5. THE CLASSROOM CONTEXTS OF SECONDARY SCHOOL
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

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

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

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

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

e Student and adult classroom participants

e Communication method

e Characteristics of general education teachers.

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

Subject Area

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

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



For the majority of students (61%),

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

Having special education classroom

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

Students whose vocational

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

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

general education teacher surveys.

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

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

Disability Variations in Subject Area

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

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

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

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

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

Percentage in a special
education class focused
on:

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

Demographic Variations in Subject Area

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

Performance Level

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Classroom Participants
Students

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

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

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

Vocational Education Class

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

Average number of:

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

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



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

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

Adults

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

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

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



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

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

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

Disability Variations in Classroom Participants

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

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

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

classes who receive
special education services

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

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

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

Demographic Variations in Classroom Participants

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

Communication Method

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

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

General Education Academic Teacher Characteristics

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Percentage whose teacher is:

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

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

who are credentialed to teach their .

class 96.1 10 one-third have teachers who have been

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

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

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

Average number of years teaching .

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

Percentage whose teacher has been years experience teaching students with
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10 to 19 years 270 24 feeling ade.quately'tralned to teach
20 years or more 17.2 2.0 students with special needs; 15% strongly

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

disagree that they are adequately “« P :

trained to teach students with | have ad(?quat.e trgl.n!ng,for teaChmg
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students with disabilities in the preceding 3 years.

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

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

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

Summary

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

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

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

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

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

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