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Rethinking Special Education

A comprehensive approach combining the best
features of special and regular education offers

the best chance of overcoming the disjointedness
of present categorical programs.

In the decade since enactment of
P.L. 94-142, significant progress
has occurred in the provision of

equal access to free and appropriate
education for all students. These ac-
complishments can be celebrated, but
two barriers block the full promise of
the law: the continuing segregation of
many students in disjointed programs

and the inconsistent system for classi-
fying and placing these students.
. The "special," "compensatory," and

"remedial" education programs that
have proliferated over the last 20 years
have been initiated, for the most part,
independently of other programs
Funding, entitlement procedures, and
administrative rules for these pro-
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grams are separate from each other
and from the mainstream of regular
education

The widely used "pull-out" ap-
proach-removing students with spe-
cial learning needs from regular classes
-has been the predominant strategy
for structuring programs to improve the
educational attainment of students with
special learning needs. Although well
intentioned, the pull-out approach ne-
glects the larger problem: regular class-
room learning environments have
failed to accommodate the educational
needs of many students. The pull-out
approach is driven by the fallacy that
poor school adjustment and perform-
ance are attributable solely to character-
istics of the student rather than to the
quality of the learning environment
This approach often causes serious
problems. It has led to discontinuity and
interruption in the instruction for teach-
ers and students, loss of control by
school district leadership over special-
ized programs, and the fostering of
narrow categorical attitudes and instruc-
tional programming (Heller et al. 1982,
Reynolds and Wang 1983).

Many of the current classification sys-
tems for students with special learning
needs are educationally ineffective and
burden schools with excessive adminis-
trative, teaching and financial costs
(Heller et al. 1982, U.S. House of Repre-
sentatives 1983). In some cases, federal
and state regulations impose unneces-
sary uniformity on local school staff and
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drain human and financial resources
away from the direct provision of edu-
cational services (Reschly in press,
Reynolds and Wang 1983). Consequent-
ly, highly productive techniques such as
mastery learning, adaptive education,
and school-based home enrichment
(Lloyd in press, Morsink et al. in press),
which might enable students with spe-
cial learning needs to remain in regular
classrooms, may not be used to their
full potential.

Problems of Classification
The concern about classification
raised in reviews of research and prac-
tice in special education is hardly new
(Wang et al in press). Based on find-
ings from his major work focusing on
issues in this area, Hobbs (1975) con-
cluded that the approaches used to
classify and place students in special
education programs were "a major
barrier to the efficient and effective
delivery of services to them and their
families" (Hobbs 1980, p. 274). More
recently, a National Academy of Sci-
ences panel (Heller et al. 1982), which
investigated the disproportional per-
centages of minority and male chil-
dren in special education programs,
suggested that "the placement team
that labels and places a child in a
special program [should] demonstrate
that any differential label used is relat-
ed to a distinctive prescription for
educational practices .. that lead to
improved outcomes" (Heller et al.
1982, p. 94). Present practices fall far
short of this standard. Classification
often is influenced by many factors
other than children's needs: space and
professional staff availability; compet-
ing programs and services; and feder-
al, state, and local guidelines and pres-
sures (Keogh in press).

State differences in eligibility crite-
ria contribute to inconsistent classifi-
cation practices and services to stu-
dents. This inconsistency is illustrated
by the differences across states in the
annual increases in special education
students from 1977-78 through 1980-
81. In this four-year period the growth
rate for percentages of learning dis-
abled students served ranged from 1.5
percent in Utah to 40 percent in the
District of Columbia; the growth rate
for mentally retarded students ranged
from -14 percent in South Dakota to 11
percent in Vermont; and the growth

rate for emotionally disturbed stu-
dents ranged from -5 percent in Wash-
ington to 49 percent in Mississippi
(Moore et al. 1982).

Although the regulations for admin-
istration of P.L. 94-142 specify 11 dif-
ferent classifications of handicapping
conditions-deaf, deaf-blind, hard of
hearing, mentally retarded, multihan-
dicapped, orthopedically impaired,
other health impaired, seriously emo-
tionally disturbed, specific learning
disabled, speech impaired, and visual-
ly handicapped (Federal Register
1977)-most diagnoses of students
placed in special education programs
are based on social and psychological
criteria. These include measured intel-
ligence, achievement, social behavior
and adjustment, and communication
and language problems. Less than 20
percent of special education students
are classified according to rigorous
physical or physiological measures
(Reschly in press). Furthermore, many
of the measuring criteria used in clas-
sification lack reliability and validity.,
and a small change in any of the
criteria-such as lowering of the IQ
criterion by five points--can cause
large changes in the percentages of
students classified in given categories.

Classification has been particularly
troublesome with respect to the cate-
gory of learning disability. Compared
to an increase of 16 percent for indi-
viduals identified in all categories of
handicapping conditions between aca-
demic years 1976-77 and 1984-85, the
increase of learning disabled students
was 119 percent (Keogh in press).
More than 80 percent of normal stu-
dents could be classified as learning
disabled by one or more definitions
now in use (Ysseldyke in press). The
widely varying percentages of students
classified as learning disabled suggest
disparities and anomalies that are diffi-
cult to resolve

Overlapping Programs
and Services
Federal programs for students with
special learning needs often overlap
Special education overlaps with Chap-
ter 1, which is intended for low-
achieving students from low-income
families; with migrant programs, par-
ticularly for children of migrant farm
workers; and with bilingual education.
What students in these programs often

have in common is low academic
achievement.

Uncertainties abound in the place-
ment of students with special learning
needs in these overlapping programs.
Legislation is unclear as to the degree
of poverty or the achievement re-
quired for eligibility to receive Chap-
ter I services. Similarly, there are
questions regarding eligibility for mi-
grant education services. (For exam-
ple, should migrant education pro-
grams continue to serve students for
more or less than three years after
their last move?) In the area of bilin-
gual education, the multiplicity of for-
eign languages and the imprecise
measures of students' competence in
English make diagnoses difficult Thus,
students with identical characteristics
could qualify for different special,
compensatory, or remedial education
programs, depending on the states or
school districts in which thev reside
and on the particular criteria used by
individuals on school staffs. Often the
greater the number of students who
are classified, the more money and
administrative .complexity that are
brought to a school. Special equip-
ment may be purchased for some clas-
sified students, but there mav be re-
strictions on use of the equipment by
students in other classifications. In cas-
es of multiple classifications for the
same students, there may be insuffi-
cient hours in the school day to re-
move the students for all the segregat-
ed pull-out programs to which they
are entitled.

The multiplicity of classifications
and programs may reflect ineffective
identification rather than true distinc-
tions in learning ability (Keogh in
press). Even if true differences among
the subgroups of learners could be
determined, it is often appropriate to
use similar instructional principles
and methods to accommodate a varie-
ty of needs (Gerber in press). In their
finding of "little empirical justification
for categorical labeling that discrimi-
nates mildly mentally retarded chil-
dren from other children with aca-
demic difficulties" (Heller et al. 1982,
p. 87), the National Academy of Sci-
ences panel went beyond the field of
special education. The panel stressed
the need for improving classification
and placement guidelines and proce-
dures for total school systems, not just
for special education.
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"More than 80 percent
of normal students
could be classified as
learning disabled by
one or more
definitions now in use."

Prospects for Better
General Education
The full development of students' tal-
ents cannot be achieved without in-
creasing educational productivity for
all students. If we are to be prepared
to face the challenges posed by pro-
jected demographic, economic, and
technological realities, we must begin
to make structural changes in our edu-
cational system now. Clearly, the pres-
ent ap-roach to providing educational
support for students with special
learning needs is not working accept-
ably. It does not ensure the kind of
accountability that is desired bv child
advocates and educators. Further-
more, the current practices of pre-
placement and reevaluation that focus
primarily on determining eligibility
for services are excessively costly and
ineffective (Reschlv in press)

It seems likely that the coming dec-
ade will make the faults in present
practice all the more obvious The
projected demographic changes in-
clude growing enrollments of minor-
itV students (U.S. Bureau of the Census
1983), who typically have been more
likely than other students to be identi-
fied as requiring special or compensa-
tory education services; and continu-
ing increases in the percentages of
students below age 18 who live in
poverty and, therefore, face the strong
likelihood of being singled out for
remedial or other special services
(Children Trends 1985, U.S. Bureau of
the Census 1982).

Because categorical programs are
often expected to accomplish what is
not done by general education, we
need to find ways to restructure spe-
cial education and other compensa-
tory and remedial programs in the
context of the entire educational sys-
tem. If students with special learning
needs are to progress and become

more fully integrated in regular class-
es, regular and special education staff
must work together to establish new
partnerships in education-partner-
ships between states and the federal
government, between states and local
districts, between regular and special
educators, and between educators and
parents. The barriers that, up to now,
have separated these groups must be
removed (Will 1984)

Providing an effective education for
all students requires the expansion of
productive programs and practices,
experimental waivers of existing rules
and regulations for some local dis-
tricts, and greater autonomy for pro-
fessionals and parents to make deci-
sions for students at the local level
Within this framework, special educa-
tors should be expected to concen-
trate on students who need the most
extensive and intensive help. We do
not foresee less need for specialists,
but we do propose that their work be
integrated into the planning and oper
ation of the regular school.

We propose a two-part initiative to at-
tain this objective. First, we recommend
joining practices from both special and
general education into a coordinated
educational delivery system. This system
would combine methods that have a
strong research record of effectiveness
with comprehensive systems of instruc-
tion that have evolved from both general
and special education.

Second, we urge the federal govern-
ment to collaborate with a number of
states and local districts in experimen-
tal trials of more integrated forms of
education for students who are unius
tifiably segregated in separate pro-
grams. These trial efforts should as-
sure accountability to parents of
students in protected classes accord-
ing to federal and state legislation.

Research and Practical
Bases for Change
Recent syntheses of research on what
makes learning more productive sug-
gest ways of delivering instruction that
are substantially superior to traditional
and widespread practices (Walberg
and Wang in press) Table 1 presents a
general overview of this knowledge
base derived from an integrative analy-
sis of the recent research literature
(Good 1983, Walberg 1984, Wang et al.
in press).

Features of Effective Classroom
Learning Environments

Instructional content that is:
* essential to further learning

* useful for effective functioning in
school and in society at large

* clearly specified
* organized to facilitate efficient learning

Assessment and diagnosis that:
* provide appropriate placement in the

curriculums
* provide frequent and systematic

assessment of progress and
feedback

Learning experiences in which:
* ample time and instructional support

are provided for each student to
acquire essential content

* disruptiveness is minimized
* students use effective learning

strategies/study skills
* each student is expected to and

actually experiences success in
achieving mastery of curriculum
content, and accomplishments are
reinforced

* alternative instructional strategies,
student assignments, and activities
are used

Management of instruction that:
* permits each student to master many

lessons through independent study

* permits each student to plan his or her
own learning activities

* provides for students' self-monitoring
of their progress with most lessons

* permits students to play a part in
selecting some learning goals and
activities

Collaboration among students that:
* enables students to obtain necessary

help from peers
* encourages students to provide help
* provides for collaboration in group

activities
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Table 1. Examples of Featum of Effective Classoom Leang E m en and Expected Related Student comes I

Expected Student Outcomes
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Matter Content of Learning Skills Attitudes Toward Learning Self-Perceptions
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'The shaded sections indicate that extant findings from studies on effective teaching and learning suggest relationships between the
implementation of specific features and the achievement of particular student outcomes.
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The first column of Table 1 lists
features of effective classroom learn-
ing environments. The corresponding
expected outcomes are grouped into
four categories: mastery of subject
matter content, acquisition of a variety
of learning skills, development of pos-
itive attitudes toward le -ning, and
development of positive self-percep-
tions. The shaded areas indicate that
there are findings to suggest relation-
ships between the implementation of
specific features and the achievement
of particular student outcomes. Pro-
grams, for example, that include fre-
quent, systematic evaluation of prog-
ress and feedback are associated with
at least seven expected student out-
comes: mastery of content and skills
for effective functioning, mastery of
content and skills for further learning,
ability to study and learn independent-
ly, ability to plan and monitor learning
activities, ability to obtain assistance
from others, motivation for continuing
learning, and confidence in one's abil-
ity as a learner. The kind of informa-
tion on effective program features and
related expected outcomes shown in
Table I suggests that a substantial
knowledge base can be applied to
improving current practice in regular
and special education programs.

Waivers for Performance
We propose that waivers be granted to
local school districts and states that
wish to integrate categorical pro-
grams. The waivers would guarantee
school districts categorical funds dur-
ing experimentation, so long as data
were supplied on how the new ap-
proaches to instruction were working
with respect to resource expenditures,
delivery of services, and educational
outcomes.

It is important to note that we are
not asking to move from categorical to
block grants. In the case of special
education and other major categorical
programs, many communities are not
ready for block grants, and the hard-
won targeting of students for intensive
help would be lost. We are, however,
rejecting the shifting of boundaries
defining categories. With mounting
economic pressures and embarrass-
ment over the unreliability of classifi-
cations, government officials and legis-
lators might use this strategy to "cap"
one or more categories. For example,
the definition of learning disability
could be tightened in various ways to
decrease the numbers of identified
learning disabled students. Such an
approach, which focuses only on fiscal
concerns, does not improve instruc-

tion. Instead, it tends to heighten the
level of bureaucratic intrusion into
instructional matters and to frustrate
students, teachers, and parents.

It would be better to focus the
resources of special, compensatory,
and regular education on the most
promising ideas for improving instruc-
tion Many worthy ideas and demon-
strated practices could be encouraged
under a waiver for performance provi-
sion. Waivers for performance would
permit and support the testing of
those ideas so that the next decade
could witness a strong, data-based ap-
proach to revisions of practice. Some
school districts, for instance, are ready
to try new approaches to assessment
and decision making. Others wish to
adopt broadly framed systems for in-
structional management. Some might
want to try new forms of coordinat-
ed planning at the building level;
others might experiment with new
forms of personnel preparation and
deployment.

To provide greater state and local
autonomy, certain federal and state
rules would have to be waived to
permit broader, better coordinated
programs for students now treated in
separate categories. Such programs,
however, would have to continue to
evaluate each student's educational
progress and social integration into
regular education. Experimentation
would proceed only when bureaucra-
cies permit flexibility in programs, of-
fer assurances about hard-won rights
to parents, and remove financial disin
centives for responsible changes

This two-part initiative has several
advantages over current approaches.
Money and human resources can be
saved by avoiding useless classifica-
tions, ineffective programs, and unnec-
essary procedures. Comprehensive
programs and waivers of overly de-
tailed prescriptions can yield more
positive prospects for local control,
professional autonomy, and student
achievement. They also can result in
regular and special education school
staffs initiating programs that are
grounded in an accumulated research
base and suited to parents' desires,
students' needs, and local circum-
stances. Through such an initiative,
staff energies would be concentrated
less on psychometric diagnosis and
classification and more on schooling

Erpeioes for Quaty and Adevement in Spea Education

A serious challenge to educators determined to reform their schools is
seein that students with handicapping conditions receive an education
conpuwble to tht of their nonhandicapped peers. Since the page of Public
Law 9-142, extensive changes have been made in schools to increase
hdicqped students' access, but many educators are unintentionally short.
changig the students by not expecting enough from them. The time has come
temoubeygond the procedural emphasis of the last decade to an emphasis on

In New Yorc State, for example, approximately 75 percent of the students
_Ideled as educatlonaly handicappd are in the cateries of learning

died, speech Imnpdaired, emotionally disordered, health related, deaf or
hewIng Impnied, visualy Impaired, or orthopedically handicapped. The vast
aity dof the 2116,110 studnts identified as disabled have one thing in

cammon- their disabies do not necessarily reflect diminished intellectual

We cannot enter the '9s continuing to ask the same questions we asked in
the 70s: Are all handicapped children identified? Are there procedures in
place to assure their due process rights? Is the public education system
nme g its basic responsbility? Instead, we should be asling how many
srtdent with ppg condtions master the cmpetencles of required
h sih Ktool corse work. How many leave school as Idependent, well-
eclal youn addu"s? How many find jobs to match thr tdent For

sponsve educators, the answers to these questons should be part of the
reform agenda for the next decade.

--By Larence C Goeder, asistant commissoner, and Marie Cianca, administra-
the coordimor, Oi6ce for Eucation of Cdildren with Hyndiapping Conditions,
New York State Educaion Departmnt, Room 1073, EBA, Albany, NY 12234.



"Schools will
accommodate a wide
range of individual
differences only
when systematic
changes have been
made and when
resources now
spread among many
disparate programs
have been
constructively
joined."

content and instruction.
The aspiration expressed in P.L. 94-

142 has been the provision of appro-
priate education for all children and
youth-even those most difficult to
teach-within the regular schools of
the community. Remarkable progress
is evidenced in the facts that very
nearly all school-age children and
youth are in school and that the major-
ity are in regular schools most of the
time. Current practices, however, still
leave a good deal of separateness,
disjointedness, and inefficiency. What
we must do is restructure school pro-
grams to more completely integrate
students with special learning needs
into regular school programs, using all
forms of knowledge on how best to
proceed with instruction. [

This article was prepared as a position
paper for discussion at the Wingspread
Conference on the Education of Students
with Special Needs: Research Findings and
Implications for Policy and Practice. The
conference was sponsored by the Learning
Research and Development Center of the
University of Pittsburgh, the Special Educa-
tion Program of the University of Minneso-
ta, and the Johnson Foundation, in collabo-
ration with the U.S. Department of
Education. Wingspread Conference Cen-
ter, Racine, Wisconsin, 5-7 December
1985
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