
postsecondary education.  Vocational training during high school can prepare students for 
advanced training or employment in the postschool years. 

Although course-taking choices can reflect students’ interests and postsecondary aspirations, 
they also are influenced by larger educational policies.  For example, between 1984 and 1998, 13 
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states raised the number of academic credits1 required to receive a high school diploma (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2001).  By 1998, 26 states required students to earn at least four 
credits in language arts and three credits in social studies.  In addition to those requirements, 14 
states required students to earn three credits each in science and mathematics, and an additional 
12 states required students to earn at least two credits in those subjects (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2001).  This policy change is reflected in students’ course-taking patterns.  
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 
the proportion of 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).   

In addition to these kinds of policy changes, which potentially affect all students, transition 
planning requirements, introduced in the 1990 amendments to IDEA and expanded in IDEA ’97, 
could be expected to have an impact on the course taking of students with disabilities.  As 
mentioned in Chapter 1, IDEA ’97 requires that the course of study that is appropriate to help 
students achieve their transition goals be specified in their individualized education program 
(IEP) from age 14 onward (although the courses and services identified do not need to begin 
until age 16).  Some of the differences between courses taken by secondary school students with 
disabilities in the mid-1980s and those taken in 2001 may result from implementation of these 
transition planning requirements.   

Understanding the data collection instruments used in NLTS and NLTS2 is important for 
accurately interpreting the comparisons reported in this chapter.  As noted earlier, in NLTS, 
school staff who were knowledgeable about the overall school programs of students with 
disabilities were asked to record on a “school record abstract” form each course students had 
taken in their most recent school year.  The specific courses identified (e.g., algebra 2, biology) 
were coded into the broad categories reported in Exhibits 3-1 and 3-2 (e.g., mathematics, 
science).  In NLTS2, school staff reported the courses students with disabilities were taking in 
the spring semester of 2002 in those broad categories, rather than reporting specific courses.2  
Therefore, NLTS students had a full school year in which to take a given kind of course, whereas 
NLTS2 students had a single-semester opportunity to do so.  This difference could result in 
overstating the enrollment of cohort 1 students in a given kind of course relative to cohort 2 
students, thereby underestimating increases over time and overestimating decreases over time.  
This difference is unlikely to have a marked impact on estimates for courses that typically are a 
full school year in duration, as are many academic subjects, but could result in higher course-
taking rates in cohort 1 than cohort 2 for subjects that often are single-semester courses, such as 
nonacademic electives.   

                                                           
1 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., p. 1). 

2 NLTS2 also is collecting students’ high school transcripts, which will enable a more fine-grained analysis of 
course taking when students have completed their full high school careers. 
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Academic Course Taking   

The vast majority of both cohort 1 and cohort 2 students with disabilities were taking at least 
one academic course as part of their school programs in the period for which data were collected, 
usually language arts (Exhibit 3-1), with no change in language arts enrollment over time.   

However, all other kinds of academic 
courses were much more likely to be 
taken by cohort 2 students than their 
cohort 1 peers.  Mathematics course 
taking shows an 11-percentage-point 
increase, with 92% of cohort 2 students 
taking math (p<.001).  An even larger 
increase, 21 percentage points, is noted 
for science course taking.  Whereas 
62% of cohort 1 students with 
disabilities were taking science, more 
than 8 in 10 cohort 2 students were 
doing so (p<.001).  Almost 90% of 
cohort 2 students were taking social 
studies, a 13-percentage-point increase 
over cohort 1 (p<.001).  Foreign 
language course taking increased by a 
similar amount (15 percentage points, 
p<.001), although it was a part of the 
school programs of only about one-fifth 
of cohort 2 students with disabilities. 

Nonacademic Course Taking 

Nonacademic3 course taking also increased over time (Exhibit 3-2).  Almost 90% of 
cohort 2 students with disabilities were taking at least one nonacademic course in the spring 
semester of 2001, a 5-percentage-point increase over cohort 1 (p<.01).  However, this overall 
increase masks a less consistent picture across types of nonacademic classes.  A 16-percentage-
point increase is noted in the proportion of cohort 2 students taking fine arts or performing arts 
courses (p<.001), so that about half of cohort 2 students were taking them.  In contrast, 
vocational education course taking declined by 7 percentage points (p<.01).  About two-thirds of 
cohort 1 students were taking a vocational education course, compared with 61% of cohort 2 
students.  However, it is important to restate that the differences mentioned earlier in the ways 
courses were recorded for NLTS and NLTS2 students may result in higher estimates of course 
taking in cohort 1 than in cohort 2, thereby potentially understating increases over time and 
overstating decreases. 

 

                                                           
3  Nonacademic courses include the courses indicated in Exhibit 3-2. 

Exhibit 3-1 
CHANGES IN ACADEMIC COURSE TAKING BY 

STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES  
 

 Cohort 1 
(1985-86 or 

1986-87) 

 
Cohort 2 
(2001-02) 

Percentage- 
Point 

Change 
Percentage taking:    
Any academic course 97.4 98.1 +.7 
 (.6) (.6)  
Language arts 95.2 95.2 .0 
 (.8) (.9)  
Mathematics 81.9 92.5 +10.6*** 
 (1.4) (1.1)  
Science 62.3 83.1 +20.8*** 
 (1.8) (1.5)  
Social studies 74.6 88.0 +13.4*** 
 (1.6) (1.3)  
Foreign language 5.8 21.1 +15.3*** 
 (.9) (1.7)  

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s 
school program survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant in a two-tailed test at the following level: 
***=p<.001. 
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Instructional Settings 
As mentioned in Chapter 2, the 

movement that began in the 1980s to 
include students with disabilities in 
general education settings, where 
appropriate, is reflected in a shift 
away from having students with 
disabilities attend special schools that 
serve only that population and toward 
their attendance at regular secondary 
schools.  This shift, along with the 
large increases noted above in 
students with disabilities taking such 
courses as science and foreign 
language, suggests that students’ 
participation in special education 
courses would decline and their 
participation in general education 
courses would increase.  Increased 
participation in general education 
classes by students with disabilities is 
an important component of providing 

them access to the general education curriculum.  However, their general education participation, 
without supports for the teachers and students involved, could present unintended challenges to 
students’ ability to succeed at school.   

This section addresses changes in students’ participation in general and special education 
classes for the variety of subjects they take.  It also considers the response of schools to the 
participation of students with disabilities in general education classes, as reflected in their 
policies of providing supports to general education teachers who have students with disabilities 
in their classes. 

Changes in Instructional Settings 

A dramatic change in instructional settings is indicated in the 21-percentage-point decline in 
students with disabilities taking any course at all in special education classes (Exhibit 3-3).  In 
spring 2001, 30% of students with disabilities were taking no special education courses, a fairly 
rare occurrence in cohort 1 (9%, p<.001).  However, there was not a corresponding increase in 
students with disabilities taking at least one general education class, in part because most 
cohort 1 students (84%) already were taking such a class.  A small but statistically significant 
increase in receiving instruction at a vocational center also is noted (2% vs. 7% in cohorts 1 
and 2, p<.001). 

 
 

Exhibit 3-2 
CHANGES IN NONACADEMIC COURSE TAKING  

BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES  
 

 Cohort 1 
(1985-86 or 

1986-87)  

 
Cohort 2 
(2001-02)  

Percentage- 
Point 

Change 
Percentage taking:    
Any nonacademic course 83.6 88.9 +5.3** 
 (1.4) (1.3)  
Vocational education 68.4 61.0 -7.4** 
 (1.7) (2.0)  
Fine arts/performing arts 32.7 48.7 +16.0*** 
 (1.7) (2.0)  
Physical education 70.1 71.7 +1.6 
 (1.7) (1.8)  
Life skills/study skills 26.9 35.5 +8.6*** 
 (1.6) (1.9)  

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school 
program survey. 
Note: Vocational education includes both prevocational and occupationally 
specific vocational education.  Life skills includes instruction in life skills, 
social skills, and/or study skills. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant in a two-tailed test at the following levels: **=p<.01, 
***=p<.001. 
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This pattern of change in settings 
can be understood, in part, by 
examining the changes over time in 
settings for academic and nonacademic 
course taking (Exhibit 3-4).  Cohort 2 
students’ participation in general 
education courses was more likely to 
involve academic courses than was 
true for their cohort 1 peers.  There 
was a 9-percentage-point increase over 
time in students with disabilities taking 
at least one academic general 
education course, corresponding to an 
11-percentage-point decline in special 
education academic course taking 
(p<.001 for both changes).  Increases 
of 8 to 10 percentage points are noted 
in students taking mathematics, 

science, and social studies in general education classes (p<.01 and p<.001).  Decreases of similar 
sizes in taking such courses in special education classes also are apparent (6 to 9 percentage  
 

Exhibit 3-4 
CHANGES IN INSTRUCTIONAL SETTINGS OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES,  

BY TYPE OF COURSE 
 

 Percentage Taking Course Who Were Taking It in: 
 A General Education Class A Special Education Class 

 
 

Type of Course Taken 

Cohort 1 
(1985-86 or 

1986-87)  

 
Cohort 2 
(2001-02)  

Percentage- 
Point 

Change 

Cohort 1 
(1985-86 or 

1986-87)  

 
Cohort 2 
(2001-02)  

Percentage- 
Point 

Change 

Any academic course 61.5 70.2 +8.7*** 70.1 59.1 -11.0*** 
 (1.8) (1.9)  (1.7) (2.0)  

Language arts 43.4 48.9 +5.5 63.8 54.4 -9.4*** 
 (1.9) (2.1)  (1.8) (2.1)  
Mathematics 44.7 52.7 +8.0** 56.8 50.6 -6.2* 
 (2.0) (2.1)  (2.0) (2.1)  
Science 57.5 66.1 +8.6** 43.7 37.1 -6.6* 
 (2.4) (2.2)  (2.4) (2.2)  
Social studies 53.7 63.9 +10.2*** 47.9 38.9 -9.0** 
 (2.2) (2.1)  (2.2) (2.2)  

Any nonacademic course 93.8 83.8 -10.0*** 19.4 46.1 +26.7*** 
 (1.0) (1.6)  (1.6) (2.1)  

Vocational education 75.8 70.6 -5.2 28.2 34.8 +6.6* 
 (1.9) (2.3)  (2.0) (2.4)  
Fine arts/performing arts 83.4 87.0 +3.6 17.0 12.4 -4.6 
 (2.5) (1.9)  (2.5) (1.9)  
Life skills/study skills 64.9 35.7 -29.2*** 35.8 60.6 +24.8*** 
 (3.2) (3.0)  (3.2) (3.1)  

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Note: Only factors for which there was a significant change for at least one group of students are included in the exhibit. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 

 

Exhibit 3-3 
CHANGES IN INSTRUCTIONAL SETTINGS  

OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES  
 

 Cohort 1 
(1985-86 or 

1986-87)  

 
Cohort 2 
(2001-02)  

Percentage- 
Point 

Change 
Percentage receiving any 
instruction in:    
General education classes 84.0 87.6 +3.6 
 (1.3) (1.3)  
Special education classes 90.6 69.8 -20.8*** 
 (1.0) (1.9)  
Individualized settings 1.1 1.9 +.8 
 (.4) (.6)  
A vocational education center 2.5 6.7 +4.2*** 
 (.6) (1.0)  

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school 
program survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant in a two-tailed test at the following level: ***=p<.001. 
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points, p<.05 and p<.01), along with a 9-percentage-point decrease in the proportion of students 
taking language arts in a special education class (p<.001).  The instructional setting for foreign 
language did not change markedly over time; it was predominantly a general education course at 
both times. 

In contrast to this pattern for academic course taking, it became increasingly likely over time 
that nonacademic courses were taken in special education classes, particularly life skills or study 
skills courses.  Whereas almost all cohort 1 students with disabilities who were taking a 
nonacademic course (94%) were taking at least one in a general education class, 84% of cohort 2 
students who were taking such a class were doing so in that setting (p<.001).  At the same time, 
there was a 27-percentage-point increase in students with disabilities taking nonacademic 
courses in special education classes (p<.001), due to a 25-percentage-point increase in the 
likelihood that life skills or study skills courses were being taken in special education classes.  
Vocational education also was more likely to be a special education class for cohort 2 than for 
cohort 1 students (35% vs. 28%, p<.05).  There was no change in settings for physical education 
courses. 

Supports Provided to General Education Teachers with 
Students with Disabilities in Their Classes 

The increasing likelihood that students with disabilities were taking academic courses in 
general education classes raises a question regarding the extent to which the instructional 
contexts, practices, and supports that characterize those classes were enabling students with 
disabilities in them to succeed.  NLTS2 has described the general education academic classes 
frequented by students with disabilities at some length (Wagner, Newman, et al, 2003), using 
data collected through the NLTS2 general education teacher survey for the 2001-02 school year.  
NLTS did not collect similar information on the characteristics of general education classrooms 
in which students with disabilities were receiving instruction in the mid-1980s, so comparisons 
between cohort 1 and 2 students on their experiences in those classrooms are not possible.  
However, the two studies both have addressed the policies of students’ schools regarding 
providing supports to general education teachers who had students with disabilities in their 
classes.  Specifically, NLTS and NLTS2 have investigated the extent to which general education 
teachers were reported in the school background and school characteristics surveys to receive 
five types of support in schools that had general education/inclusion placement options for 
students with disabilities: consultation by special education or other staff; special materials or 
equipment to use with students with disabilities; inservice training regarding the needs of 
students with disabilities; teacher aides, instructional assistants, or aides for individual students; 
and smaller student loads or class sizes.   

Virtually all students with disabilities were going to schools where there was a policy of 
providing at least one of these supports to general education teachers who had students with 
disabilities in their classes.  Consultation by special education or other staff was the most 
common type of support; 97% of students in both cohorts were attending schools with a policy to 
make this type of support available (Exhibit 3-5).  Other forms of support were less common in 
cohort 1, but there were large increases in their prevalence over time.  The largest increase was  
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in the policy of providing an 
instructional assistant to a teacher 
or an individual aide to a student 
with disabilities.4  Only about one-
fourth of cohort 1 students were 
going to schools with this policy; in 
cohort 2, 84% of students were 
doing so (p<.001).  Policies to 
provide special materials or 
equipment to use for students with 
disabilities were reported in schools 
attended by 79% of cohort 2 
students, and policies to provide 
teachers with inservice training 
related to students with disabilities 
were reported in schools attended 
by 71% of these students.  These 
are increases of 27 and 28 
percentage points, respectively 
(p<.001).  A reduced class size was 
offered to general education 
teachers with students with 
disabilities in schools attended by 
almost one-third of cohort 2 
students, compared with 10% of 
cohort 1 students (p<.001). 

Related Services 

Youth with disabilities may require a variety of support services to function in their daily 
life and perform in school.  Some services are arranged for by families and provided by a 
variety of community-based organizations.  In addition, students with disabilities who qualify 
for special education may receive related services to help them benefit from special education, 
as prescribed in a student’s IEP.  The related-services provisions of IDEA make schools a major 
provider of health-related, adaptive, social, emotional, and technology supports for students 
with disabilities. 
 

                                                           
4 Some of the large increase in the reported provision of teacher or student aides may result from the expanded 

wording of this question used in NLTS2.  NLTS asked school staff to report whether general education teachers 
were offered “human aides” when they had students with disabilities in their classes, which may have been 
interpreted to refer to aides for particular students with disabilities.  NLTS2 expanded this response category, 
asking whether teachers were provided “teacher aides, instructional assistants, or aides for individual students,” 
which may have been interpreted to include both aides for the classroom and aides assigned to individual students 
with disabilities. 

 
Exhibit 3-5 

CHANGES IN SUPPORTS PROVIDED TO GENERAL 
EDUCATION TEACHERS WITH STUDENTS  

WITH DISABILITIES IN THEIR CLASSES 
 

 Cohort 1 
(1985-86/ 
1986-87) 

 
Cohort 2 
(2000-01) 

Percentage-
Point 

Change 

Percentage in schools with 
the following supports for 
general education teachers 
with students with 
disabilities in their classes:    

Consultation from a special 
educator 

96.6 
(.7) 

96.8 
(.7) 

+.2 
 

Special materials/equipment 
to use with students with 
disabilities 

51.8 
(1.9) 

79.2 
(1.7) 

+27.4*** 
 

Inservice training related to 
students with disabilities  

43.7 
(1.9) 

71.2 
(1.9) 

+27.5*** 
 

Classroom aide for teacher 
or individual student 

28.0 
(1.7) 

84.4 
(1.5) 

+56.4*** 
 

Smaller class size 9.7 31.8 +22.1*** 
 (1.1) (2.0)  

Sources: NLTS Wave 1 school background survey and NLTS2 Wave 1 school 
characteristics survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following level:  
***=p<.001. 
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Comparisons of findings from 
NLTS and NLTS2 permit an 
assessment of changes in the extent 
to which a variety of related 
services were provided to students 
with disabilities by or through their 
schools.  Five of the 11 related 
services investigated in both studies 
(listed in Exhibit 3-6) show 
significant increases over time in 
the percentage of students with 
disabilities reported to receive them 
from or through their school.  
Mental health services show the 
largest increase—7 percentage 
points (p<.01)—with one in five 
cohort 2 students with disabilities 
receiving mental health services 
through their school.  Increases of 3 
to 5 percentage points are noted for 
the provision of assistive devices or 
adaptations and social work and 
health services (p<.001 and p<.05).  
Orientation/mobility training 
increased by 2 percentage points 
(p<.05).  No significant increases 
are noted for speech/language 
pathology or audiology services, 
occupational or physical therapy, 
special transportation, or adaptive 
physical education. 

 

Differential Changes in Students’ School Programs across Disability Categories 

In The Individual and Household Characteristics of Youth with Disabilities, an earlier report 
from NLTS2 (Wagner, Marder, Levine, et al., 2003), the diversity of secondary school students 
who receive special education services is documented.  Not only do they have the wide range of 
demographic characteristics that are found in the general student population (e.g., differences in 
socioeconomic background, racial/ethnic and language diversity), but they also span the full 
spectrum of abilities on the many dimensions of functioning addressed in NLTS2 (e.g., mobility, 
communication, social skills).  For example, although about 7 in 10 students with disabilities 
have no trouble carrying on a conversation, almost 1 in 10 are reported by parents to have “a lot 
of trouble” with such interactions.  Similarly, most students with disabilities have normal use of 
their limbs, but 1 in 10 are reported to have “a lot of trouble” using their arms, hands, legs, or  

Exhibit 3-6 
CHANGES IN SERVICES PROVIDED TO STUDENTS  

WITH DISABILITIES  
 

 Cohort 1 
(1985-86 or 

1986-87)  

 
Cohort 2 
(2001-02)  

Percentage-
Point 

Change 
Percentage with IEP that 
specified receipt of:    
Speech/language pathology 
services 17.4 13.7 -3.7 
 (1.4) (1.5)  
Mental health services 12.8 19.6 +6.8** 
 (1.2) (1.8)  
Special transportation 8.3 8.8 +.5 
 (1.0) (1.2)  
Social work services 8.0 12.1 +4.1* 
 (1.0) (1.5)  
Adaptive physical education 6.3 8.6 +2.3 
 (.9) (1.2)  
Assistive devices/adaptations 2.9 8.0 +5.1*** 
 (.6) (1.2)  
Occupational therapy 3.0 3.6 +.4 
 (.6) (.8)  
Health services 3.1 6.3 +3.2* 
 (.6) (1.1)  
Physical therapy 2.0 3.0 +1.0 
 (.5) (.8)  
Audiology services .8 2.2 +1.4 
 (.3) (.6)  
Orientation/mobility training .1 1.6 +1.5* 
 (.1) (.6)  

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school 
program survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, 
**=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
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feet.  Parents rate about one-fourth of students with disabilities as having high social skills but 
about one-fifth as having poor social skills (Wagner, Marder, Levine, et al., 2003).  Given this 
diversity, it is not surprising that changes in their secondary school programs occurred 
differentially across categories, as described below.5 

Academic Course Taking 

Despite the lack of significant change in the proportions of students with disabilities as a 
whole taking any academic course or language arts courses (presented in Exhibit 3-1), cohort 2 
students with multiple disabilities were significantly more likely than their cohort 1 counterparts 
to be taking academic and language arts courses, by 12 and 14 percentage points, respectively 
(p<.05; Exhibit 3-7).  Nonetheless, they still were less likely than students in other categories to 
take academic courses of every kind (e.g., 81% of cohort 2 students with multiple disabilities 
were taking mathematics, compared with 93% of students with other health impairments, 
p<.001).   

Other academic course-taking increases were more widespread.  Increases in taking science 
courses occurred across all disability categories, ranging from 13 to 34 percentage points (p<.01 
and p<.001).  Students in all categories except emotional disturbance show significant increases 
in mathematics course taking (8 to 17 percentage points, p<.05 to p<.001), and students in all 
categories except orthopedic impairment show significant increases in social studies course 
taking (10 to 29 percentage points, p<.05 to p<.001).  Significant increases ranging from 8 to 22 
percentage points occurred in foreign language course taking among students in all categories 
except other health impairment and multiple disabilities (p<.01 and p<.001 across categories). 

With the exception of students with multiple disabilities, academic course taking in general, 
and language arts and mathematics course taking in particular, did not vary markedly across 
categories of cohort 2 students.  However, cohort 2 students with mental retardation, like those 
with multiple disabilities, were less likely to take other kinds of academic courses than students 
in most other categories.  For example, about three-fourths of cohort 2 students with mental 
retardation were taking science and social studies, compared with about 85% of students with 
hearing impairments (p<.05 and p<.001 for the two kinds of classes). 

                                                           
5  Because there are too few students with deaf-blindness to report separately, they are combined with students with 

multiple disabilities for analyses reported in this section. 
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Exhibit 3-7 
CHANGES IN ACADEMIC COURSE TAKING, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY 

 

 

 
 

Learning 
Disability 

Speech/ 
Language 

Impair- 
ment 

 
Mental
Retar-
dation 

 
Emotional 
Disturb- 

ance 

 
Hearing 
Impair-
ment 

 
Visual 
Impair-
ment 

Ortho-
pedic 

Impair-
ment 

Other 
Health 
Impair-
ment 

Multiple 
Disabilities/ 

Deaf-
blindness 

Percentage taking:          
Any academic course          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 98.9 98.1 93.3 98.9 97.1 96.2 97.1 93.7 73.8 
 (.6) (1.1) (1.5) (.7) (1.1) (1.9) (1.5) (2.5) (5.1) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 99.1 99.2 94.8 98.4 99.6 95.8 93.9 97.1 85.8 
 (.6) (.6) (1.4) (1.0) (.5) (1.8) (1.6) (.9) (2.5) 
Percentage-point change +.2 +1.1 +1.5 -.5 +2.5 -.4 -3.2 +3.4 +12.0* 

Language arts          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 97.2 96.5 88.9 97.5 95.4 91.1 94.4 92.6 70.1 
 (.9) (1.4) (1.9) (1.1) (1.4) (2.8) (2.0) (2.7) (5.3) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 95.4 97.8 93.5 96.1 99.0 94.5 91.2 96.4 84.4 
 (1.3) (1.0) (1.6) (1.5) (.7) (2.0) (1.9) (1.0) (2.6) 
Percentage-point change -1.8 +1.3 +4.6 -1.4 +3.6 +3.4 -3.2 +3.8 +14.3* 

Mathematics          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 80.6 85.5 82.6 87.9 87.3 78.3 80.8 78.2 64.8 
 (2.2) (2.8) (2.2) (2.3) (2.2) (4.0) (3.5) (4.2) (5.5) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 92.7 94.7 92.3 93.0 95.7 90.9 88.9 92.9 81.4 
 (1.6) (1.5) (1.7) (2.0) (1.5) (2.6) (2.1) (1.4) (2.8) 
Percentage-point change +12.1*** +9.2** +9.7*** +5.1 +8.4** +12.6** +8.1* +14.7*** +16.6** 

Science          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 64.1 72.9 52.0 71.1 65.2 61.8 52.1 59.4 32.2 
 (2.7) (3.5) (3.0) (3.2) (3.1) (4.7) (4.4) (5.0) (5.4) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 84.8 87.3 73.8 84.3 85.2 80.4 78.5 85.3 66.3 
 (2.3) (2.2) (2.9) (3.0) (2.7) (3.6) (2.8) (1.9) (3.5) 
Percentage-point change +20.7*** +14.4*** +21.8*** +13.2** +20.0*** +18.6** +26.4*** +25.9*** +34.1***

Social studies          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 77.4 76.5 63.9 80.5 76.0 78.1 77.5 74.9 39.6 
 (2.4) (3.3) (2.8) (2.8) (2.8) (4.0) (3.7) (4.5) (5.7) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 90.2 90.4 74.7 93.2 87.9 88.2 82.7 88.3 69.0 
 (1.9) (1.9) (2.9) (2.0) (2.5) (2.9) (2.6) (1.8) (3.4) 
Percentage-point change +12.8*** +13.9*** +10.8** +12.7*** +11.9** +10.1* +5.2 +13.4** +29.4***

Foreign language          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 6.8 13.5 1.0 4.3 6.2 18.2 12.4 13.6 .4 
 (1.4) (2.7) (.6) (1.4) (1.6) (3.8) (2.9) (3.5) (.7) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 24.3 31.0 8.7 15.1 26.7 33.6 24.4 18.8 8.8 
 (2.7) (3.0) (1.8) (2.8) (3.3) (4.2) (2.9) (2.1) (2.0) 
Percentage-point change +17.5*** +17.5*** +7.7*** +10.8*** +21.5*** 15.4** +12.0** +5.2 +8.4 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
 

Nonacademic Course Taking 

The significant increase in nonacademic course taking among students with disabilities as a 
whole (presented in Exhibit 3-3) occurred only among students with emotional disturbances or 
multiple disabilities (9 and 12 percentage points, respectively, p<.05; Exhibit 3-8).  Students with 
multiple disabilities show increased enrollment in all forms of nonacademic courses, ranging 



3-11 

Exhibit 3-8 
CHANGES IN NONACADEMIC COURSE TAKING, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY 

 

 

 
 

Learning 
Disability 

Speech/ 
Language 

Impair- 
ment 

 
Mental
Retar-
dation 

 
Emotional 
Disturb- 

ance 

 
Hearing 
Impair-
ment 

 
Visual 
Impair-
ment 

Ortho-
pedic 

Impair-
ment 

Other 
Health 
Impair-
ment 

Multiple 
Disabilities/ 

Deaf-
blindness 

Percentage taking:          
Any nonacademic course          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 82.8 86.5 87.7 78.8 84.9 90.8 80.7 86.8 83.3 
 (2.1) (2.7) (1.9) (2.9) (2.3) (2.8) (3.5) (3.5) (4.3) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 88.5 87.6 92.2 87.6 89.9 88.4 86.6 88.0 95.1 
 (2.0) (2.1) (1.7) (2.6) (2.3) (2.8) (2.3) (1.8) (1.6) 
Percentage-point change +5.7 +1.1 +4.5 +8.8* +5.0 -2.4 +5.9 +1.2 +11.8* 

Vocational education          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 69.8 60.9 69.2 63.5 71.7 63.9 54.8 66.7 62.8 
 (2.6) (3.8) (2.7) (3.4) (2.9) (4.7) (4.4) (4.8) (5.6) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 58.3 51.0 77.1 60.0 61.7 54.1 59.3 60.8 77.8 
 (3.1) (3.2) (2.7) (3.9) (3.6) (4.4) (3.3) (2.6) (3.0) 
Percentage-point change -11.5** -9.9* +7.9* -3.5 -10.0* -9.8 +4.5 -5.9 +15.0* 

Fine/performing arts          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 33.4 43.4 28.1 31.9 28.0 52.7 33.0 39.5 36.6 
 (2.7) (3.9) (2.7) (3.3) (2.9) (4.9) (4.2) (5.0) (5.6) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 47.7 52.8 50.7 44.7 53.9 61.2 54.0 53.1 63.0 
 (3.1) (3.2) (3.2) (3.9) (3.7) (4.3) (3.3) (2.7) (3.5) 
Percentage-point change +14.3*** +9.4 +22.6*** +12.8* +25.9*** +8.5 +21.0*** +13.6* +26.4***

Physical education          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 68.9 68.4 75.9 70.6 68.1 64.9 51.8 58.0 65.8 
 (2.6) (3.6) (2.5) (3.2) (3.0) (4.7) (4.4) (5.1) (5.5) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 70.4 72.4 77.5 71.6 75.7 67.8 63.6 71.4 83.2 
 (2.8) (2.9) (2.7) (3.6) (3.2) (4.1) (3.2) (2.5) (2.7) 
Percentage-point change +1.5 +4.0 +1.6 +1.0 +7.6 +2.9 +11.8* +13.4* +29.5** 

Life skills/study skills          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 22.4 22.5 42.7 19.7 33.4 31.7 35.0 32.6 52.0 
 (2.4) (3.3) (2.9) (2.8) (3.1) (4.5) (4.2) (4.8) (5.8) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 26.2 22.4 72.6 45.6 26.9 42.7 40.0 32.2 75.0 
 (2.7) (2.7) (2.9) (4.0) (3.3) (4.4) (3.3) (2.5) (3.1) 
Percentage-point change +3.8 -.1 +29.9*** +25.9*** -6.5 +11.0 +5.0 -.4 +23.0***

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
 

 

from a 15-percentage-point increase in taking vocational education (p<.05) to a 30-percentage-
point increase in taking physical education (p<.01).  Students with mental retardation also 
recorded a significant increase in vocational course taking (8 percentage points, p<.05), despite 
the overall decline in vocational education enrollment for students with disabilities as a whole.   

Increases in nonacademic course taking were most widespread for fine arts courses, with 
seven of the disability categories having significant increases, which range from 13 percentage 
points for students with emotional disturbances (p<.05) to 26 percentage points for those with 
hearing impairments or multiple disabilities (p<.001).  The categories of students whose fine arts 
course taking was the highest in cohort 1—students with speech or visual impairments—did not 
show a significant increase in cohort 2.  Besides students with multiple disabilities, increases in 
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physical education course taking occurred only for students with orthopedic or other health 
impairments (12 and 13 percentage points, p<.05), and life skills or study skills course taking 
increased only for students with mental retardation or emotional disturbances (30 and 26 
percentage points, p<.001). 

Instructional Settings 

The large decline in students with disabilities taking courses in special education settings 
that was noted previously for the group overall (presented in Exhibit 3-4) was fairly widespread 
(Exhibit 3-9), occurring for students in six of the disability categories and ranging from 12 to 26 
percentage points (p<.05 and p<.001).  No change is noted for students with other health 
impairments, who already were the least likely to be taking courses in special education settings 
in cohort 1.  In contrast, the other two categories of students among whom there was no decrease 
in special education course taking were the most likely to be taking them in cohort 1; virtually all 
cohort 1 students with mental retardation or multiple disabilities were taking special education  

 
Exhibit 3-9 

CHANGES IN INSTRUCTIONAL SETTINGS, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY 
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ment 

 
Mental 
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dation 

 
Emotional 
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ance 
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ment 

 
Visual 
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ment 

Other 
Health 
Impair-
ment 

Multiple 
Disabilities/

Deaf-
blindness 

Percentage receiving any 
instruction in:          
General education classes          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 91.5 90.8 69.1 78.9 70.1 71.8 74.5 80.4 30.9 
 (1.5) (2.2) (2.6) (2.8) (2.9) (4.2) (3.6) (4.0) (5.2) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 94.0 95.4 69.3 78.5 76.3 70.9 83.7 86.8 55.2 
 (1.5) (1.4) (3.0) (3.3) (3.2) (4.0) (2.5) (1.8) (3.6) 
Percentage-point change +2.5 +4.6 +.2 -.4 +6.2 -.9 +9.2 +6.4 +24.3*** 

Special education classes          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 89.9 75.9 97.4 89.1 94.1 78.6 79.8 66.2 98.1 
 (1.7) (3.2) (.9) (2.1) (1.5) (3.8) (3.3) (4.7) (1.5) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 65.8 50.1 91.6 74.0 67.6 54.2 68.0 65.6 95.0 
 (2.9) (3.3) (1.8) (3.5) (3.5) (4.4) (3.1) (2.6) (1.6) 
Percentage-point change -24.1*** -25.8*** -5.8 -15.1*** -26.5*** -24.4*** -11.8* -.6 -3.1 

An individualized setting          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) .5 .4 .9 2.8 .4 1.5 6.9 14.7 3.0 
 (.4) (.5) (.5) (1.1) (.4) (1.1) (2.1) (3.5) (1.9) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 1.0 1.1 2.5 5.1 1.7 6.0 3.4 4.1 2.6 
 (.6) (.7) (1.0) (1.7) (1.0) (2.1) (1.2) (1.1) (1.2) 
Percentage-point change +.5 +.7 +1.6 +2.3 +1.3 +4.5 -3.5 -10.6** -.4 

A vocational education center          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 2.5 1.3 3.2 2.0 1.7 1.5 1.6 .9 7.0 
 (.9) (.9) (1.0) (1.0) (.8) (1.1) (1.0) (.9) (2.9) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 6.0 2.2 11.8 5.3 2.3 6.9 6.5 6.3 17.8 
 (1.5) (1.0) (2.1) (1.8) (1.1) (2.2) (1.7) (1.3) (2.8) 
Percentage-point change +3.5 +.9 +8.6*** +3.3 +.6 +5.4* +4.9* +5.4*** +10.8** 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
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courses, and their cohort 2 counterparts show no significant decline.  However, students with 
multiple disabilities are the only ones showing a significant increase in taking general education 
courses, 24 percentage points (p<.001), with more than half of cohort 2 students with multiple 
disabilities taking at least one general education class.  However, this rate is still significantly 
lower than that for students in any other category (p<.01 compared with students with mental 
retardation, the category with the next lowest rate of general education course taking). 

Despite the absence of widespread increases in students’ likelihood of taking any general 
education course, increases in providing several forms of support to general education teachers 
who had students with disabilities in their classes occurred across all disability categories.  The 
data show increases of 16 to 34 percentage points across categories in students with disabilities 
attending schools with policies of providing disability-related inservice training, increases of 28 
to 62 percentage points in their attending schools with policies of providing teachers or 
individual students with aides or assistants, and increases of 17 to 24 percentage points in their 
attending schools with policies of giving general education teachers smaller class sizes or student 
loads because they had students with disabilities in their classes.  Significant increases also 
occurred for students in all categories except multiple disabilities in attending schools with 
policies of providing special materials or equipment to general education teachers to use with 
their students with disabilities, ranging from 14 to 32 percentage points.  Differences in the size 
of changes across categories generally resulted in moderating the differences across categories 
that existed in cohort 1, so that cohort 2 students in various categories were more similar to each 
other than was true for cohort 1 students regarding their schools’ policies toward general 
education teacher support. 

Although students with disabilities as a whole show no significant change in receiving 
instruction in an individual setting, a significant decline in that kind of instruction is noted for 
students with other health impairments (11 percentage points, p<.01).  Five categories of students 
show overall increases in course taking at a vocational center: 5 percentage points among 
students with visual, orthopedic, or other health impairments (p<.05 and p<.001), 9 percentage 
points for students with mental retardation (p<.001), and 11 percentage points for students with 
multiple disabilities (p<.01). 

Instructional settings for academic courses.  Changes in the settings in which students 
with disabilities were taking specific kinds of academic courses were limited to students in only 
a few disability categories (Exhibit 3-10).  The increase in taking any general education 
academic classes and the corresponding decline in taking special education academic classes that 
occurred among students with disabilities as a whole (presented in Exhibit 3-5) resulted from 
changes in the settings for academic courses taken by students with learning disabilities or 
hearing impairments.  They had 10- and 15-percentage-point increases in general education 
academic course taking (p<.01) and decreases of 12 and 16 percentage points in special 
education academic course taking (p<.01 and p<.001).  In fact, students with hearing 
impairments had the most widespread pattern of change in settings for academic course taking, 
with increases in the likelihood of their language arts, science, and social studies courses being in 
general education settings (17 to 22 percentage points, p<.01 and p<.001) and corresponding 
declines in the likelihood of those courses being in special education classes (18 to 20 percentage 
points, p<.001).  These changes are consistent with the sizable reduction in the proportion of 
students with hearing impairments attending special schools and the corresponding increase in 
their enrollment in regular secondary schools. 



3-14 

Exhibit 3-10 
CHANGES IN INSTRUCTIONAL SETTINGS FOR ACADEMIC COURSES,  

BY DISABILITY CATEGORY 
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ment 
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dation 

 
Emotional 
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ance 

 
Hearing 
Impair-
ment 

 
Visual 
Impair-
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Health 
Impair-
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Disabilities/
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Percentage taking course in 
setting:          

Any academic course          
General education class          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 71.0 82.2 28.9 61.4 51.4 70.8 62.5 73.0 18.0 
 (2.6) (3.0) (2.8) (3.5) (3.2) (4.5) (4.4) (4.7) (5.2) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 79.6 83.1 32.1 58.7 66.3 66.6 70.6 73.2 27.5 
 (2.5) (2.4) (3.1) (3.9) (3.6) (4.3) (3.1) (2.4) (3.6) 
Percentage-point change +9.6** +.9 +3.2 +2.7 +14.9** -4.2 +8.1 +.2 +9.5 

Special education class          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 65.3 35.9 93.7 70.5 72.1 41.9 59.1 45.3 93.2 
 (2.7) (3.8) (1.5) (3.3) (2.9) (4.9) (4.5) (5.3) (3.4) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 53.4 40.4 90.8 63.2 55.9 42.3 52.8 53.5 91.9 
 (3.1) (3.2) (1.9) (3.8) (3.7) (4.5) (3.4) (2.7) (2.2) 
Percentage-point change -11.9** +4.5 -2.9 -7.3 -16.2*** +.4 -6.3 +8.2 -1.3 

Language arts          
General education class          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 48.4 72.6 17.6 49.0 35.2 67.2 54.0 62.0 7.1 
 (2.9) (3.6) (2.4) (3.6) (3.1) (4.7) (4.6) (5.2) (3.5) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 55.1 69.7 16.4 42.6 52.6 62.7 53.7 56.8 16.9 
 (3.2) (3.1) (2.5) (4.0) (3.8) (4.5) (3.5) (2.8) (3.0) 
Percentage-point change +6.7 -2.9 -1.2 -6.4 +17.4*** +.5 -.3 -5.2 +9.8* 

Special education class          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 58.7 32.2 89.8 61.4 69.1 35.4 50.7 41.6 94.7 
 (2.8) (3.7) (1.9) (3.5) (3.0) (4.8) (4.6) (5.3) (3.1) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 49.2 35.4 86.6 55.7 50.5 35.7 48.3 46.4 83.6 
 (3.2) (3.2) (2.3) (4.0) (3.8) (4.5) (3.5) (2.8) (3.0) 
Percentage-point change -9.5* +3.2 -3.2 -5.7 -18.6*** +.3 -2.4 +4.8 -11.1* 

Mathematics          
General education class          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 53.0 73.8 15.8 41.9 47.7 62.9 48.5 61.3 13.6 
 (3.2) (3.8) (2.4) (3.7) (3.4) (5.0) (5.0) (5.6) (5.1) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 61.9 70.1 14.8 43.3 52.4 59.3 53.4 55.2 9.7 
 (3.2) (3.1) (2.4) (4.1) (3.9) (4.7) (3.5) (2.8) (2.5) 
Percentage-point change +8.9* -3.7 -1.0 +1.4 +4.7 -3.6 +4.9 -6.1 3.9 
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Exhibit 3-10 
CHANGES IN INSTRUCTIONAL SETTINGS FOR ACADEMIC COURSES,  

BY DISABILITY CATEGORY (Concluded) 
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Percentage taking course in 
setting:          

Science          
General education class          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 66.5 83.4 24.4 49.3 41.9 62.2 61.2 79.9 28.3 
 (3.4) (3.4) (3.5) (4.2) (3.9) (5.7) (5.3) (5.3) (8.1) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 74.4 80.0 30.1 52.0 63.9 67.0 68.7 71.9 25.6 
 (3.0) (2.8) (3.5) (4.4) (4.0) (4.6) (3.4) (2.7) (4.1) 
Percentage-point change +7.9 -3.4 +5.7 +2.7 +22.0*** +4.8 +7.5 -8.0 +2.7 

Special education class          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 35.0 17.8 76.1 51.6 58.4 37.8 38.9 23.2 71.7 
 (3.4) (3.5) (3.5) (4.2) (3.9) (5.7) (5.3) (5.5) (8.1) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 29.2 23.1 73.6 49.0 38.0 33.3 30.7 31.6 77.2 
 (3.1) (3.0) (3.4) (4.4) (4.0) (4.6) (3.4) (2.8) (3.9) 
Percentage-point change -5.8 +5.3 -2.5 -2.6 -20.4*** -4.5 -8.2 +8.4 +5.5 

Social studies          
General education class          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 61.8 79.3 22.8 48.0 41.6 74.4 58.2 68.4 20.0 
 (3.1) (3.7) (3.1) (3.9) (3.6) (4.7) (5.1) (5.7) (6.9) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 71.4 79.2 29.0 51.5 58.9 66.8 69.2 69.5 20.7 
 (3.0) (2.8) (3.5) (4.2) (4.0) (4.6) (3.4) (2.7) (3.8) 
Percentage-point change +9.6* -.1 +6.2 +3.5 +17.3** -7.6 +11.0 +1.1 +.7 

Special education class          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 40.1 20.7 78.2 53.6 60.6 26.3 43.8 31.8 80.3 
 (3.2) (3.7) (3.1) (3.9) (3.5) (4.8) (5.2) (5.7) (6.9) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 32.2 24.0 73.7 48.0 42.3 33.6 32.9 33.1 82.2 
 (3.1) (3.0) (3.4) (4.2) (4.0) (4.6) (3.5) (2.8) (3.6) 
Percentage-point change -7.9 +3.3 -4.5 -5.6 -18.3*** +7.3 -10.9* +1.3 +1.9 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Note: Only factors for which there was a significant change for at least one group of students are included in the exhibit. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 

 

Students with multiple disabilities show a 10-percentage-point increase in general education 
language arts course taking (p<.05) and a corresponding 11-percentage-point decline in taking 
those courses in special education classes, p<.05).  Students with learning disabilities show 
significant increases in taking both mathematics and social studies in general education classes 
(9 and 10 percentage points, p<.05) but no corresponding decline in taking those courses in 
special education classes.   

These changes did little to alter the wide variation across disability categories in the settings 
in which students were taking particular kinds of courses.  For example, there was a  
64-percentage-point difference in cohort 1 between the categories of students most and least 
likely to be taking any academic class in a general education setting; the spread between 
categories was 56 percentage points for cohort 2 students.  Those with speech impairments were 
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the most likely to be taking general education academic courses in both cohorts (82% and 83%), 
and students with multiple disabilities were the least likely to be doing so (18% and 28%). 

Instructional settings for nonacademic courses.  Changes in the settings in which 
students with disabilities were taking specific kinds of nonacademic courses were more 
widespread than those for academic courses (Exhibit 3-11).  Increases in taking any nonacademic 
class in a special education settings occurred among students in seven disability categories, 
ranging from 10 to 39 percentage points (p<.05 and p<.001).  The two categories of students who 
show no increase in special education nonacademic course taking—those with orthopedic 
impairments or multiple disabilities—were the most likely already to be taking such courses in 
cohort 1.  Students with multiple disabilities continued to be the most likely to take nonacademic 
special education courses in cohort 2 (84%), but students with mental retardation surpassed those 
with orthopedic impairments in becoming the second most likely category of students to take 
nonacademic special education classes (75%).   

 
Exhibit 3-11 

CHANGES IN INSTRUCTIONAL SETTINGS FOR NONACADEMIC COURSES,  
BY DISABILITY CATEGORY 
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Percentage taking course in 
setting:          

Any nonacademic course          
General education class          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 97.2 95.7 91.9 83.1 84.6 84.5 73.7 90.4 75.4 
 (1.0) (1.7) (1.7) (2.9) (2.5) (3.8) (4.2) (3.3) (5.4) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 90.6 90.7 65.9 73.6 71.4 65.2 72.8 83.1 51.3 
 (1.9) (2.0) (3.2) (3.7) (3.6) (4.5) (3.2) (2.1) (3.7) 
Percentage-point change -6.6** -5.0 -26.0*** -9.5* -13.2** -19.3*** -.9 -7.3 -24.1***

Special education class          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 10.1 10.3 35.9 28.0 39.6 34.9 59.3 32.4 84.0 
 (1.9) (2.6) (3.1) (3.5) (3.4) (5.0) (4.7) (5.2) (4.6) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 38.0 32.2 75.0 54.8 50.1 49.9 57.9 44.6 84.1 
 (3.2) (3.2) (2.9) (4.2) (4.0) (4.7) (3.6) (2.8) (2.7) 
Percentage-point change +27.9*** +21.9*** +39.1*** +26.8*** +10.5* +15.0* -1.4 +12.2* +.1 

Vocational education          
Special education class          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 18.8 17.7 51.6 31.8 48.7 38.1 49.0 28.9 78.1 
 (2.6) (3.8) (3.6) (4.2) (3.7) (6.3) (5.5) (5.8) (5.9) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 24.2 24.0 65.4 38.6 44.7 56.3 41.4 37.9 75.3 
 (3.5) (3.8) (3.5) (5.1) (4.7) (5.5) (4.5) (3.4) (3.6) 
Percentage-point change +5.4 +6.3 +13.8** +6.8 -4.0 +18.2* -7.6 +9.0 -2.8 
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Exhibit 3-11 
CHANGES IN INSTRUCTIONAL SETTINGS FOR NONACADEMIC COURSES,  

BY DISABILITY CATEGORY (Concluded) 
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Percentage taking course in  
setting:          

Fine arts/performing arts          
General education class          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 89.2 93.4 71.5 75.0 70.2 65.1 71.6 74.6 26.7 
 (3.1) (3.1) (5.1) (5.3) (6.0) (6.2) (8.0) (7.4) (8.9) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 93.3 93.5 72.2 76.0 78.2 65.2 86.9 88.4 51.0 
 (2.2) (2.2) (4.1) (5.1) (4.4) (5.4) (3.2) (2.4) (4.6) 
Percentage-point change +4.1 +.1 +.7 -1.0 +8.0 +.1 +15.3 +13.8 +24.3* 

Special education class          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 11.3 6.8 28.5 25.0 30.3 34.9 30.1 25.4 73.3 
 (3.2) (3.1) (5.1) (5.3) (6.0) (6.2) (8.1) (7.4) (8.9) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 6.1 5.8 28.7 20.9 22.4 35.1 12.7 11.0 50.0 
 (2.1) (2.1) (4.2) (4.9) (4.4) (5.5) (3.1) (2.3) (4.6) 
Percentage-point change -5.2 +1.0 +.2 -4.1 -7.9 +.2 -17.4* -14.4 -23.3* 

Physical education          
General education class          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 93.0 90.7 71.7 74.9 69.0 58.3 31.6 73.7 24.8 
 (1.8) (2.8) (3.1) (3.6) (3.7) (6.5) (5.8) (5.8) (5.8) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 95.9 94.0 68.0 80.3 75.1 59.8 61.7 84.8 49.8 
 (1.5) (1.8) (3.4) (3.7) (3.8) (5.4) (4.2) (2.3) (4.0) 
Percentage-point change +2.9 +3.3 -3.7 +5.4 +6.1 +1.5 +30.1*** +11.1 +25.0***

Special education class          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 7.0 9.3 28.3 25.1 31.0 41.3 68.4 26.3 75.2 
 (1.8) (2.8) (3.1) (3.6) (3.7) (6.4) (5.8) (5.8) (5.8) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 3.9 6.4 34.9 19.2 24.9 40.1 41.4 14.5 52.1 
 (1.4) (1.8) (3.5) (3.7) (3.8) (5.4) (4.2) (2.3) (4.0) 
Percentage-point change -3.1 -2.9 +6.6 -5.9 -6.1 -1.2 -27.0*** -11.8 -23.1** 

Life skills/study skills          
General education class          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 77.9 80.5 49.7 58.3 46.2 51.7 59.3 61.7 6.3 
 (4.9) (6.6) (4.6) (7.5) (6.5) (9.3) (7.7) (9.3) (4.0) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 50.5 57.8 17.7 24.9 33.2 24.3 31.7 34.0 12.1 
 (6.2) (6.5) (2.9) (5.3) (6.1) (6.0) (5.1) (4.3) (2.7) 
Percentage-point change -27.4*** -22.7* -32.0*** -33.4*** -13.0 -27.4* -27.6** -27.7** +4.8 

Special education class          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 22.1 21.0 52.2 41.7 54.0 51.0 42.7 39.5 93.7 
 (4.9) (6.7) (4.6) (7.5) (6.5) (9.3) (7.8) (9.4) (4.0) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 42.3 41.8 82.5 73.1 68.8 66.9 66.1 62.9 89.3 
 (6.1) (6.5) (2.9) (5.4) (6.0) (6.6) (5.2) (4.4) (2.6) 
Percentage-point change +20.2* +20.8* +33.3*** +31.4*** +14.8 +15.9 +23.4* +23.4* -4.4 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Note: Only factors for which a significant change occurred for at least one group of students are included in the exhibit. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
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As with the full population of students with disabilities, the change in settings for 
nonacademic courses as a whole occurred largely from changes in settings for life skills or study 
skills courses.  Most categories of students with disabilities registered increases in taking such 
courses in special education classes (ranging from 20 to 33 percentage points, p<.05 and p<.001) 
and corresponding decreases in taking such classes in general education settings (23 to 33 
percentage points, p<.05 to p<.001).  Again, students with multiple disabilities show no move 
toward greater life skills course taking in special education settings because virtually all of them 
already were doing so in cohort 1 (94%).   

The increase in vocational education course taking in special education classes that was 
noted previously for students with disabilities overall occurred primarily from large increases 
among students with mental retardation or visual impairments (14 and 18 percentage points, 
p<.01 and p<.05).  Although neither fine arts nor physical education show significant changes in 
settings overall, students with multiple disabilities in cohort 2 were more likely to be taking such 
courses in general education classes, registering increases of 24 and 25 percentage points (p<.05 
and p<.001).  A similar shift in the setting for physical education is noted for students with 
orthopedic impairments (30 percentage points, p<.001), who also show a decline in the 
prevalence of taking fine arts courses in special education classes (17 percentage points, p<.05).   

Related Services  

Although significant increases in the provision of related services to students with 
disabilities were noted previously for only 5 of the 11 services investigated in NLTS and NLTS2 
(presented in Exhibit 3-6), all 11 services were provided significantly more often to students in at 
least one disability category (Exhibit 3-12).  Some services increased for the categories of 
students for whom they seem most directly applicable.  For example, the largest increase in 
mental health services is noted for students with emotional disturbances (14 percentage points, 
p<.01), but increases also occurred for those with speech impairments and mental retardation 
(11 and 7 percentage points, p<.001 and p<.05).  Similarly, audiology services increased 
primarily for students with hearing impairments (24 percentage points, p<.001) and for those 
with multiple disabilities, including deaf-blindness (7 percentage points, p<.05), but students 
with visual impairments also were more likely to receive audiology services in cohort 2 than 
previously (9 percentage points, p<.01).  Orientation and mobility training increased the most 
among those with visual or orthopedic impairments (43 and 23 percentage points, p<.001) or 
with multiple disabilities, including deaf-blindness (16 percentage points, p<.001). 
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Exhibit 3-12 
CHANGES IN RELATED SERVICES PROVIDED, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY 

 

 

 
 

Learning 
Disability 

Speech/ 
Language 

Impair-
ment 

 
Mental 
Retar-
dation 

 
Emotional 
Disturb-

ance 

 
Hearing 
Impair-
ment 

 
Visual 
Impair-
ment 

Ortho-
pedic 

Impair-
ment 

Other 
Health 
Impair-
ment 

Multiple 
Disabilities/ 

Deaf-
blindness 

Percentage with IEP that 
specified receipt of:          

Speech/language pathology 
services          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 10.9 54.9 28.6 7.5 55.9 7.5 21.7 16.3 60.0 
 (1.8) (3.9) (2.6) (1.8) (3.2) (2.5) (3.5) (3.8) (5.5) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 5.4 64.3 31.1 7.2 56.7 19.9 27.6 18.6 58.6 
 (1.5) (3.7) (3.1) (2.3) (4.1) (3.9) (3.3) (2.2) (3.7) 
Percentage-point change -5.5 +9.4 +2.5 -.3 +.8 +12.4** +5.9 +2.3 -1.4 

Mental health services          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 11.0 4.3 8.3 34.5 15.5 9.5 8.8 14.7 19.1 
 (1.8) (1.6) (1.6) (3.3) (2.3) (2.8) (2.4) (3.7) (4.4) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 15.2 15.7 15.4 48.9 18.9 17.4 12.0 17.5 22.5 
 (2.5) (2.9) (2.5) (4.3) (3.2) (3.8) (2.5) (2.3) (3.3) 
Percentage-point change +4.2 +11.4*** +7.1* +14.4** +3.4 +7.9 +3.2 +2.8 +3.4 

Special transportation assistance         
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 2.3 3.2 19.2 9.1 16.0 29.0 55.2 15.8 53.7 
 (.8) (1.4) (2.2) (2.0) (2.4) (4.3) (4.2) (3.8) (5.6) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 1.4 2.8 29.2 7.9 15.1 35.8 56.8 15.4 56.6 
 (.8) (1.3) (3.1) (2.4) (2.9) (4.8) (3.6) (2.1) (3.7) 
Percentage-point change -.9 -.4 +10.0** -1.2 -.9 +6.8 +1.6 -.4 +2.9 

Social work services          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 5.5 1.1 10.0 19.2 7.1 7.9 9.2 9.2 17.1 
 (1.3) (.8) (1.7) (2.8) (1.7) (2.6) (2.4) (3.0) (4.2) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 7.6 7.1 15.9 30.5 11.6 18.7 10.4 11.6 26.6 
 (1.8) (2.0) (2.6) (4.0) (2.6) (4.0) (2.4) (1.9) (3.6) 
Percentage-point change +2.1 +6.0 +5.9 +11.3* +4.5 +10.8* +1.2 +2.4 +9.5 

Adaptive physical education          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 1.7 1.3 15.3 5.7 3.1 16.1 45.7 24.8 41.8 
 (.7) (.9) (2.0) (1.6) (1.1) (3.5) (4.2) (4.5) (5.6) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 1.8 3.5 29.8 6.3 6.3 37.3 49.4 14.3 57.5 
 (.9) (1.5) (3.1) (2.1) (2.0) (4.6) (3.6) (2.0) (3.7) 
Percentage-point change +.1 +2.2 +14.5*** +.6 +3.2 +21.2*** +3.7 -10.5* +13.7* 

Assistive devices/adaptations          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) .9 1.8 3.4 .2 37.2 47.8 31.1 6.5 25.7 
 (.5) (1.0) (1.0) (.3) (3.1) (4.8) (3.9) (2.5) (4.9) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 4.6 4.9 14.4 2.9 41.8 73.0 40.2 10.8 39.1 
 (1.4) (1.7) (2.4) (1.5) (4.0) (4.3) (3.6) (1.8) (3.8) 
Percentage-point change +3.7 +3.1 +11.0*** +2.7 +4.6 +25.2*** +9.1 +4.3 +13.4* 

Occupational therapy          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) .8 3.7 7.1 1.0 .8 3.1 30.4 5.4 33.0 
 (.5) (1.5) (1.5) (.7) (.6) (1.7) (3.9) (2.3) (5.3) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) .7 1.9 8.8 1.2 5.0 17.9 38.3 6.7 40.9 
 (.6) (1.1) (1.9) (1.0) (1.8) (3.8) (3.6) (1.5) (3.7) 
Percentage-point change -.1 -1.8 +1.7 +.2 +4.2* +14.8*** +7.9 +1.3 +7.9 
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Exhibit 3-12 
CHANGES IN RELATED SERVICES PROVIDED, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY (Concluded) 

 

 

 
 

Learning 
Disability 

Speech/ 
Language 

Impair-
ment 

 
Mental 
Retar-
dation 

 
Emotional 
Disturb-

ance 

 
Hearing 
Impair-
ment 

 
Visual 
Impair-
ment 

Ortho-
pedic 

Impair-
ment 

Other 
Health 
Impair-
ment 

Multiple 
Disabilities/ 

Deaf-
blindness 

Percentage with IEP that 
specified receipt of:          

Health services          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 2.4 0.3 5.4 1.6 5.3 6.0 10.3 5.2 4.8 
 (.9) (.4) (1.3) (.9) (1.5) (2.3) (2.6) (2.3) (2.4) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 4.0 2.1 10.8 8.6 11.8 17.9 19.3 8.7 24.0 
 (1.3) (1.2) (2.1) (2.5) (2.7) (3.8) (3.0) (1.7) (3.4) 
Percentage-point change +1.6 +1.7 +5.4 +7.0** +6.5* +11.9** +9.0* +3.5 +19.2***

Physical therapy          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) .6 .8 3.7 .3 .6 5.9 41.9 4.9 28.4 
 (.4) (.7) (1.1) (.4) (.5) (2.2) (4.1) (2.2) (5.1) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) .8 .2 6.5 .4 4.2 16.1 46.8 3.1 36.5 
 (.6) (.4) (1.7) (.6) (1.6) (3.7) (3.7) (1.0) (3.6) 
Percentage-point change +.2 -.6 +2.8 +.1 +3.6* +10.2* +4.9 -1.8 +8.1 

Audiology          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) .0 .4 .4 .2 41.3 2.0 1.3 .1 3.7 
  (.5) (.4) (.3) (3.2) (1.3) (1.0) (.3) (2.1) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) .7 3.2 1.9 1.1 65.7 11.1 2.0 1.2 10.6 
 (.6) (1.4) (.9) (.9) (3.8) (3.1) (1.1) (.6) (2.4) 
Percentage-point change +.7 +2.8 +1.5 +.9 +24.4*** +9.1** +.7 +1.1 +6.9* 

Orientation/mobility training          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) .0 .0 .0 .0 .1 11.7 .0 .1 .9 
     (.2) (3.1)  (.3) (1.1) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) .2 .3 3.4 .4 2.0 55.0 23.0 1.3 17.2 
 (.3) (.4) (1.2) (.6) (1.1) (4.8) (3.2) (.7) (2.9) 
Percentage-point change +.2 +.3 +3.4** +.4 +1.9 +43.3*** +23.0*** +1.2 +16.3***

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 

 

However, for other services, the categories of students for whom they might seem most 
directly applicable are not those that showed significant increases.  For example, receipt of 
speech/language pathology services increased markedly among students with visual impairments 
(12 percentage points, p<.01) but not among those with speech impairments; receipt of physical 
therapy increased for students with hearing or visual impairments (4 and 10 percentage points, 
p<.05) but not among those with orthopedic impairments.  This finding may result from the fact 
that the categories of students for whom particular services seem most directly relevant already 
were the most likely to be receiving them.   

Health services show the most widespread increases, with five categories of students 
showing significant gains, ranging from 6 to 19 percentage points (p<.05 to p<.001).  Notably, 
students with learning disabilities show no increases in receipt of any related services.   
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Differential Changes in Students’ School Programs across Grade Levels 

Students in NLTS and NLTS2 whose school programs are analyzed in this report spanned 
the middle and high school grade levels.6  Given the differences in structure and emphasis in 
middle and high schools, it is reasonable to expect that some of the changes in school programs 
addressed thus far occurred differently among students at different grade levels.  For example, it 
is possible that increases in taking some kinds of academic courses would be most evident in 
high school, in response to increased graduation or college entrance requirements.  This section 
examines aspects of students’ school programs that changed differentially across grade levels.7 

Academic Course Taking 
Although there are no significant differences for students across grade levels in changes in 

any academic or language arts course taking, participation in other kinds of academic classes 
changed significantly, often differentially across grade levels (Exhibit 3-13).  For example, the 
increase in taking mathematics classes that was noted previously for students with disabilities as 
a whole occurred entirely among students in grade 10 or above; no changes are noted for middle 
school students or high school freshmen.  The increase is particularly large for juniors (27 
percentage points, p<.001).  In contrast, significant increases in science course taking are noted 
across the grade span, although juniors again show the largest increase (37 percentage points, 
p<.001) and middle school students and high school freshmen the smallest (12 and 13 percentage 
points, p<.01).  Increases in foreign language course taking also occurred across the grade span, 
ranging from 14 to 17 percentage points (p<.05 to p<.001).  Social studies course taking 
increased at all grade levels except among seniors, ranging from 11 to 21 percentage points 
(p<.05 to p<.001).   

Despite significant increases in their mathematics and science course taking, cohort 2 
seniors with disabilities were significantly less likely to be taking those courses than other high 
school students with disabilities (74% of seniors vs. 92% of juniors taking mathematics, p<.001, 
and 60% vs. 75% taking science, p<.05).  They also were less likely than juniors to be taking 
social studies (81% vs. 93%, p<.05).  These differences may have resulted because seniors had 
met the credit requirements for those subjects in earlier years and chose not to take additional 
core academic courses in their senior year.  A reduction in academic course taking could provide 
seniors with the opportunity to take nonacademic electives that would support achievement of 
their transition goals. 

                                                           
6  For convenience, grades 7 and 8 are referred to as middle school grade levels and grades 9 through 12 are referred 

to as high school grade levels. 
7 Students with disabilities who were not assigned to a grade level are not included in the analyses in this section. 
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Exhibit 3-13 
CHANGES IN ACADEMIC COURSE TAKING IN ANY SETTING BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES,  

BY GRADE LEVEL 
 

 7th or 8th Grade 9th Grade 10th Grade 11th Grade 12th Grade 
Percentage taking:      

Mathematics      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 96.7 96.0 86.6 65.5 49.7 
 (1.8) (1.5) (2.5) (3.9) (5.4) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 99.3 98.0 97.0 92.3 73.7 
 (.9) (1.3) (1.4) (2.3) (5.1) 
Percentage-point change +2.6 +2.0 +10.4*** +26.8*** +24.0*** 

Science      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 86.4 79.2 68.2 38.0 33.7 
 (3.5) (3.2) (3.4) (4.0) (5.1) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 98.3 91.9 90.0 75.2 60.3 
 (1.5) (2.5) (2.4) (3.8) (5.8) 
Percentage-point change +11.9** +12.7** +21.8*** +37.2*** +26.6*** 

Social studies      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 84.7 74.6 66.6 80.9 83.5 
 (3.7) (3.4) (3.4) (3.2) (4.0) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 97.4 85.8 88.0 93.1 80.6 
 (1.8) (3.2) (2.7) (2.2) (4.6) 
Percentage-point change +12.7** +11.2* +21.4*** +12.2** -2.9 

A foreign language      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 8.0 6.3 4.8 6.9 4.4 
 (2.8) (1.9) (1.6) (2.1) (2.2) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 21.7 21.4 21.5 23.7 18.5 
 (4.6) (3.6) (3.3) (3.6) (4.4) 
Percentage-point change +13.7* +15.1*** +16.7*** +16.8*** +14.1** 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Note: Only factors for which there was a significant change for at least one category of students are included in the exhibit. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 

 

Nonacademic Course Taking 
No consistent pattern across grade levels is found regarding changes in taking various kinds 

of nonacademic courses by students with disabilities (Exhibit 3-14).  Significant increases in 
overall course taking are found only for juniors (12 percentage points, p<.05).  However, the 
largest increase in taking fine arts courses occurred among middle school students (28 
percentage points, p<.001), with increases also noted for sophomores and juniors (21 and 23 
percentage points, p<.001).  The significant increases in life skills course taking were among 
freshmen and sophomores (11 and 12 percentage points, p<.05).  Finally, the overall decline in 
vocational education course taking that was noted previously for students with disabilities as a 
whole occurred only among students who were in 10th grade or above; declines were 15 and 16 
percentage points across those grade levels (p<.05 and p<.01).  This pattern suggests that older 
students with disabilities in cohort 2 were not taking the more advanced courses in a particular 
occupational sequence that could prepare them to assume jobs in those occupational areas or 
provide the prerequisite skills for more advanced training upon leaving high school.   
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Exhibit 3-14 
CHANGES IN NONACADEMIC COURSE TAKING IN ANY SETTING BY  

STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES, BY GRADE LEVEL 
 

 7th or 8th Grade 9th Grade 10th Grade 11th Grade 12th Grade 
Percentage taking:      

Any nonacademic course      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 92.6 90.2 80.9 73.1 76.4 
 (2.7) (2.3) (2.9) (3.7) (4.6) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 95.6 95.7 87.5 85.3 81.7 
 (2.3) (1.8) (2.6) (3.0) (4.4) 
Percentage-point change +3.0 +5.5 +6.6 +12.2* +5.3 

Vocational education      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 42.4 64.6 71.7 84.1 82.2 
 (5.0) (3.7) (3.3) (3.0) (4.1) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 54.9 54.1 56.7 68.3 66.9 
 (5.6) (4.4) (4.0) (4.0) (5.4) 
Percentage-point change +12.5 -10.5 -15.0** -15.8** -15.3* 

Fine arts/performing arts      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 49.1 36.1 27.1 23.6 27.4 
 (5.1) (3.7) (3.2) (3.5) (4.8) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 77.3 39.9 47.7 46.7 39.9 
 (4.7) (4.3) (4.0) (4.2) (5.6) 
Percentage-point change +28.2*** +3.8 +20.6*** +23.1*** +12.5 

Life skills/study skills      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 28.8 23.0 20.8 26.1 38.0 
 (4.6) (3.3) (3.0) (3.6) (5.2) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 35.6 34.1 33.1 36.1 31.7 
 (5.3) (4.2) (3.8) (4.1) (5.3) 
Percentage-point change +6.8 +11.1* +12.3* +10.0 -6.3 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Note: Only factors for which there was a significant change over time for at least one group of students are included in the exhibit. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
 

Although seniors were less likely to be taking some academic classes than other high school 
students, they were not correspondingly more likely to be taking nonacademic classes, 
suggesting that seniors had a lighter course load overall than students at lower high school grade 
levels.   

Instructional Settings 
The significant decline in participation in special education classes that occurred for 

students with disabilities as a whole is evident for students at all grade levels (Exhibit 3-15).  
Because of the particularly large decline among high school seniors (31 percentage points, 
p<.001), seniors with disabilities were significantly less likely to be taking any special education 
classes than students at other high school grade levels (54% vs. 71% to 73%, p<.01).  In contrast 
to the lack of change in general education participation noted for students with disabilities as a 
whole, high school freshmen show a significant increase in the likelihood of taking at least one 
course in a general education class (8 percentage points, p<.05).  They also are the only grade 
level to show a significant increase in the likelihood that their schools had a policy of providing  
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Exhibit 3-15 
CHANGES IN INSTRUCTIONAL SETTINGS OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES,  

BY GRADE LEVEL 
 

 7th or 8th Grade 9th Grade 10th Grade 11th Grade 12th Grade 
Percentage receiving any instruction in:      

General education classes      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 89.5 85.1 87.0 90.3 91.3 
 (3.0) (2.7) (2.4) (2.4) (2.9) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 95.3 93.4 87.9 87.9 85.3 
 (2.4) (2.2) (2.6) (2.8) (4.1) 
Percentage-point change +5.8 +8.3* +.9 -2.4 -6.0 

Special education classes      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 93.4 91.4 87.0 92.1 85.5 
 (2.4) (2.1) (2.4) (2.2) (3.7) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 69.1 72.5 71.3 72.6 54.2 
 (5.2) (4.0) (3.6) (3.8) (5.7) 
Percentage-point change -24.3*** -18.9*** -15.7*** -19.5*** -31.3*** 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Note: Only factors for which there was a significant change over time for at least one group of students are included in the exhibit. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, ***=p<.001. 

 

smaller classes or smaller student loads to general education teachers who had students with 
disabilities in their classes (a 32-percentage-point increase, p<.001).  Of other supports provided 
to general education teachers that were investigated in NLTS and NLTS2, only providing 
inservice training on the needs of students with disabilities changed differentially for students 
across the grade range; high school juniors and seniors were the only students whose schools 
were more likely to provide this form of general education teacher support. 

Students in middle and high school show differences in some of these changes.  Increases in 
the prevalence of policies regarding inservice training were more common among schools 
attended by juniors and seniors in high school than by students at other grade levels (33 and 36 
percentage points vs. 20 to 24 percentage points for other grade levels).  However, the increase 
in policies to provide smaller classes was much greater in schools attended by 9th-grade students 
(32 percentage points vs. 14 to 24 percentage points at other grade levels). 

Instructional settings for academic courses.  Ninth graders show the only widespread 
change in instructional settings for academic courses (Exhibit 3-16).  Cohort 2 high school 
freshmen were significantly more likely to be taking every kind of academic course in a general 
education class than were their peers in cohort 1, ranging from a 14-percentage-point increase in 
the proportion of freshmen with disabilities taking any academic course in general education 
classes to a 21-percentage-point increase among freshmen with disabilities who were taking 
science in general education classes.  For all kinds of courses except mathematics, these 
increases were accompanied by significant declines in taking courses in special education 
classes.  (There were no significant changes in mathematics course taking in special education 
classes for students at any grade level.) 
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Exhibit 3-16 
CHANGES IN ACADEMIC COURSE TAKING BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES,  

BY INSTRUCTIONAL SETTING AND GRADE LEVEL 
 

 7th or 8th Grade 9th Grade 10th Grade 11th Grade 12th Grade 
Percentage taking course in setting:      

Any academic course      
General education class      

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 66.3 62.3 64.9 62.0 66.1 
 (4.9) (3.8) (3.5) (4.1) (5.2) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 76.3 76.6 70.9 66.1 71.5 
 (4.8) (3.8) (3.7) (4.0) (5.3) 
Percentage-point change +10.0 +14.3** +6.0 +4.1 +5.4 

Special education class      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 70.9 75.0 66.8 65.1 63.8 
 (4.7) (3.4) (3.5) (4.0) (5.2) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 62.2 59.1 59.0 61.6 45.9 
 (5.4) (4.4) (4.0) (4.1) (5.8) 
Percentage-point change -8.7 -15.9** -7.8 -3.5 -17.9* 

Language arts      
General education class      

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 49.4 40.1 47.4 42.9 48.7 
 (5.2) (3.9) (3.7) (4.2) (5.7) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 47.9 55.2 47.6 46.1 56.3 
 (5.6) (4.5) (4.1) (4.4) (6.0) 
Percentage-point change -1.5 +15.1* +.2 +3.2 +7.6 

Special education class      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 67.1 64.7 60.0 61.9 56.6 
 (4.9) (3.8) (3.6) (4.1) (5.7) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 57.5 50.6 54.6 57.3 44.0 
 (5.6) (4.5) (4.1) (4.4) (6.0) 
Percentage-point change -9.6 -14.1* -5.4 -4.6 -12.6 

Mathematics      
General education class      

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 48.2 43.2 49.0 47.6 50.5 
 (5.2) (3.9) (3.9) (5.0) (7.3) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 49.3 57.8 55.9 51.8 53.0 
 (5.7) (4.5) (4.1) (4.5) (6.8) 
Percentage-point change +1.1 +14.6* +6.9 +4.2 +2.5 
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Exhibit 3-16 
CHANGES IN ACADEMIC COURSE TAKING BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES,  

BY INSTRUCTIONAL SETTING AND GRADE LEVEL (Concluded) 
 

 7th or 8th Grade 9th Grade 10th Grade 11th Grade 12th Grade 
Percentage taking course in setting:      

Science      
General education class      

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 63.1 53.5 60.0 60.0 68.8 
 (5.3) (4.4) (4.3) (6.3) (8.9) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 68.8 74.3 65.1 59.9 72.0 
 (5.3) (4.2) (4.1) (4.9) (6.8) 
Percentage-point change +5.7 +20.8*** +5.1 -.1 +3.2 

Special education class      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 38.2 47.6 40.9 40.5 37.6 
 (5.3) (4.4) (4.3) (6.3) (9.3) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 33.6 30.9 37.8 42.8 30.5 
 (5.4) (4.4) (4.2) (5.0) (7.0) 
Percentage-point change -4.6 -16.7** -3.1 2.3 -7.1 

Social studies      
General education class      

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 58.2 50.8 56.1 55.6 59.3 
 (5.5) (4.5) (4.5) (4.6) (5.9) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 69.0 71.2 63.1 60.8 63.4 
 (5.3) (4.4) (4.2) (4.4) (6.4) 
Percentage-point change +10.8 +20.4*** +7.0 +5.2 +4.1 

Special education class      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 42.6 49.7 44.4 46.5 47.9 
 (5.5) (4.5) (4.45) (4.6) (6.0) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 32.1 34.2 40.4 40.7 38.7 
 (5.4) (4.6) (4.3) (4.4) (6.4) 
Percentage-point change -10.5 -15.5* -4.0 -5.8 -9.2 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Note: Only factors for which there was a significant change for at least one category of students are included in the exhibit. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 

 

The decrease in special education course participation noted previously for high school 
seniors resulted entirely from a decrease in participation in special education academic classes 
overall (18 percentage points, p<.05); no changes in settings for particular kinds of academic 
classes attain statistical significance.  

Instructional settings for nonacademic courses.  Changes in instructional settings 
across types of nonacademic classes were more widespread than those for academic classes 
(Exhibit 3-17).  For example, a decline in taking any nonacademic courses in general education 
classes occurred among students with disabilities in 10th grade and above, ranging from 12 to 15 
percentage points (p<.01 and p<.001).  Corresponding increases in special education course 
taking for any nonacademic subjects were even more consistent, affecting students at all grade 
levels; increases range from 19 percentage points among seniors (p<.05) to 35 percentage points 
among juniors (p<.001).  Changes across grade levels resulted largely from marked shifts of life 
skills or study skills classes over time from general education to special education settings for 
students at all grade levels except ninth grade.  In contrast, 9th graders are the only group to  
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Exhibit 3-17 
CHANGES IN NONACADEMIC COURSE TAKING BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES,  

BY INSTRUCTIONAL SETTING AND GRADE LEVEL 
 

 7th or 8th 
Grade 

9th  
Grade 

10th  
Grade 

11th  
Grade 

12th  
Grade 

Percentage taking course in 
setting:      

Any nonacademic course      
General education class      

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 94.5 92.8 95.1 95.6 97.1 
 (2.4) (2.1) (1.8) (1.9) (2.1) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 93.9 91.4 83.1 81.3 82.0 
 (2.7) (2.6) (3.2) (3.6) (4.9) 
Percentage-point change -.6 -1.4 -12.0** -14.3*** -15.1** 

Special education class      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 12.3 21.4 16.8 13.9 17.1 
 (3.3) (5.0) (2.9) (3.3) (4.7) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 40.5 46.2 47.9 48.5 36.4 
 (5.6) (4.6) (4.2) (4.6) (6.1) 
Percentage-point change +28.2*** +24.8*** +31.1*** +34.6*** +19.3* 

Fine/performing arts      
General education class      

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 92.2 78.4 84.9 91.6 96.6 
 (4.0) (5.6) (5.0) (4.4) (3.5) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 95.0 92.8 84.0 88.0 92.7 
 (2.9) (3.5) (4.1) (4.2) (4.6) 
Percentage-point change +2.8 +14.4* -.9 -3.6 -3.9 

Special education class      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87)  7.8 22.7 15.1  8.5  4.0 
 (4.0) (5.7) (5.0) (4.4) (3.8) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02)  5.3  7.7 15.3 10.1  8.1 
 (2.9) (3.6) (4.0) (3.9) (4.9) 
Percentage-point change -2.5 -15.0* +.2 +1.6 +4.1 

Life skills/study skills      
General education class      

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 84.3 55.3 63.5 80.5 76.3 
 (6.4) (7.8) (7.4) (6.2) (7.7) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 34.9 46.5 34.0 35.4 35.4 
 (7.2) (7.4) (6.1) (6.4) (9.1) 
Percentage-point change -49.4*** -8.8 -29.5** -45.1*** -40.9*** 

Special education class      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 16.8 45.4 36.9 21.1 23.8 
 (6.6) (7.8) (7.4) (6.4) (7.7) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 57.6 49.6 65.4 64.5 51.3 
 (7.5) (7.4) (6.1) (6.4) (9.5) 
Percentage-point change +40.8*** +4.2 +28.5** +43.4*** +27.5* 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Note: Only factors for which there was a significant change for at least one category of students are included in the exhibit. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001. 
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show a significant increase in taking fine arts or performing arts courses in general education 
classes (14 percentage points, p<.05), with a decline in taking such courses in special education 
classes of similar magnitude (15 percentage points, p<.05). 

Related Services 
There are very few differences across grade levels in the extent to which students with 

disabilities show changes in the receipt of the various related services investigated in NLTS and 
NLTS2.  Exceptions are a 10-percentage-point increase in receipt of mental health services and a 
6-percentage-point increase in receipt of health services among 10th-grade students with 
disabilities (p<.05 and p<.01) and an 8-percentage-point increase in receipt of social work 
services among high school juniors (p<.05). 

Differential Changes in Students’ School Programs across Demographic Groups 

This section examines aspects of students’ school programs that changed differentially over 
time for boys and girls with disabilities and for students who differed in their household income 
and racial/ethnic background. 

Differential Changes in School Programs Related to Gender 
For the most part, boys and girls with disabilities show similar changes in their school 

programs over time.  However, there are some notable exceptions, most of which closed the gap 
in course taking that existed among cohort 1 boys and girls (Exhibit 3-18).  Regarding academic 
course taking, although both boys and girls with disabilities show significant increases in 
enrollment in foreign language courses, the increase is twice as large among boys (18 percentage 
points, p<.001, compared with 9 percentage points for girls, p<.01), eliminating the significant 
difference in taking such courses that existed in cohort 1 (4% for boys vs. 9% for girls, p<.05).   

The increase in enrollment in nonacademic courses among students with disabilities overall 
occurred entirely among boys with disabilities, who show a 9-percentage-point increase in 
nonacademic course enrollment.  Enrollment in fine arts courses increased more among boys (16 
percentage points, p<.001) than among girls (11 percentage points, p<.05), again eliminating the 
difference between cohort 1 boys and girls in taking such courses (30% vs. 42%, p<.01).  
Similarly, the significant increase in students with disabilities taking life skills courses occurred 
only among boys, with a 14-percentage-point increase in life skills course enrollment (p<.001).  
This change eliminated the significant gender difference in life skills course taking that existed in 
cohort 1 (20% of cohort 1 boys were taking life skills, compared with 42% of girls, p<.001).  The 
decline in vocational education course taking among students with disabilities as a whole also 
occurred entirely among boys (12 percentage points, p<.01).   

There also were some differences between genders regarding changes in instructional 
settings.  Specifically, although both cohort 2 boys and girls were less likely than their cohort 1 
peers to take courses in special education settings, the decline was somewhat larger among boys 
than among girls (21 vs. 16 percentage points, p<.001 for both comparisons).  In contrast, the 
increase in receiving instruction in a vocational center occurred entirely among girls (6 
percentage points, p<.01).   
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Exhibit 3-18 
CHANGES IN THE SCHOOL PROGRAMS OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES, 

BY GENDER  
 

 Boys Girls 
 Cohort 1 

(1985-86/ 
1986-87) 

 
Cohort 2 
(2001-02) 

Percentage- 
Point 

Change 

Cohort 1 
(1985-86/ 
1986-87) 

 
Cohort 2 
(2001-02) 

Percentage- 
Point 

Change 
Percentage taking:       

A foreign language 4.4 22.5 18.1*** 8.9 18.2 +9.3** 
 (1.0) (2.1)  (2.0) (2.7)  
Any nonacademic course 80.6 89.4 +8.8*** 90.0 88.2 -1.8 
 (2.0) (1.5)  (2.1) (2.3)  
Vocational education 74.0 62.3 -11.7** 62.0 58.5 -3.5 
 (2.2) (2.4)  (3.5) (3.4)  
Fine arts/performing arts 29.8 46.3 +16.5*** 42.0 53.3 +11.3* 
 (2.3) (2.5)  (3.5) (3.5)  
Life skills/study skills 19.9 34.1 +14.2*** 42.1 38.1 -4.0 
 (2.0) (2.4)  (3.5) (3.4)  

Percentage taking any course in:       

A special education class 90.1 68.9 -21.2*** 87.8 71.9 -15.9*** 
 (1.4) (2.3)  (2.2) (3.2)  

A vocational center 3.2 6.3 +3.1 1.8 7.5 +5.7** 
 (.9) (1.2)  (.9) (1.9)  

Percentage taking course in setting:       

Any academic course in special 
education 

70.2 
(2.3) 

58.6 
(2.5) 

-11.6*** 69.2 
(3.4) 

60.2 
(3.5) 

-9.0 

Math in general education 45.3 
(2.8) 

54.6 
(2.6) 

+9.3* 40.2 
(3.9) 

49.1 
(3.7) 

+8.9 

Any nonacademic course in general 
education 

93.5 
(1.4) 

84.7 
(1.9) 

-8.8*** 94.6 
(1.7) 

81.9 
(2.9) 

-12.7*** 

Life skills/study skills in:       
A general education class 55.5 36.1 -19.4** 70.7 35.3 -35.4*** 

 (5.4) (3.7)  (4.7) (5.1)  
A special education class 44.6 62.7 +18.1** 27.4 56.4 +27.0*** 

 (5.4) (3.8)  (4.7) (5.3)  
Percentage receiving from their 
school:   

    

Health services 3.4 5.9 +2.5 2.5 7.2 +4.7* 
 (.9) (1.3)  (1.1) (2.0)  

Assistive devices/adaptations 2.7 7.6 +4.9*** 3.6 8.6 +5.0 
 (.8) (1.4)  (1.3) (2.2)  

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Note: Only factors for which there was a significant change in at least one category of students are included in the exhibit. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
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Patterns of change in the instructional settings in which boys and girls with disabilities were 
taking specific kinds of courses also differ.  Boys with disabilities who were taking academic 
courses show a significant decline in taking academic courses in special education settings (12 
percentage points, p<.001) that is not evident among girls (9 percentage points, not statistically 
significant).  In contrast, girls with disabilities who were taking nonacademic courses in general 
and life skills or study skills in particular show larger declines in the likelihood that they were in 
general education classrooms.  Girls show a 13-percentage-point decline in taking nonacademic 
courses in general education classrooms (p<.001) and a 35-percentage-point reduction in their 
life skills courses occurring in that setting (p<.001), compared with 9- and 19-percentage-point 
declines among boys with disabilities (p<.001 and p<.01).  Consistent with this pattern, girls’ life 
skills course taking in special education settings increased more than boys’ (27 percentage 
points, p<.001, compared with 18 percentage points for boys, p<.01).   

Finally, regarding related services provided to students with disabilities, only the increases 
in provision of health services and assistive devices differs between genders.  The increase in 
health services is statistically significant only among girls with disabilities (5 percentage points, 
p<.05), whereas the increase in provision of assistive devices is significant only for boys (5 
percentage points, p<.01).  

Differential Changes in School Programs Related to 
Household Income and Racial/Ethnic Background 

Academic course taking.  Reflecting the experiences of students with disabilities as a 
whole, there were no significant increases for any income or racial/ethnic group in either 
academic course taking overall or in taking language arts.  However, enrollment in other kinds of 
academic courses increased over time for students at all income levels (Exhibit 3-19).  Yet, there 
is no consistent pattern of increases across income groups.  For example, math course taking 
increased the most among students from households with the lowest incomes (12 percentage 
points, p<.01), whereas enrollment in foreign language courses increased the most for those in 
the highest income category (20 percentage points, p<.001).  This increase in foreign language 
course taking among wealthier students with disabilities resulted in their having a significantly 
higher likelihood of taking such classes than other students (27% vs. 18% and 16%, p<.05 for 
both comparisons). 

White, African-American, and Hispanic students with disabilities all show increases in 
enrollment in some kinds of academic courses.  However, compared with their peers in other 
racial/ethnic groups, Hispanic students show the largest increases over time in science, social 
studies, and foreign language course taking—from 18 to 35 percentage points (p<.05 to p<.001). 
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Exhibit 3-19 
CHANGES IN ACADEMIC COURSE TAKING BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES,  

BY INCOME AND RACE/ETHNICITY 
 

 Income Race/Ethnicity 
  

Lowest 
 

Middle 
 

Highest 
 

White 
African 

American 
 

Hispanic 
Percentage taking:       

Mathematics       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 82.2 84.3 80.5 81.1 83.2 83.5 
 (3.4) (3.0) (2.7) (1.9) (3.5) (6.0) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 94.0 92.2 91.1 93.0 91.9 90.9 
 (1.8) (2.2) (2.3) (1.3) (2.5) (3.5) 
Percentage-point change +11.8** +7.8* +10.6* +11.9*** +8.7* +7.4 

Science       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 63.0 62.1 62.2 60.6 70.0 49.4 
 (4.3) (4.0) (3.3) (2.4) (4.3) (8.1) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 83.7 82.1 82.9 82.7 83.5 84.0 
 (2.8) (3.1) (3.0) (1.9) (3.4) (4.6) 
Percentage-point change +20.7*** +20.0*** +20.7*** +22.1*** +13.5* +34.6*** 

Social studies       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 75.5 72.5 75.1 73.5 78.6 72.3 
 (3.8) (3.7) (2.9) (2.2) (3.8) (7.3) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 88.2 88.5 87.2 88.3 86.5 89.8 
 (2.4) (2.6) (2.7) (1.6) (3.1) (3.7) 
Percentage-point change +12.7** +16.0*** +12.1** +14.8*** +7.9 +17.5* 

A foreign language       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87)  6.0  5.5  7.6  5.3  4.3 16.2 
 (2.1) (1.9) (1.8) (1.1) (1.9) (6.0) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 17.6 16.2 27.2 18.6 15.9 40.0 
 (2.8) (3.0) (3.5) (2.0) (3.3) (5.9) 
Percentage-point change +11.6** +10.7** +19.6*** +13.3*** +11.6** +23.8** 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Note: Only courses for which there was a significant change for at least one group of students are included in the exhibit.   
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 

 

Nonacademic course taking.  No significant changes in physical education enrollment are 
noted for any income or racial/ethnic group.  However, other changes in nonacademic course 
taking occurred differently across these groups (Exhibit 3-20).  Students from households in the 
lowest income group show the only significant increase over time in taking any nonacademic 
course (8 percentage points, p<.05) and in taking life skills or study skills courses (14 percentage 
points, p<.01).  In contrast, students from wealthier families show the only decrease in vocational 
course taking (16 percentage points, p<.001).  Both of these groups show significant increases in 
enrollment in fine arts courses (15 and 13 percentage points, p<.01 and p<.05).  The middle 
income group shows no changes over time in nonacademic course taking.   

Changes in nonacademic course taking are noted for white and African-American students 
with disabilities.  African-American students show the only significant increase in nonacademic 
course taking overall (8 percentage points, p<.05).  They also show the largest increase in  
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Exhibit 3-20 
CHANGES IN NONACADEMIC COURSE TAKING BY STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES,  

BY INCOME AND RACE/ETHNICITY 
 

 Income Race/Ethnicity 
  

Lowest 
 

Middle 
 

Highest 
 

White 
African 

American 
 

Hispanic 
Any nonacademic course       

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 81.7 86.1 83.6 84.0 83.5 82.7 
 (3.4) (2.9) (2.5) (1.8) (3.5) (6.2) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 89.7 87.5 88.4 88.7 92.0 84.0 
 (2.2) (2.7) (2.5) (1.6) (2.4) (4.4) 
Percentage-point change +8.0* +1.4 +4.8 +4.7 +8.5* +1.3 

Vocational education       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 68.4 72.0 73.7 73.0 64.8 64.0 
 (4.1) (3.7) (3.0) (2.2) (4.5) (7.8) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 63.5 61.9 57.3 59.8 65.0 59.5 
 (3.5) (3.9) (3.9) (2.5) (4.3) (5.9) 
Percentage-point change -4.9 -10.1 -16.4*** -13.2*** .2 -4.5 

Fine/performing arts       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 32.4 39.5 37.5 34.7 30.9 32.8 
    (4.2) (4.0) (3.3) (2.4) (4.3) (7.6) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 47.5 44.2 50.5 47.6 51.7 49.2 
 (3.7) (4.0) (3.9) (2.5) (4.5) (6.0) 
Percentage-point change +15.1** +4.7 +13.0* +12.9*** +20.8*** +16.4 

Life skills/study skills       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 26.5 23.5 29.1 27.4 25.5 23.3 
 (3.9) (3.5) (3.1) (2.2) (4.1) (6.9) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 40.2 32.2 32.6 35.7 39.3 29.1 
 (3.6) (3.8) (3.7) (2.4) (4.4) (5.4) 
Percentage-point change +13.7** +8.7 +3.5 +8.3* +13.8* +5.8 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Note: Only courses for which there was a significant change for at least one group of students are included in the exhibit.   
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
 

 

taking fine arts and life skills or study skills courses (21 and 14 percentage points, p<.001 and 
p<.05).  The pattern of change over time in these courses for African-American students mirrors 
that of students from the lowest income level, reflecting the fact that African-American students 
with disabilities are more likely than white students to live in households in poverty (Marder, 
Levine, Wagner, & Cardoso, 2003).  Although Hispanic students also have higher rates of poverty, 
they do not exhibit higher levels of enrollment in nonacademic courses.    

The only decline in vocational education enrollment is noted for white students (13 
percentage points, p<.001).  This finding also reflects the variations observed for differences 
related to household income.  Students from households with the highest income also had the 
largest decrease; white students are more likely to be members of these families (Marder, Levine, 
Wagner, & Cardoso, 2003). 
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Instructional settings.  Similar to students with disabilities as a whole, no income or 
racial/ethnic groups show changes in the likelihood of taking any general education course, 
although increases in the likelihood that they were attending schools with policies of providing 
various forms of support to general education teachers who had students with disabilities in their 
classes generally occurred similarly across income and racial/ethnic groups.  The one exception 
is that African-American students with disabilities do not show the significant increase in their 
schools’ providing special equipment or materials to teachers for use with students with 
disabilities that occurred for white students (30 percentage points, p<.001) or Hispanic students 
(29 percentage points, p<.01).  

Students in all groups show significant declines in their enrollment in special education 
classes.  Declines in special education instruction were largest among students in the highest 
income group (23 percentage points, p<.001, compared with 16 and 20 percentage points for the 
lowest and middle income groups, p<.001) and among white students with disabilities (23 
percentage points, p<.001, compared with 11 and 18 percentage points for African-American and 
Hispanic students with disabilities, p<.01). 

Changes in the settings in which students with disabilities were taking specific kinds of 
academic courses also differ across income and racial/ethnic groups (Exhibit 3-21).  Enrollment 
in general education academic classes as a whole changed significantly over time only for 
students in the lowest income group (16 percentage points, p<.01).  They also show the only 
significant increases in general education courses in math (12 percentage points, p<.05), science 
(18 percentage points, p<.05), and social studies (16 percentage points, p<.01).  An 
accompanying decline in special education academic course taking for this group occurred only 
for social studies courses (17 percentage points, p<.01).  Students from middle- and higher-
income households show significant changes only with regard to declines in enrollment in any 
special education academic class (13 and 11 percentage points, p<.05 for both changes). 

Racial/ethnic differences in instructional settings for academic courses also are noted.  
Specifically, none of the changes in settings for academic courses that were noted previously for 
students with disabilities as a whole were shared by African-American students.  Except for 
language arts, white students show consistent increases in general education academic class 
enrollment, including 7-percentage-point increases in taking any general education class and in 
enrollment in general education math courses (p<.05 for both increases), an 8-percentage-point-
increase in general education science course enrollment (p<.05), and a 10-percentage-point 
increase in general education social studies course enrollment (p<.01).  White students also show 
a significant decline in their participation in special education academic courses overall (13 
percentage points, p<.001) and 10- and 8-percentage-point declines in language arts and social 
studies courses taught in special education settings (p<.01 and p<.05).  With a 23-percentage-
point increase in their rate of enrollment in general education academic courses (p<.05), 
Hispanic students show the largest increase in general education academic course taking.  
Although percentage-point changes for Hispanic students’ enrollment in some specific types of 
general education classes also are large, none reach statistical significance.   
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Exhibit 3-21 
CHANGES IN INSTRUCTIONAL SETTINGS FOR ACADEMIC COURSES,  

BY INCOME AND RACE/ETHNICITY 
 

 Income Race/Ethnicity 
  

Lowest 
 

Middle 
 

Highest 
 

White 
African 

American 
 

Hispanic 
Percentage taking course in setting       

Any academic course       
General education class       

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87)  45.1  64.9  73.2  67.0  47.9  45.8 
 (4.5) (4.0) (3.0) (2.4) (4.8) (8.4) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02)  61.0  69.1  79.0 74.2  58.8  68.9 
 (3.6) (3.8) (3.2) (2.2) (4.5) (5.6) 
Percentage-point change +15.9** +4.2 +5.8 +7.2* +10.9 +23.1* 

Special education class       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87)  79.9  71.5  58.7  66.5  79.3  69.8 
 (3.6) (3.8) (3.4) (2.4) (3.9) (7.7) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02)  70.8  58.1  48.1 53.8  73.0  62.6 
 (3.4) (4.0) (4.0) (2.5) (4.0) (5.9) 
Percentage-point change -9.1 -13.4* -10.6* -12.7*** -6.3 -7.2 

Language arts course       
Special education class       

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87)  75.6  62.4  52.2  58.6  74.9  67.1 
 (3.9) (4.1) (3.5) (2.5) (4.2) (8.1) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02)  66.4  52.9  44.8 48.9  69.4  57.1 
 (3.6) (4.2) (4.0) (2.6) (4.3) (6.1) 
Percentage-point change -9.2 -9.5 -7.4 -9.7** -5.5 -10.0 

Math course       
General education class       

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87)  29.8  45.1  59.8  49.3  32.2  33.7 
 (4.5) (4.5) (3.7) (2.8) (4.8) (8.5) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02)  41.5  52.5  64.6 56.7  41.6  49.7 
 (3.8) (4.3) (3.9) (2.6) (4.6) (6.2) 
Percentage-point change +11.7* +7.4 +4.8 +7.4* +9.4 +16.0 

Science course       
General education class       

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87)  41.8  61.7  67.4  62.4  46.2  47.3 
 (5.6) (5.2) (4.1) (3.1) (5.8) (11.5) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02)  57.6  65.0  74.8 70.5  54.0  66.0 
 (4.1) (4.4) (3.8) (2.6) (5.0) (6.5) 
Percentage-point change +17.6* +10.3 +7.4 +8.1* +7.8 +18.7 

Social studies course       
General education class       

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87)  37.6  53.6  65.5  59.4  41.5  39.2 
 (5.0) (4.9) (3.7) (2.9) (5.45) (9.3) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02)  55.2  63.9  70.2 69.4  50.5  60.0 
 (4.0) (4.3) (3.9) (2.5) (4.9) (6.4) 
Percentage-point change +15.8** +7.6 +4.7 +10.0** +9.0 +20.8 

Special education class       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87)  64.3  48.2  36.1  42.3  60.1  61.2 
 (5.0) (4.96) (3.8) (2.9) (5.3) (9.3) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02)  47.4  38.9  31.3 33.9  52.5  40.7 
 (4.0) (4.4) (4.0) (2.6) (4.9) (6.4) 
Percentage-point change -16.9** -9.3 -4.8 -8.4* -7.6 -20.5 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Note: Only courses for which there was a significant change for at least one group of students are included in the exhibit.   
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
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There were declines of between 9 and 11 percentage points for students across the income 
groups in their enrollment in any general education nonacademic course (p<.05 and p<.01; 
Exhibit 3-22).  Corresponding increases are seen for enrollment in any nonacademic special 
education class; students in the middle income category show a 31-percentage-point increase 
(p<.001), those in the highest category a 29-percentage-point increase (p<.001), and those in the 
lowest income group a 21-percentage-point gain (p<.001).  Large declines (39 and 32 percentage 
points, p<.001) are noted for enrollment in general education life skills or study skills courses 
among those in the middle and highest income categories; conversely, large increases (32 and 28 
percentage points, p<.001) are seen for these same groups in their enrollment in life skills or 
study skills courses taught in special education settings.  Students in the lowest income category 
do not show significant changes in their enrollment in general or special education life skills or 
study skills courses, and no income group shows a significant change in other kinds of 
nonacademic courses. 

 
Exhibit 3-22 

CHANGES IN INSTRUCTIONAL SETTINGS FOR NONACADEMIC COURSES,  
BY INCOME AND RACE/ETHNICITY 

 
 Income Race/Ethnicity 
  

Lowest 
 

Middle 
 

Highest 
 

White 
African 

American 
 

Hispanic 
Percentage taking course in 
setting       

Any nonacademic course       
General education class       

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87)  90.7  95.3  94.7  95.9  90.0  87.7 
 (2.8) (1.9) (1.7) (1.1) (3.1) (5.8) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02)  80.5  84.3  85.9 86.1  78.6  81.1 
 (3.1) (3.1) (2.9) (1.8) (3.9) (5.0) 
Percentage-point change -10.2* -11.0** -8.8** -9.8*** -11.4* -6.6 

Special education class       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87)  28.2  15.1  16.1  16.4  23.7  36.7 
 (4.4) (3.2) (2.7) (2.0) (4.4) (8.6) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02)  49.5  46.2  44.9 43.8  53.1  45.4 
 (3.9) (4.3) (4.2) (2.6) (4.7) (6.3) 
Percentage-point change +21.3*** +31.1*** +28.8*** +27.4*** +29.4*** +8.7 

Life skills/study skills       
General education class       

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87)  49.6  68.7  73.2  65.7  61.7  34.6 
 (8.5) (7.1) (5.4) (4.2) (8.9) (16.0) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02)  34.3  29.9  41.2 38.3  23.6  38.9 
 (5.0) (5.2) (6.6) (3.8) (5.5) (9.6) 
Percentage-point change -15.3 -38.8*** -32.0*** -27.4*** -38.1*** 4.3 

Special education class       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87)  50.4  31.3  26.9  34.3  38.3  65.4 
 (8.5) (7.1) (5.4) (4.2) (8.9) (16.0) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02)  62.7  63.3  55.2 57.2  71.9  62.9 
 (5.1) (5.5) (6.7) (3.9) (5.9) (9.5) 
Percentage-point change +12.3 +32.0*** +28.3*** +22.9*** +33.6** -2.5 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Note: Only courses for which there was a significant change for at least one group of students are included in the exhibit.   
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
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Changes in instructional settings for nonacademic course taking occurred only for white and 
African-American students with disabilities; no changes are noted for Hispanic students.  White 
and African-American students show similar declines in general education nonacademic course 
taking, with increases of similar size in taking such courses in special education classes.  
However, African-American students with disabilities show a larger decline in taking general 
education life skills or study skills courses (38 percentage points, p<.001) than white students 
(27 percentage points, p<.001) and a corresponding larger increase in special education life skills 
or study skills course taking (34 percentage points, p<.01) than their white peers (23 percentage 
points, p<.001).   

Related services.  There are few differences across income levels or racial/ethnic groups in 
the extent of changes in the receipt by students with disabilities of the various related services 
investigated in NLTS and NLTS2 (Exhibit 3-23).  Students in the lowest income category show 
the only significant increase in receipt of mental health services (10 percentage points, p<.05).  
Health service receipt increased significantly only for those in the middle income category (5 
percentage points, p<.05).  Students in the highest income group and white students show the 
only significant increases in the receipt of assistive devices and adaptations (7 and 6 percentage 
points, p<.05 and p<.001).    

 
 

Exhibit 3-23 
CHANGES IN RELATED SERVICES PROVIDED TO STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES,  

BY INCOME AND RACE/ETHNICITY 
 

 Income Race/Ethnicity 
  

Lowest 
 

Middle 
 

Highest 
 

White 
African 

American 
 

Hispanic 
Percentage with IEP that specified 
receipt of:       

Mental health services       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 15.6 16.0 10.5 12.4 12.4 22.6 
 (3.2) (3.0) (2.0) (1.6) (3.1) (6.4) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 26.0 16.5 14.7 16.5 21.0 28.5 
 (3.5) (3.3) (3.1) (2.0) (4.0) (6.1) 
Percentage-point change +10.4* +.5 +4.2 +4.1 +8.6 +5.9 

Health services       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 4.3 1.1 3.3 3.4 3.4 0.6 
 (1.8) (.9) (1.2) (.9) (1.7) (1.2) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 6.3 5.9 6.2 6.6 6.7 4.9 
 (1.9) (2.1) (2.1) (1.4) (2.5) (2.9) 
Percentage-point change +2.0 +4.8* +2.9 +3.2 +3.3 +4.3 

Assistive devices/adaptations       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87)  3.0  3.2  2.8  2.7  3.8  2.5 
 (1.5) (1.4) (1.1) (.8) (1.8) (2.4) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02)  5.8  8.2  9.8  8.3  6.4  8.4 
 (1.8) (2.4) (2.6) (1.5) (2.4) (3.7) 
Percentage-point change +2.8 +5.0 +7.0* +5.6*** +2.6 +5.9 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, ***=p<.001. 
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Summary 

Students with disabilities have experienced important changes in their school programs 
since the mid-1980s that in many respects bode well for their future.  Cohort 2 high school 
students with disabilities were much more likely than their cohort 1 counterparts to be taking 
core academic courses, including mathematics, science, social studies, and a foreign language.  
And increasingly, students with disabilities who were taking such courses were doing so in 
general education classes.  This increased emphasis on general education academic course taking 
suggests that more students with disabilities are being offered the academic preparation needed 
for postsecondary education and employment.  Further, they were increasingly likely to be 
attending schools that had policies of providing a variety of forms of support to their general 
education teachers, so that their chances of success in their general education classes were 
enhanced.   

However, one apparent trade-off resulting from an increased emphasis on academic course 
taking is that nonacademic courses, particularly vocational education, which may be beneficial in 
helping students reach nonacademic transition goals, may be getting pushed out of the course 
schedules of many students with disabilities.  Specifically, vocational course taking declined 
overall, so that only about 6 in 10 cohort 2 students with disabilities were taking it in spring 
2002.  This decline is worrisome in light of the fact that NLTS data suggest that vocational 
education, particularly courses that provide training for specific occupations, contributes to 
higher rates of employment among youth with disabilities in their early adult years (Wagner, 
Blackorby, et al., 1993).  Declines in vocational course taking were largest among students with 
learning disabilities and speech impairments, the categories of youth for whom the benefits of 
vocational education were shown to be strongest in NLTS.  However, these are the same students 
who showed substantial increases in enrollment in academic courses that may prepare them to 
enroll in postsecondary education at higher rates than were apparent at the time of NLTS.  
Postsecondary education could well have a beneficial effect on later employment that could 
equal or surpass that of secondary vocational education. 

As participation in general education academic classes increased, there was a corresponding 
decline in participation in special education academic classes.  In fact, 30% of cohort 2 students 
with disabilities were taking no special education classes at all in the spring of 2002, whereas 
only 9% of cohort 1 students with disabilities were not taking any special education courses in 
the 1985-86 or 1986-87 school year.  However, this decline in overall special education course 
taking masks an increase in the likelihood that students with disabilities who were taking 
nonacademic courses were doing so in special education classes, largely because life skills or 
study skills instruction increasingly is the purview of special education.  As mentioned, 
vocational education course taking declined over time among high school students, and, as with 
life skills or study skills courses, cohort 2 students with disabilities who were taking vocational 
education were more likely than cohort 1 students to be doing so in a special education class.   

Several kinds of related services were more likely to be provided to cohort 2 than cohort 1 
students, including mental health, social work, and health services; assistive devices and 
adaptations; and orientation and mobility training.  However, each of the 11 kinds of related 
services investigated in both NLTS and NLTS2 was provided significantly more often to cohort 
2 students than to cohort 1 students in at least one disability category.  For the most part, 
increases in receipt of particular services were largest among students in categories for which 
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they were most directly applicable (e.g., orientation and mobility training increased largely 
among students with visual impairments, as would be expected), although increases in some 
kinds of services were more widespread. 

However, some changes in school programs occurred to varying degrees for students who 
differed in their primary disability category.  For example, some of the most pronounced changes 
in school programs occurred among students with multiple disabilities, whose programs differed 
most from those of other categories of students in cohort 1.  They show the only significant 
increase in overall academic course taking, registering increases in taking every kind of 
academic course except a foreign language.  Consistent with these changes, students with 
multiple disabilities also are the only category to demonstrate a significant increase in 
participation in general education classes overall.  However, with the exception of language arts 
classes, most of the increase in general education course taking by students with multiple 
disabilities involved nonacademic courses, particularly fine arts and physical education.  Despite 
these changes, however, cohort 2 students with multiple disabilities continued to be less likely to 
take academic or general education courses than students in other disability categories.   

Students with multiple disabilities and those with mental retardation also show a significant 
increase in taking nonacademic courses, including both life skills and vocational education 
courses; they are the only categories of students to show an increase in their vocational course 
taking, counter to the decline for students with disabilities as a whole.   

Students in other disability categories also have patterns of changes in their school programs 
that set them apart from their peers.  For example, the rate of enrollment in life skills or study 
skills courses more than doubled among students with emotional disturbances, the only category 
of students, besides those with multiple disabilities or mental retardation, among whom an 
increase in life skills or study skills training occurred.  Students with emotional disturbances also 
show the largest increase in receipt of mental health services, as might be expected.  In contrast, 
students with learning disabilities or other health impairments are the only categories of youth to 
register no increase in receipt of any kind of related service.   

Although gender differences in the ways school programs changed are limited, changes in 
course taking suggest positive trends.  Differential rates of change among boys and girls with 
disabilities in taking some kinds of courses resulted in greater similarity in the course schedules 
of cohort 2 boys and girls than in the past, suggesting that gender stereotypes that may have 
influenced course choices have weakened.  

In contrast, differential rates of change in some aspects of school programs among students 
with disabilities in different income and racial/ethnic groups suggest both potentially positive 
trends and cause for concern.  For example, although enrollment in several kinds of academic 
courses increased among students with disabilities in all income groups, the increase in taking a 
foreign language was largest among those from households with the highest incomes, 
significantly widening the gap between income groups in the likelihood of their taking this 
college preparatory course.  The greater emphasis on college preparation among youth with 
disabilities from higher-income households is also suggested by the fact that they are the only 
income group to show a significant decline in vocational education course taking.  The highest 
income group also shows the largest decline in special education course taking overall.  
However, positive changes in school programs also are noted for students with disabilities from 
low-income households.  They are the income group showing the only significant increases in 
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enrollment in general education academic classes overall and in general education mathematics, 
science, and social studies classes in particular.   

Changes in school programs for students with disabilities of different racial/ethnic 
backgrounds also are apparent.  For example, white students with disabilities show the most 
consistent pattern of increases in taking academic courses and in taking them in general 
education classrooms, and they are the only group to register a significant decline in taking 
academic courses in special education settings.  As is true of youth with disabilities from higher-
income households, white youth also are the only racial/ethnic group to show a significant 
decline in vocational course taking.  In contrast, although African-American students with 
disabilities show increases in their rates of taking some kinds of academic courses, none of the 
increases in taking academic courses in general education classes that are noted among students 
with disabilities as a whole were shared by African-American students.  African-American 
students with disabilities who were taking life skills courses also show the largest decline in the 
likelihood that they would be in general education classes and the largest increase in the 
likelihood that they would be in special education classes.  Hispanic students with disabilities 
show the largest gain in enrollment in general education academic courses of any racial/ethnic 
group, although they show no changes in their rates of taking nonacademic courses or in the 
settings in which nonacademic courses were taken. 

 

This chapter has described changes over time in key aspects of the secondary school 
programs of students with disabilities.  These analyses raise the question of whether school 
reform initiatives have an impact on students’ participation in school, the topic addressed in the 
next chapter. 
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behaviors, such as lower likelihoods of taking part in classroom discussions, staying focused on 
classwork, and completing homework on time (Newman, Davies-Mercier, et al., 2003).  In 
addition, high absenteeism has been identified as a powerful predictor of academic failure and 
dropout decisions for students with disabilities (Blackorby & Wagner, 1996; Donahoe & 
Zigmond, 1990; Schellenberg et al., 1988; Thurlow et al., 2002; Wagner, 1991b).  

In both NLTS and NLTS2, school staff who were familiar with the overall school programs 
and performance of students with disabilities reported the number of days students were absent.  
For NLTS, respondents reported the total number of days absent in students’ most recent school 
year.  Because NLTS2 collected information from schools before the end of the 2001-02 school 
year, the total number of days absent for the year could not be obtained.  Therefore, respondents 
were asked to report the number of days absent in February 2002.  NLTS findings were made 
comparable to those of NLTS2 by dividing the total number of days absent in the typical 36-
week school year by 9 to obtain an estimate of the number of days absent in a 4-week period 
comparable to the month of February. 

According to school staff reports, the average number of days students with disabilities were 
absent in a 4-week period increased over time by almost a full day (2.6 vs. 1.7 days, p<.001; 
Exhibit 4-1).  Although this increase in absenteeism may not seem large, it translates into an 
additional 8 days of school missed in the school year for cohort 2, for an average absenteeism of 
23 days, or more than 4 full weeks of school.   
 

The increase in average 
absenteeism occurred despite a 
significant increase of 14 points in 
the percentage of students with 
disabilities who had perfect 
attendance (34% vs. 20%, p<.001).  
However, a 29-percentage-point 
decrease in the proportion of 
students who were absent only 1 
day in a 4-week period (20% vs. 
50%, p<.001) was offset by an 
increase of 5 percentage points in 
absenteeism of 2 or 3 days (p<.05) 
and a 10-percentage-point increase 
in absenteeism of 4 days or more 
(p<.001).  More than one-fifth of 
cohort 2 students with disabilities 
(22%) missed 4 or more days of 
school in a 4-week period, or 7 
weeks or more of school in the 
school year, with the resulting 
potential for negative effects on 
learning. 

 

 
Exhibit 4-1 

CHANGES IN THE SCHOOL ABSENTEEISM  
OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 

 
 Cohort 1 

(1985-86/ 
1986-87 

 
Cohort 2
(2001-02) 

Change  
(Days or 

Percentage Points) 

1.7 2.6 +.9*** Mean days absent in a  
4-week period (.1) (.2)  

Percentage with number 
of days absent in a  
4-week period 

   

None 19.9 33.8 +13.9*** 
 (1.5) (2.1)  
1 day 49.5 20.2 -29.3*** 

 (1.9) (1.7)  
2 or 3 days  19.1 24.5 +5.4* 

 (1.5) (1.9)  
4  or more days  11.5 21.5 +10.0*** 
 (1.2) (1.8)  

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school 
program survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: 
*=p<.05, ***=p<.001. 
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This trend toward higher absenteeism among students with disabilities, particularly in the 
percentage of students who were absent more than 1 day, is consistent with findings for the 
general student population.  The percentage of high school seniors in the general population who 
reported they missed 2 or more days of school in a 4-week period increased from 47% in 1981 to 
49% in 1991 and to 51% in 2000 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2002b).  Further, the 
level of absenteeism among seniors with disabilities was quite similar to that for seniors in the 
general population; about 34% of both groups had perfect attendance, and about half missed 2 or 
more days of school in a 4-week period. 

Academic Performance 
Most secondary school students have considerable experience with course grades and report 

cards.  As an indication of teachers’ evaluation of students’ academic performance, grades 
provide students with powerful messages about their academic status and abilities, which, over 
the course of their school careers, can help shape students’ self-perceptions of their competence.  
Further, in high school, a passing grade is required for a course to contribute to accumulated 
credit for graduation.  Grades also provide crucial information for consideration in college 
admissions (Polloway et al., 1994).   

However, as a measure of academic performance, teacher-given grades have well-known 
limitations.  Grades are composite measures that account not only for students’ content mastery, 
but often for other factors, such as their class participation, attitude, progress over time, and 
attendance.  Both general and special educators are known to consider these various factors when 
grading but to emphasize different factors.  For example, special education teachers of secondary 
school students with disabilities are less likely than general educators to consider homework or 
attendance to be important in grading student performance but are more likely to consider in-
class participation and daily class work to be important (Newman, Marder, et al., 2003).  
Differences in grading criteria in general and special education classrooms also have been found 
for elementary and middle school students with disabilities (Blackorby, Wagner, et al., 2003).  
Moreover, substantial variations in grading practices occur across teachers, schools, and school 
districts.  Despite these complicating factors, student grades still are an important indicator of 
academic performance for students with disabilities because they indicate success by a teacher’s 
standards and success relative to other students in a given classroom.    

In both NLTS and NLTS2, school staff were asked to report the grades received by students 
with disabilities, but in different ways.4  In NLTS, grades were reported for each course taken 
during students’ most recent school year, from which an overall measure of grades was 
calculated.  In NLTS2, current grades were reported in the general education teacher survey for a 
general education academic class, if the student was taking such a class, and in the student’s 
school program survey for a nonvocational special education class, if the student had such a class 
in his or her course schedule.  NLTS2 analyses incorporate the grades for the setting in which the 
student took the larger proportion of his or her courses.   

There was a significant improvement over time in the grades students with disabilities 
received (Exhibit 4-2).  The proportion of students receiving mostly Cs decreased by 20 

                                                 
4   See Appendix A for a description of how the overall GPA in NLTS was translated into the grade categories 

reported in NLTS2.  
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percentage points (p<.001), with corresponding increases in students receiving mostly As or Bs 
(16 and 10 percentage points; p<.001 and p<.01).  These changes nearly doubled the percentage 

of students receiving above-average 
grades, bringing the total to more than half 
of students with disabilities.  There was no 
change in the percentage of youth who 
received below-average grades (24% and 
19% received mostly Ds or Fs in cohorts 1 
and 2, respectively).   

These grade improvements are 
consistent in direction but not necessarily in 
scale with those reported for students in the 
general population for the early part of the 
time period between NLTS and NLTS2.  
Comparing grades reported for students in 
High School and Beyond (1982) and seniors 
in the National Education Longitudinal 
Study of 1988 (NELS:88 second follow-up, 
1992), Koretz and Berends report inflation 
of students’ overall grade point average that 
they describe as “mostly very small” 
(Koretz & Berends, 2001, p. xii)—an 
increase of 3 points in the percentage of 
students earning mostly Bs or above.   

The pattern of improved grades among students with disabilities may bode well for their social 
adjustment.  Multivariate NLTS2 analyses demonstrate a significant relationship between better 
grades and lower likelihoods of being subject to disciplinary actions at school and arrest in the 
community, independent of differences between students in their disability, social skills, 
demographic characteristics, or school programs (Marder, Wagner, & Sumi, 2003).  Further, 
improved grades are consistent with reports by parents of NLTS and NLTS2 students, which show 
a 21-percentage-point increase in the proportion of students with disabilities who are at the typical 
grade level for their age (Wagner, Cameto, et al., 2003).  Earning better grades is an important 
element in maintaining a typical grade-level progression through a student’s school career.  

School Suspension 
The majority of youth in secondary school establish healthy relationships, find socially 

acceptable ways to engage in activities that interest them, and persevere in school through 
graduation.  However, some adolescents experience more challenges than their peers.  When 
behavior violates the accepted norms at school, negative repercussions can result, such as 
suspension from school.  Students with disabilities include a disproportionate number of students 
who are at high risk for difficulties in social adjustment and may have positive behavioral supports 
included as part of their individualized education programs or of behavioral intervention plans.  An 
increase in the adoption of “zero tolerance” policies for behaviors that could be considered 
threatening or dangerous could be expected to result in increased incidents of disciplinary action 

 

Exhibit 4-2 
CHANGES IN THE GRADES  

OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 
 

 Cohort 1 
(1985-86/ 
1986-87 

 
Cohort 2
(2001-02) 

 
Percentage- 

Point Change 

Percentage receiving:    
Mostly As 2.8 18.6 +15.8*** 
 (.6) (2.3)  
Mostly Bs 24.3 34.0 +9.7** 

 (1.7) (2.8)  
Mostly Cs 49.1 28.6 -20.5*** 

 (1.9) (2.7)  
Mostly Ds 17.0 14.6 -2.4 
 (1.5) (2.1)  
Mostly Fs 6.8 4.2 -2.6 
 (1.0) (1.2)  

 
Sources: NLTS school record abstract, NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s 
school program survey, and NLTS2 general education teacher 
survey. 

Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following 
levels: **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
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for such students or others who exhibit behaviors that are considered inappropriate or intolerable  
at school.  In fact, “the number of suspensions and expulsions has increased dramatically in recent 
years” (Phi Delta Kappa Center for Evaluation, Development, and Research, 1998, p. 1).  For 
example, the state of North Carolina reported a 27% increase in long-term suspensions, a 20% 
increase in short-term suspensions, and a 54% increase in expulsions from the 2000-01 to the 
2001-02 school year (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2002).   

This increase in disciplinary actions involving the general student population also is 
apparent among students with disabilities.  Although the behavior of the large majority of 
students with disabilities did not violate school norms in either cohort 1 or 2 to the extent that 
suspensions resulted (Exhibit 4-3), the percentage of those who had been suspended increased by 
8 percentage points (p<.001), so that by cohort 2, 20% of students had been suspended during 
that school year.  The increase in overall suspensions resulted from an 8-percentage-point 
increase in the percentage of students suspended for 1 or 2 days (p<.001).  However, this change 
did not significantly affect the average number of days suspended, which remained less than 1 
day per year for students with disabilities overall.  This finding suggests that although more 
cohort 2 students had been suspended, the suspensions tended to be shorter than in cohort 1.  The 
reduction in the average number of days suspended from 6 days to 4 days (p<.05) among 
students who had been subject to suspension supports this conclusion.   

Given the short duration of 
suspensions experienced by most 
students who were suspended at all, 
the provisions in the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act 
Amendments of 1997 (IDEA ’97) 
regarding longer-term suspensions 
actually may affect only a few 
students.  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 team that plans a student’s 
individualized education program 
to consider service or placement 
alternatives, a requirement that was 
not in effect in 1986.  In light of 
this legislative mandate, it is not 
surprising that virtually all cohort 2 
students with disabilities (95%) 

were attending schools where school staff reported having a policy of arranging for alternative 
placements or services for suspended students with disabilities, a 21-percentage-point increase in 
the likelihood of going to schools with a such a policy (p<.001).  

The increase in the proportion of students with disabilities who were suspended, as reported 
by schools, is consistent with parents’ reports of whether their adolescent children had 
experienced one or more of the following negative consequences of behavior: being suspended 

 

Exhibit 4-3  
CHANGES IN THE SCHOOL SUSPENSIONS  

OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 
 

 Cohort 1 
(1985-86/ 
1986-87 

 
Cohort 2 
(2001-02) 

 
Percentage- 

Point Change 
Percentage with:    

Any suspensions 12.0 19.7 +8.3*** 
 (1.3) (1.8)  

1 or 2 days suspended 2.7 11.0 +8.3*** 
 (.7) (1.4)  

3 or more days suspended 9.3 8.7 -.6 
 (1.2) (1.2)  

Mean days suspended, all 
students with disabilities 

.7 
(.1) 

.8 
(.1) 

+.1 

Mean days suspended, 
students with any 
suspensions 

6.1 
(.9) 

4.0 
(.5) 

-2.1* 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school 
program survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: 
*=p<.05, ***=p<.001. 

 



 4-6

or expelled from school, fired from a job, or arrested.  Comparisons of NLTS and NLTS2 show a 
6-percentage-point increase in this indicator of negative social adjustment between 1987 and 
2001 (Wagner, Cameto, et al., 2003). 

Increases in suspensions are worrisome because disciplinary actions at school have been 
shown to correlate highly with poor social skills, poor classroom social behaviors (e.g., getting 
along with other students), and a higher likelihood of students’ being involved in bullying and 
being arrested (Marder, Wagner, & Sumi, 2003). 

Differential Changes in School Participation across Disability Categories 
The aspects of students’ school participation described thus far reflect both the cognitive and 

social abilities of students.  Given the tremendous diversity among students with disabilities on 
these and other functional dimensions, it is not surprising that significant differences are noted 
across disability categories in changes in school participation, as described in the following 
sections. 

School Attendance 
The increase in perfect attendance that was reported for students with disabilities as a whole 

(presented in Exhibit 4-1) occurred for students in all disability categories (Exhibit 4-4), with 
increases ranging from 11 percentage points for students with emotional disturbances (p<.05) to  

 
Exhibit 4-4 

CHANGES IN STUDENTS’ ABSENTEEISM, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY  
 

 

 
 

Learning 
Disability 

Speech/ 
Language 

Impair-
ment 

 
Mental 
Retar-
dation 

 
Emotional 
Disturb-

ance 

 
Hearing 
Impair-
ment 

 
Visual 
Impair-
ment 

Ortho-
pedic 

Impair-
ment 

Other 
Health 
Impair-
ment 

Multiple 
Disabilities/

Deaf-
blindness 

In a 4-week period:          
Percentage with perfect 
attendance 

         

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 18.6   19.3   22.0   21.8   20.7   26.1   26.6   24.1   21.0 
 (2.3) (3.3) (2.5) (3.1) (2.8) (4.3) (4.2) (4.7) (5.0) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 31.3 38.0 38.4 33.2 46.7 47.6 40.7 43.0 36.9 
 (3.1) (3.5) (3.3) (4.1) (4.1) (4.9) (3.6) (2.9) (3.7) 
Percentage-point change +12.7*** +18.7*** +16.4*** +11.4* +26.0*** +21.5***+14.1* +18.9*** +15.9* 

Percentage absent 4 or more 
days  

         

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 11.0 6.1 11.6 16.1 5.4 4.6 11.2 13.7 21.0 
 (1.8) (2.0) (1.9) (2.8) (1.5) (2.1) (3.0) (3.8) (5.0) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 22.3 15.2 19.9 24.2 14.8 10.0 20.2 16.6 23.0 
 (2.8) (2.6) (2.7) (3.7) (2.9) (2.9) (2.9) (2.2) (3.2) 
Percentage-point change +11.3*** +9.1** +8.3* +8.1 +9.4** +5.4 +9.0* +2.9 +2.0 

Mean days absent          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 1.7 1.3 1.6 1.9 1.2 1.1 1.5 1.7 1.9 
 (.1) (.1) (.1) (.1) (.1) (.1) (.2) (.2) (.2) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 2.7 1.9 2.2 3.1 1.8 1.5 2.1 1.9 2.7 
 (.3) (.2) (.2) (.4) (.3) (.3) (.2) (.2) (.3) 
Change in mean days absent +1.0** +.6 +.6** +1.2** +.6 +.4 +.6* +.2 +.8* 

 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
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26 percentage points for students with hearing impairments (p<.001).  With these increases, the 
percentages of students with perfect attendance range from about one-third to one-half of 
cohort 2 students across disability categories (p<.01 comparing students with hearing or visual 
impairments and those with learning disabilities).   

Nonetheless, increases in relatively high absenteeism also are apparent for students in five of 
the nine disability categories.  Significant increases range from 8 percentage points among 
students with mental retardation (p<.05) to 11 percentage points among students with learning 
disabilities (p<.001).  With these changes, the percentages of cohort 2 students who were absent 
4 or more days in a 4-week period range from 10% of students with visual impairments to 24% 
of students with emotional disturbances (p<.01).  

Increases in high absenteeism resulted in increases in the average number of days absent for 
students with learning disabilities, mental retardation, or orthopedic impairments (.6 to 1.0 days, 
p<.05 and p<.01).  In contrast, increases in perfect attendance for students with speech or hearing 
impairments offset increases in high absenteeism, resulting in no change in the average number 
of days absent for those groups.  Students with emotional disturbances or multiple disabilities 
show increases in the average days absent (1.2 and .8 days, p<.01 and p<.05) without an increase 
in high absenteeism, indicating that the increases occurred among students who missed 1 to 3 
days of school in a 4-week period. 

Academic Performance 
The lack of any change in grades at the lower end of the grade scale found among students 

with disabilities as a whole (presented in Exhibit 4-2) is apparent for students in every disability 
category; there were no significant changes in the proportions of students with disabilities 
receiving mostly Ds or Fs.  However, the pattern of receiving fewer Cs and more As and Bs that 
was reported previously for students with disabilities as a whole did not occur consistently across 
disability categories (Exhibit 4-5); in fact, there were no significant changes in grades at all for 
students with mental retardation or other health impairments, despite the fact that they had 
significant increases in their likelihood of being at the appropriate grade level for their age 
(Wagner, Cameto, et al., 2003).  Only students with learning disabilities or emotional 
disturbances show significant increases in receiving both mostly As and mostly Bs (16 and 12 
percentage points, p<.001 and p<.01), corresponding to 24- and 18-percentage-point decreases in 
receiving mostly Cs (p<.001 and P<.01)). 

Significant reductions in receipt of mostly Cs among students with speech, visual, or 
orthopedic impairments (12 and 18 percentage points, p<.05) translated into increases only in the 
proportions of students receiving mostly As (18 and 23 percentage points, p<.001 and p<.01), 
and students with hearing impairments show reductions in receipt of both mostly Cs and mostly 
Bs (16 and 14 percentage points, p<.01 and p<.05).   
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Exhibit 4-5 
CHANGES IN STUDENTS’ GRADES, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY  

 

 

 
 

Learning 
Disability 

Speech/ 
Language 

Impair-
ment 

 
Mental 
Retar-
dation 

 
Emotional 
Disturb-

ance 

 
Hearing 
Impair-
ment 

 
Visual 
Impair-
ment 

Ortho-
pedic 

Impair-
ment 

Other 
Health 
Impair-
ment 

Multiple 
Disabilities/

Deaf-
blindness 

Percentage receiving:          
Mostly As          

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87)  2.4  6.4  3.2  1.0  6.7  11.4  10.2  7.9  4.4 
 (.9) (2.0) (1.1) (.7) (1.7) (3.3) (2.8) (2.9) (3.3) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 18.9 24.3 12.1 14.2 32.7 34.6 33.3 15.6 23.1 
 (3.2) (3.5) (4.6) (4.0) (5.4) (6.3) (4.6) (2.8) (8.4) 
Percentage-point change +16.5*** +17.9*** +8.9 +13.2** +26.0*** +23.2*** +23.1** +7.7 +18.7* 

Mostly Bs          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 22.6 32.6 26.0 20.4 48.6 38.8 45.2 32.9 36.9 
 (2.4) (3.8) (2.8) (3.0) (3.3) (5.0) (4.7) (5.1) (7.8) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 35.0 33.3 23.4 32.6 34.5 33.3 34.4 33.1 31.5 
 (3.8) (3.8) (6.0) (5.4) (5.5) (6.3) (4.6) (3.6) (9.3) 
Percentage-point change +12.4** +.7 -2.6 +12.2* -14.1* -5.5 -10.8 +.2 -5.4 

Mostly Cs          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 52.2 37.4 46.7 44.9 34.7 42.6 33.0 38.6 42.7 
 (2.9) (3.9) (3.2) (3.7) (3.2) (5.1) (4.4) (5.2) (8.0) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 28.6 25.4 39.6 26.4 18.3 24.4 21.2 31.9 27.0 
 (3.6) (3.5) (7.0) (5.1) (4.5) (5.7) (4.0) (3.5) (8.9) 
Percentage-point change -23.6*** -12.0* -7.1 -18.5** -16.4** -18.2* -11.8* -6.7 -15.7 

 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract, NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey, and NLTS2 general education teacher 
survey. 
Note: Only factors for which there was a statistically significant change for at least one category of students are included in the 
exhibit. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 

 

Despite fairly widespread improvements in grades, there remain significant differences in 
cohort 2 students’ grades across disability categories.  For example, students with mental 
retardation were significantly less likely to receive mostly As (12%) and more likely to receive 
mostly Cs (40%) than students in most categories (e.g., 33% and 21% for students with 
orthopedic impairments, p<.01 and p<.05).  Students with visual or hearing impairments tended 
to have the best grades overall, as well as among the largest increases over time in receiving 
mostly As (23 and 26 percentage points, p<.001).   

School Suspension 
The significant increase in the likelihood of being suspended among students with 

disabilities as a whole (presented in Exhibit 4-3) was fairly widespread, with increases noted for 
six of nine disability categories (Exhibit 4-6).  Increases in the proportions of students with 
disabilities attending schools with policies to arrange alternative placements and services for 
suspended students with disabilities also were widespread, occurring for all categories, with 
increases ranging from 15 to 26 percentage points. 
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Exhibit 4-6 
CHANGES IN SCHOOL SUSPENSIONS, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY  

 

 

 
 

Learning 
Disability 

Speech/ 
Language 

Impair-
ment 

 
Mental 
Retar-
dation 

 
Emotional 
Disturb-

ance 

 
Hearing 
Impair-
ment 

 
Visual 
Impair-
ment 

Ortho-
pedic 

Impair-
ment 

Other 
Health 
Impair-
ment 

Multiple 
Disabilities/

Deaf-
blindness 

Percentage with any suspensions          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 10.1 8.7 11.0 31.4 7.6 2.4 2.0 6.6 3.3 
 (1.9) (2.5) (2.0) (3.8) (2.0) (1.6) (1.4) (3.0) (2.5) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 16.8 11.1 19.1 44.1 10.8 8.9 5.6 21.3 10.3 
 (2.5) (2.2) (2.7) (4.4) (2.5) (2.6) (1.6) (2.4) (2.3) 
Percentage-point change +6.7* +2.4 +8.1* +12.7* +3.2 +6.5* +3.6 +14.7*** +7.0* 

Percentage suspended 1 or 2 days           
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 2.4 2.5 2.2 6.7 1.8 .3 .6 1.1 .8 
 (1.0) (1.4) (.9) (2.1) (1.0) (.6) (.8) (1.3) (1.2) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 10.3 7.3 11.3 20.1 3.8 5.9 3.8 9.2 4.3 
 (2.1) (1.8) (2.2) (3.6) (1.5) (2.2) (1.3) (1.7) (1.5) 
Percentage-point change +7.9*** +4.8* +9.1*** +13.4*** +2.0 +5.6* +3.2* +8.1** +3.5 

Mean days suspended          
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) .6 .4 .8 2.0 .4 .1 .1 .3 .3 
 (.2) (.2) (.2) (.4) (.2) (.1) (.1) (.1) (.3) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) .6 .3 .7 2.2 .8 .2 .2 1.1 .4 
 (.1) (.1) (.1) (.5) (.3) (.1) (.1) (.2) (.1) 
Percentage-point change .0 -.1 -.1 +.2 +.4 +.1 +.1 +.8*** +.1 

 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Note: Only factors for which there was a statistically significant change for at least one category of students are included in the exhibit. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
 

Particularly large increases occurred among students with emotional disturbances (13 
percentage points, p<.05) or other health impairments (15 percentage points, p<.001).  These two 
categories of students with disabilities also were the most likely to have increases in parents’ 
reports that they had experienced the negative consequences of poor behavior by being 
suspended or expelled, fired from a job, or arrested (Wagner, Cameto, et al., 2003).  In contrast, 
no significant increases in the likelihood of being suspended occurred for students with speech, 
hearing, or orthopedic impairments. 

For all categories except students with multiple disabilities, increases in the proportions of 
students having any suspensions resulted from significantly more students being suspended for 1 
or 2 days (significant increases range from 3 to 13 percentage points, p<.05 to p<.001).  Students 
with speech or orthopedic impairments show significant increases in rates of suspension for 1 or 
2 days without showing increases in the likelihood of being suspended at all, suggesting that the 
increases in short-duration suspensions came from decreases in suspensions for more than 1 or 2 
days.  Additionally, among students with other health impairments, there was a significant 
increase of almost a full day in the average number of days suspended, bringing the average to 
1.1 days per year among cohort 2 students in that category (p<.001).  

Students with emotional disturbances were the most likely to be suspended for their 
behavior in both cohorts (31% and 44%, p<.001 compared with students with learning 
disabilities, for example).  In contrast, fewer than 10% of students with visual or orthopedic 
impairments had been suspended at either point in time.  
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Differential Changes in School Participation across Grade Levels 
There are many reasons to expect that the indicators of school participation assessed in this 

chapter would vary among students at different grade levels.  For example, if students who drop 
out of school in the early high school years are those with higher absenteeism, lower grades, 
and/or poor social adjustment at school, one could expect school performance to be higher at the 
upper grade levels, where the student body has been purged of the poor performers who dropped 
out.  Alternatively, “senioritis”—the propensity for high school seniors to miss school or relax 
their academic efforts in their last semester of high school, when graduation and postsecondary 
education outcomes are clear—could lead to particularly high absenteeism among seniors.  This 
section describes changes in the school performance of students with disabilities that occur 
differentially across middle and high school grade levels.5   

School attendance.  Increases in perfect attendance are noted for students with disabilities 
in 7th through 11th grades (Exhibit 4-7); increases range from 14 to 16 percentage points (p<.05 
and p<.01).  For middle school students and high school juniors, this improvement is in contrast 
to increases in the percentage of students absent 4 or more days (15 and 11 percentage points, 
p<.01 and p<.05). 
 

Exhibit 4-7 
CHANGES IN THE ABSENTEEISM OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES,  

BY GRADE LEVEL 
 

 7th or 8th Grade 9th Grade 10th Grade 11th Grade 12th Grade 
In a 4-week period:      

Percentage with perfect attendance      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 17.7 19.5 20.6 18.5 20.8 
 (4.1) (3.2) (3.1) (3.3) (4.5) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 32.0 33.0 34.8 34.2 34.2 
 (5.6) (4.5) (4.0) (4.3) (5.8) 
Percentage-point change +14.3* +13.5* +14.2** +15.7** +13.4 

Percentage absent 4 or more days      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 6.4 15.7 12.3 10.8 7.5 
 (2.7) (3.0) (2.5) (2.7) (2.9) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 21.8 18.0 17.5 22.1 29.6 
 (4.9) (3.7) (3.2) (3.8) (5.6) 
Percentage-point change +15.4** +2.3 +5.2 +11.3* +22.1*** 

Mean days absent      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 1.4 1.9 1.7 1.7 1.5 
 (.1) (.2) (.1) (.1) (.1) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 2.4 2.5 2.4 2.3 3.0 
 (.4) (.4) (.3) (.3) (.5) 
Change in mean days absent +1.0* +.6 +.7* +.6 +1.5** 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 

                                                 
5  For convenience, students in grades 7 and 8 are referred to as middle school students, and those in grades 9 and 

above are referred to as high school students. 
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High school seniors show no improvement in perfect attendance and a very large, 22-
percentage-point increase in high absenteeism (p<.001), perhaps in part reflecting the “senioritis” 
noted above.  In fact, in the general student population, seniors report a higher percentage of 
their absences due to skipping school (26%) than do 8th graders (9%, p<.001) or 10th graders 
(16%, p<.001; National Center for Education Statistics, 2002b).  The increase in high 
absenteeism among seniors with disabilities resulted in an increase of 1.5 days in the average 
number of days absent in a 4-week period (p<.01), or a total of more than 13 additional days over 
the school year.  Increases in average absenteeism days also are noted for middle school students 
with disabilities and 10th graders (1.0 and .7 days, p<.05).  However, average absenteeism 
among cohort 2 students with disabilities was quite similar across grade levels. 

Although the attendance of some students with disabilities improved between cohorts 1 and 
2, middle school students with disabilities tended to be absent more than students in the general 
population.  For example, 32% of cohort 2 7th- and 8th-grade students with disabilities had 
perfect attendance, compared with 45% of 8th-grade students in the general population (p<.05); 
differences between students with disabilities and the general population at other grade levels are 
not statistically significant (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2003).   

Academic performance.  Grades improved for students at all grade levels (Exhibit 4-8).  
Specifically, the percentage of students receiving mostly As increased significantly across the 
grade span between cohorts 1 and 2, ranging from 13 percentage points for 9th graders (p<.01) to 
24 percentage points for 12th graders (p<.01).  Cohort 2 9th graders also saw a significant 
increase in the percentage receiving mostly Bs (17 percentage points, p<.05).  Fewer students 
received mostly Cs across all grade levels, with the exception of high school juniors; significant  
 

Exhibit 4-8 
CHANGES IN THE GRADES OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES, BY GRADE LEVEL 

 
 7th or 8th Grade 9th Grade 10th Grade 11th Grade 12th Grade 

Percentage receiving:      
Mostly As      

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 2.3 1.4 2.0 3.3 7.0 
 (1.6) (.9) (1.1) (1.5) (2.8) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 18.4 14.8 17.2 17.3 31.1 
 (6.1) (4.5) (4.2) (4.6) (8.0) 
Percentage-point change +16.1* +13.4** +15.2*** +14.0** +24.1** 

Mostly Bs      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 22.3 18.0 22.7 32.6 29.7 
 (4.4) (3.1) (3.1) (4.0) (5.0) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 34.3 34.7 32.7 32.0 38.5 
 (7.5) (6.0) (5.2) (5.6) (8.4) 
Percentage-point change +12.0 +16.7* +10.0 -.6 +8.8 

Mostly Cs      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 53.1 49.3 47.0 45.7 53.0 
 (5.3) (4.0) (3.8) (4.2) (5.5) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 34.8 29.8 26.6 32.2 19.4 
 (7.5) (5.7) (4.9) (5.6) (6.9) 
Percentage-point change -18.3* -19.5** -20.4*** -13.5 -33.6*** 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract, NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey, and NLTS2 general education teacher 
survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
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decreases range from 18 to 34 percentage points (p<.05 to p<.001).  Despite the fact that seniors 
show the largest improvement in grades over time and appear to have a pattern of somewhat 
higher grades at cohort 2 than other students, differences across grade levels in cohort 2 do not 
reach statistical significance. 

School suspensions.  Only high school juniors with disabilities mirror the significant 
increase in the likelihood of suspensions that occurred among students with disabilities as a 
whole (10 percentage points, p<.05; Exhibit 4-9).  However, there were significant increases 
in the percentage of students suspended for 1 or 2 days among students with disabilities in 
9th, 11th, and 12th grades (8 to 12 percentage points, p<.05 and p<.01).  The average 
number of days suspended did not change significantly over time at any grade level.  In 
neither cohort did students with disabilities at different grade levels differ in their likelihood 
of being suspended.  
 

Exhibit 4-9 
CHANGES IN SUSPENSIONS OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES,  

BY GRADE LEVEL 
 

 7th or 8th Grade 9th Grade 10th Grade 11th Grade 12th Grade 

Percentage with any suspensions      
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 17.1 13.4 13.9 8.9 7.9 
 (4.3) (2.9) (2.9) (2.6) (3.1) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 19.7 22.3 20.5 18.5 19.1 
 (5.0) (4.0) (3.5) (3.5) (4.9) 
Percentage-point change +2.6 +8.9 +6.6 +9.6* +11.2 

Percentage suspended 1 or 2 days       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 2.0 2.2 4.1 3.1 3.0 
 (1.6) (1.3) (1.7) (1.6) (2.0) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 8.0 11.5 10.0 11.5 14.6 
 (3.4) (3.1) (2.6) (2.9) (4.4) 
Percentage-point change +6.0 +9.3** +5.9 +8.4** +11.6* 

 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01. 

 

Differential Changes in School Participation across Demographic Groups 
Differential changes in school performance are found for students with disabilities who 

differed in their gender, household income, and racial/ethnic background.   

Differential Changes in School Participation Related to Gender 
School attendance.  The changes in the attendance patterns for boys and girls appear to 

follow those described for students with disabilities overall (Exhibit 4-10).  There were increases 
in the proportions of students having perfect attendance of 14 percentage points for boys  
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(p<.001) and 13 percentage points for girls 
(p<.01).  There also were increases in the 
percentages of boys and girls absent 4 or 
more days.  Increases were more 
pronounced among girls (15 percentage 
points, p<.001) than among boys (8 
percentage points, p<.01).  An increase in 
the average number of days absent occurred 
for both groups (.7 days for boys, p<.01, and 
1.3 days for girls, p<.001).  However, there 
are no significant differences between 
genders in their overall pattern of 
absenteeism at either time.   

Academic performance.  Improve-
ments in grades are apparent for both boys 
and girls (Exhibit 4-11).  Both groups show 
increases in the percentage of students 
receiving mostly As (14 and 19 percentage 
points for boys and girls, respectively, 
p<.001) and decreases in the percentage 
receiving mostly Cs (21 percentage points, 
p<.001).  These changes are consistent with 
the fact that both genders show similar 
increases in their likelihood of being at the 
appropriate grade level for their age 
(Wagner, Cameto, et al., 2003).  Boys also 

show an 11-percentage-point increase in the percentage who received mostly Bs (p<.01).  With 
fairly similar changes over time, there are no significant differences in grades between boys at 
girls at either time period. 

 

 

Exhibit 4-10 
CHANGES IN THE ABSENTEEISM OF STUDENTS 

WITH DISABILITIES, BY GENDER 
 

 Boys Girls 
In a 4-week period:   

Percentage with perfect 
attendance   

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 19.2 21.2 
 (2.0) (3.0) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 33.6 34.0 
 (2.5) (3.5) 
Percentage-point change +14.4*** +12.8** 

Percentage absent 4 or more 
days   

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 11.6 9.6 
 (1.7) (2.2) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 19.8 24.9 
 (2.1) (3.2) 
Percentage-point change +8.2** +15.3*** 

Mean days absent   
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 1.7 1.6 
 (.1) (.1) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 2.4 2.9 
 (.2) (.3) 
Percentage-point change +.7** +1.3*** 

 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 
student’s school program survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the 
following levels: **p<.01, *** p<.001. 
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School suspensions.  Although the 
average number of days suspended did not 
change for either gender, boys show a 
significant increase in the likelihood of 
suspensions between cohorts 1 and 2  
(Exhibit 4-12).  The 11-percentage-point 
increase in suspensions for boys is accounted 
for by an increase in the proportion of students 
receiving suspensions of 1 or 2 days (11 
percentage points, p<.001).  This pattern 
contrasts with parents’ reports of very similar 
increases for boys and girls with disabilities in 
their likelihood of being fired from a job, 
suspended or expelled from school, or arrested 
(Wagner, Cameto, et al., 2003).  Although no 
difference is evident between cohort 1 boys and 
girls in their likelihood of suspension, cohort 2 
boys were significantly more likely to be 
subject to this disciplinary action at school than 
girls (24% vs. 10%, p<.001).  However, no 
difference is noted between boys and girls in the 
likelihood that their schools had a policy of 
arranging alternative placements or services 
when they were suspended.    

   Differential Changes in School 
       Participation Related to 
       Household Income and  
       Racial/Ethnic Background 

School attendance.  Students from all 
household income levels show significant 
increases in the percentage of students with 
perfect attendance in a 4-week period, 
ranging from 11 to 20 percentage points 
(p<.01 and p<.001; Exhibit 4-13).  
Reflecting the particularly large increase 
among students in the highest income 
category, these students were significantly 
more likely than students in the lowest 
income category to have perfect attendance 
in cohort 2 (40% vs. 29%, p<.05).  In 
addition, there were increases in the 
percentage of students with relatively high 
absenteeism among students with disabilities 
in the middle and highest income groups (20  

 

Exhibit 4-11 
CHANGES IN THE GRADES OF STUDENTS WITH 

DISABILITIES, BY GENDER 
 

 Boys Girls 
Percentage receiving:   

Mostly As   
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 2.3  4.6 
 (.8) (1.6) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 16.4 23.2 
 (2.7) (4.3) 
Percentage-point change +14.1*** +18.6*** 

Mostly Bs   
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 22.7 27.6 
 (2.2) (3.4) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 34.1 33.7 
 (3.4) (4.9) 
Percentage-point change +11.4** +6.1 

Mostly Cs   
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 49.8 49.6 
 (2.6) (3.7) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 28.8 28.3 
 (3.3) (4.6) 
Percentage-point change -21.0*** -21.3*** 

 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract, NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s 
school program survey, and NLTS2 general education teacher 
survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the 
following levels: **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 

 

 

Exhibit 4-12 
CHANGES IN THE SUSPENSIONS OF STUDENTS 

WITH DISABILITIES, BY GENDER 
 

 Boys Girls 
Percentage with any 
suspensions   

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 13.5 9.0 
 (1.9) (2.3) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 24.5 10.4 
 (2.4) (2.3) 
Percentage-point change +11.0*** +1.4 

Percentage suspended 1 or 2 
days    

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 3.1 2.6 
 (1.0) (1.3) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 13.7 5.8 
 (1.9) (1.8) 
Percentage-point change +10.6*** +3.2 

 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 
student’s school program survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the 
following level: ***=p<.001. 
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Exhibit 4-13 
CHANGES IN THE ABSENTEEISM OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES,  

BY INCOME AND RACE/ETHNICITY 
 

 Income Race/Ethnicity 

 
 

Lowest 
 

Medium 
 

Highest 
 

White 
African 

American 
 

Hispanic 
In a 4-week period:       

Percentage with perfect attendance       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 17.5 18.7 19.9 20.0 18.6 18.8 
 (3.5) (3.3) (2.8) (2.0) (3.8) (6.6) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 28.9 33.7 40.4 35.2 32.5 27.9 
 (3.6) (4.1) (4.2) (2.6) (4.5) (5.8) 
Percentage-point change +11.4** +15.0** +20.5*** +15.2*** +13.9* +9.1 

Percentage absent 4 or more days        
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 17.7 9.1 6.0 8.6 15.1 23.7 
 (3.5) (2.4) (1.6) (1.4) (3.5) (7.1) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 21.7 29.1 14.0 20.8 19.8 27.8 
 (3.2) (4.0) (2.9) (2.2) (3.8) (5.8) 
Percentage-point change +4.0 +20.0*** +8.0** +12.2*** +4.7 +4.1 

Mean days absent       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 2.1 1.6 1.3 1.4 1.9 2.5 
 (.2) (.1) (.1) (.1) (.2) (.3) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 2.7 3.4 1.7 2.3 2.8 3.4 
 (.3) (.4) (.2) (.2) (.4) (.6) 
Change in mean days absent +.6 +1.8*** +.4 +.9*** +.9* +.9 

Source: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
 
 

and 8 percentage points, p<.001 and p<.01).  Because of the large increase in the middle income 
group, these students were more likely to miss 4 or more days of school in a 4-week period than 
students with disabilities in the highest income group (29% vs. 14%, p<.01).  The average 
absenteeism days increased only among students in medium-income households (1.8 days, 
p<.001).   

There were no changes over time in the attendance of Hispanic students with disabilities.  In 
contrast, the percentage of students with perfect attendance in a 4-week period increased for both 
white and African-American students (15 and 14 percentage points, p<.001 and p<.05).  Increases 
in high absenteeism were associated only with white students (12 percentage points, p<.001), 
which eliminated the significant gap in high absenteeism between them and Hispanic students with 
disabilities seen in cohort 1 (9% vs. 24%, p<.05).  The average number of days absent increased by 
almost 1 day for white and African-American students (p<.001 and p<.05).  As with high 
absenteeism, the increase for white students with disabilities closed the gap that existed between 
cohort 1 white youth and both African-American and Hispanic students (1.4 vs. 1.9 and 2.5, p<.05 
and p<.001).  Despite differences in the degree of change in attendance over time for students with 
disabilities from different racial/ethnic backgrounds, differences in their absenteeism at cohort 2 
are not significant.  

Academic performance.  Cohort 2 students with disabilities from households at all income 
levels received more As than their cohort 1 peers (Exhibit 4-14), with increases ranging from 11 



 4-16

to 23 percentage points, p<.05 to p<.001).  Students from the highest income category show the 
largest increase, resulting in their having a significantly higher likelihood of receiving mostly As 
than peers from the lowest income group (26% vs. 13%, p<.05).  Students in the highest income 
group also are the only students to show an increase in the likelihood of receiving mostly Bs (14 
percentage points, p<.05).  Grade improvements for students from both the middle and highest 
income groups resulted from significant decreases in the likelihood that they received mostly Cs 
(22 and 33 percentage points, p<.01 and p<.001).   

 
Exhibit 4-14 

CHANGES IN GRADES FOR STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES,  
BY INCOME AND RACE/ETHNICITY 

 
 Income Race/Ethnicity 

 
 

Lowest 
 

Medium 
 

Highest 
 

White 
African 

American 
 

Hispanic 
Percentage receiving:       

Mostly As       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 1.7 4.3 2.6 3.4 1.6 4.3 
 (1.2) (1.7) (1.1) (.9) (1.2) (3.5) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 13.1 16.6 25.9 19.6 18.1 15.7 
 (3.9) (4.5) (4.5) (2.8) (5.6) (6.8) 
Percentage-point change +11.4** +12.3* +23.3*** +16.2*** +16.5** +11.4 

Mostly Bs       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 19.4 27.5 24.8 27.1 14.8 26.3 
 (3.7) (3.8) (3.0) (2.3) (3.5) (7.6) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 28.6 34.7 38.6 34.9 31.0 28.6 
 (5.3) (5.7) (5.1) (3.3) (6.7) (8.5) 
Percentage-point change +9.2 +7.2 +13.8* +7.8 +16.2* +2.3 

Mostly Cs       
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 48.8 49.0 56.0 50.5 50.7 40.2 
 (4.7) (4.3) (3.5) (2.6) (5.0) (8.5) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 34.5 26.9 23.1 27.1 26.0 40.9 
 (5.6) (5.3) (4.4) (3.1) (6.4) (9.3) 
Percentage-point change -14.3 -22.1** -32.9*** -23.4*** -24.7** +.7 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 

 

Hispanic students with disabilities did not share in the improvements in grades of students 
with disabilities as a whole, nor did they become more likely over time to be at the appropriate 
grade level for their age (Wagner, Cameto et al., 2003).  However, changes in grades are noted for 
white and African-American students, with changes being fairly similar for the two groups.  
Changes in the likelihood of receiving both mostly As (16-percentage-point increases, p<.001 and 
p<.01) and mostly Cs are quite similar (decreases of 23 and 25 percentage points, p<.001 and 
p<.01).  In fact, the percentages of both white and African-American students who received mostly 
Cs dropped by about half over time.  However, only African-American students with disabilities 
show a significant increase in the likelihood of receiving mostly Bs (16 percentage points, p<.05), 
which eliminated the gap that existed between cohort 1 African-American and white students in 
the likelihood of receiving such grades (15% vs. 27%, p<.05).  These changes in academic 
performance over time resulted in there being no statistically significant differences across cohort 
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2 racial/ethnic groups in grades received, which is consistent with their similar likelihood of being 
at the appropriate grade level for their age (Wagner, Cameto, et al., 2003).   

School suspension.  The greater likelihood of short-term suspensions that was found for 
students with disabilities as a whole occurred across all income groups, ranging from 6 to 10 
percentage points (p<.05 and p<.01; Exhibit 4-15).  However, only among students with 
disabilities from the lowest-income households did this change result in a significant increase in 
the likelihood of being suspended at all (13 percentage points, p<.01).  With this increase, cohort 2 
students with disabilities from the lowest income group were significantly more likely than those 
in the highest income group to be suspended from school (25% vs. 14%, p<.05).  However, 
cohort 2 parents’ reports of whether their adolescent children with disabilities had been fired from 
a job, suspended or expelled from school, or arrested show no differences for students from 
households with different levels of income (Wagner, Cameto, et al., 2003).   

Regarding differences in school suspension across racial/ethnic groups, Hispanic students 
with disabilities show no significant changes over time, nor were their parents more likely to 
report that they had experienced negative consequences for behavior at school, on the job, or in 
the community (Wagner, Cameto, et al., 2003).  In contrast, both white and African-American 
students with disabilities show significant increases in the likelihood of being suspended 1 or 2 
days, the increase being more than twice as large for African-American students (14 percentage 
points, p<.001) as for white students (6 percentage points, p<.001).  Because of the sizable 
increase for African-American students, cohort 2 students with disabilities in that category were 
much more likely than their white peers to have had short-term suspensions (17% vs. 9%, 
p<.05).  Cohort 2 African Americans also were more likely than white students with disabilities 
to have been suspended at all (29% vs. 18%, p<.05), even though white students show the only 
significant increase in the likelihood of any suspensions over time (9 percentage points, p<.001), 
and they show the only increase in parents reporting that they had been fired from a job, 
suspended or expelled from school, or arrested (Wagner, Cameto, et al., 2003). 
 

Exhibit 4-15 
CHANGES IN SUSPENSIONS FOR STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES,  

BY INCOME AND RACE/ETHNICITY 
 

 Income Race/Ethnicity 

 
 

Lowest 
 

Medium 
 

Highest 
 

White 
African 

American 
 

Hispanic 
Percentage with any suspensions       

Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 12.3 14.3 8.1 9.1 18.5 20.7 
 (3.3) (3.1) (2.0) (1.6) (4.3) (7.1) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 24.9 17.8 14.4 17.8 28.7 16.7 
 (3.5) (3.4) (2.9) (2.1) (4.5) (5.1) 
Percentage-point change +12.6** +3.5 +6.3 +8.7*** +10.2 +4.0 

Percentage suspended 1 or 2 days        
Cohort 1 (1985-86/1986-87) 3.9 1.9 3.1 2.6 2.9 6.2 
 (2.0) (1.2) (1.3) (.9) (1.9) (4.2) 
Cohort 2 (2001-02) 13.7 10.1 9.3 8.9 17.4 13.1 
 (2.8) (2.7) (2.4) (1.5) (3.7) (4.6) 
Percentage-point change +9.8** +8.2** +6.2* +6.3*** +14.5*** +6.9 

Sources: NLTS school record abstract and NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program survey. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels: *=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001. 
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All income and racial/ethnic groups show increases of similar magnitude in the likelihood of 

attending schools with policies of arranging alternative placements and services for students with 
disabilities who were suspended from school. 

Summary 
The changes in the school participation of students with disabilities present a mixed picture of 

their achievements.  For example, changes in student attendance are both positive and negative.  
There was an overall increase in the percentage of students who had perfect attendance in a 4-week 
period.  However, this positive trend is offset by an increase in the percentage of students who 
were absent 4 or more days in a 4-week period, or more than 7 weeks in the school year.  This 
change resulted in an increase of about 8 days in the average number of days absent during the 
school year for students with disabilities.  A similar “good news, bad news” picture is apparent 
regarding school suspensions.  The average number of days students had been suspended from 
school did not change over time.  However, more students with disabilities experienced suspension 
as a consequence of inappropriate behavior at school; one-fifth of cohort 2 students with 
disabilities had been suspended during their school years.  These measures of absenteeism and 
suspensions are particularly troubling for youth with emotional disturbances; one-fourth of these 
youth in cohort 2 missed an average of more than 7 weeks of school per year, and their suspension 
rate was twice to four times as high as those of youth in other disability categories. 

Improvements in grades were more consistently positive.  There was an overall increase in the 
percentage of students receiving As and Bs, a change that came largely from a reduction in the 
percentage of students who received mostly Cs.  However, one-fifth of cohort 2 students with 
disabilities earned below-average grades of mostly Ds or Fs. 

These patterns of change were generally stable across disability categories and demographic 
groups, although the exceptions to this similarity are notable.  For example, there was no 
improvement in grades for students with mental retardation or other health impairments.  Neither 
students with hearing impairments nor girls with disabilities show the increase in the likelihood of 
suspensions that occurred for males and students in other disability categories.  High school 
seniors with disabilities are the only students not to show an increase in perfect attendance.  The 
smallest improvements in grades and the largest increase in the likelihood of being suspended from 
school occurred among students with disabilities from the lowest-income households.  Finally, 
Hispanic students show none of the changes in school participation that are apparent for white and 
African-American students with disabilities. 

Comparisons between high school transcript data collected in subsequent waves of NLTS2 
with those collected in wave 2 of NLTS will permit a more detailed analysis of school attendance, 
academic performance, and school suspensions. 


