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Abstract 

While inclusive educational placements have become the bedrock of national policy, there are 

questions concerning support for inclusion among both general and special educators. Further little is 

known concerning what instructional tactics teachers are actually using in their classes to facilitate 

inclusion. Ninety-one teachers from grades kindergarten through high school, teaching in either general 

or special education positions, completed three questionnaires; a) a demographics measure, b) a 

questionnaire on their use of effective instructional strategies that facilitate inclusion, and c) an attitude 

scale. Results suggest that attitudes toward inclusion among both general and special educators are less 

than positive, indicating that special educators may not be strong advocates of inclusive class practices. 

However, more positive attitudes toward inclusion among middle school teachers were related to 

increased use of instructional tactics much less frequently than elementary school teachers, suggesting 

that additional professional development on effective inclusion tactics may be necessary for teachers in 

the higher grade levels in order to facilitate effective inclusion. 

Instructional Tactics That Facilitate Inclusion 

Within the last 5 years, there have been further calls for increased education of students with mild or 

moderate disabilities in inclusive classes (Commission, 2002). As inclusion placements grow around 

the country, it becomes increasingly important to expand our understanding of how teachers feel about 

inclusion as well as how frequently teachers are using strategies that facilitate effective instruction for 

students with disabilities in the inclusive classroom. For example, with inclusion mandates firmly 

embedded within various national policy initiatives (Commission, 2002), one may well expect that 

special education teachers are advocating for inclusive instruction. However, little extant research has 
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investigated special education teachers’ attitudes toward inclusive education, and research has not 

documented that special educators are serving as an advocacy group for effective inclusion.  

Further, some research has raised questions concerning the efficacy of inclusive classroom practices for 

enhancing the academic achievement of students with mild disabilities (Blankenship, Boon Fore III, 

Hagan-Burke, 2007; Fuchs & Fuchs, 1994; Sowers & Powers, 1995; Vaughn, Schumn, & Klingner, 

1995). While these studies have raised questions on the overall efficacy of inclusion, only a few studies 

have addressed the factors that may impact the efficacy of inclusive classroom instruction (Austin, 

2001; Bender, Vail, & Scott, 1995; Blankenship, fore III, & Boon, 2005; Fore III, Hagan-Burke, Burke, 

Boon, & Smith, 2007; Katz, Mirenda, & Auerbach, 2002; Minke & Bear, 1996), and none of these 

efforts has been comprehensive. Thus, we do not know all of the particulars that impact successful 

inclusion.  

There has been limited research during the last decade on certain isolated variables that impact the 

implementation of inclusive education. For example, several researchers have investigated the attitudes 

of general education teachers toward inclusion (Daam, Beirne-Smith, & Latham, 2001; Minke & Bear, 

1996; Shade & Steward, 2001). Other researchers have described the instructional strategies that 

teachers have employed in inclusive classes (Bender, Vail, & Scott, 1995; DeBettencourt, 1999). 

Unfortunately, many of these studies involve small numbers of teachers and are limited in the grade 

levels described. For example, the evidence on instructional strategies utilized by general education 

teachers in secondary grades is quite limited (DeBettencourt, 1999). Nevertheless, these studies do 

provide a basis for continued investigations of attitudes and instructional practices in the inclusive 

classroom.  

Attitudes of General Educators Toward Inclusion 

It has been fairly well established that general education teachers at some grade levels may exhibit less 

than positive attitudes towards inclusive instruction (Daam, Beirne-Smith, &Latham, 2001; Katz, 

Mirenda, & Auerbach, 2002; Shade & Steward, 2001). Consequently, researchers have focused more 

explicitly on this issue of teacher attitudes (Bender, Vail, & Scott, 1995; Chalmers, 1997). For example, 

Chalmers (1997) conducted a guided interview study in order to identify attitudes of regular education 

teachers who were perceived as effective instructors in the inclusive setting. To select the participants, 

the researchers polled both special education teachers and administrators. In order to be included in the 

subject sample, the teachers had to be nominated for participation by both the special education teacher 

and the principal. Thus, this design highlights attitudes toward inclusion held by a group of highly 

effective regular education teachers in the inclusive classroom. Once selected the participants took part 

in an open-ended one-hour guided interview based on 12 specific questions. Ten regular education 

teachers were selected; these teachers averaged 12.6 years in their current teaching position, and 

included 5 secondary teachers and 5 elementary teachers. These secondary teachers worked with 

students with mild mental disabilities, learning disabilities, or behavioral problems. The elementary 

teachers were serving a wider range of students with disabilities in terms of type and severity. All of 

these teachers were receiving consultative services for the students with disabilities in their classroom. 

Researchers transcribed all interviews and sent follow up questionnaires.  

The results indicated that teachers who have been identified as excellent inclusive teachers, share 

common positive beliefs about inclusion, as well as similar instructional skills. For example, these 

teachers shared the belief that individualized expectations were one requisite modification for effective 

inclusion services. Further, these teachers perceived that they were responsible for the academic 

success of all the students in their classes. Next, these teachers evidenced attitudes favoring 
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interpersonal warmth and acceptance in interactions with students. The data showed that these general 

education teachers strived to maintain a positive working relationship with the special education 

teacher.  

However, the Chalmers (1997) study did indicate some differences between elementary and secondary 

teachers. Specifically, teachers in lower grades believed that they needed to provide environments 

fostering students’ development, whereas secondary teachers did not indicate this as imperative. This 

difference suggests that teachers at different grade levels may value inclusion differently at different 

grade levels, and future research should incorporate this grade level factor into the research design.  

Daam, Beirne-Smith, and Latham (2001) compared attitudes towards inclusion between several groups 

of educators. These researchers investigated the perceptions of elementary teachers, both general 

educators and special educators, as well as building administrators toward inclusive education. The 

subjects were 324 elementary general educators, 42 special educators, and 15 building administrators. 

A 24-item survey was designed by the researchers using a Likert-type scale. In addition, semi-

structured interviews were conducted with 12 participants, four persons from each group. This design 

allowed the researchers to compare attitudes towards inclusion among these different groups of 

educators. Surprisingly, the attitudes of both special education teachers and general education teachers 

towards inclusion were less than positive, and these groups were not significantly different in their 

attitudes. Both groups of teachers believed that pull-out programs were more likely to be an effective 

instructional setting for many students with special needs. This is an important finding, since special 

educators have historically served as advocates for individuals with disabilities. If inclusive instruction 

is going to be successfully implemented, at a minimum one would assume that the special educators 

involved should be supporting and advocating for inclusion.  

In contrast, a study by Minke & Bear (1996) seemed to demonstrate positive attitudes towards inclusive 

instruction among general and special educators. These researchers focused on teachers’ perceptions 

relating to special education services. Four hundred and ninety three teachers were asked to complete a 

5-page questionnaire that was developed to examine teacher attitudes toward inclusion. These 

questionnaires were returned by 320 elementary school teachers. Regular education teachers’ return 

rate was 59% as compared to 90% return rate for special education teachers. These results suggested 

that both special education and regular education teachers report positive views of inclusion education.  

Finally, some research has suggested that attitudes towards inclusion may be somewhat malleable. For 

example, Shade and Steward (2001) conducted a study to assess the attitudes general education and 

special education pre-service teachers have towards inclusion of students with disabilities before and 

after they have completed an introductory course in special education. The subjects were 122 general 

education students enrolled in a required special education course in college, as well as 72 

undergraduate special education majors. The first day of each course, subjects were administered a 48-

item inclusion inventory. Upon completion of the course, the subjects completed the same instrument 

as a posttest measure. The results of this study suggest that a single course can significantly change pre-

service teacher attitudes toward inclusion for both groups of teachers.  

Instructional Strategy Utilization in Inclusive Classes 

In addition to the extant research on attitudes towards inclusion, a number of other studies have 

investigated teachers’ use of instructional strategies that may facilitate effective inclusion. This research 

has suggested that teachers are not utilizing a wide array of instructional strategies in the general 

education classroom (Bender, Vail, & Scott, 1995; DeBettencourt, 1999; Welch, 2000). For example, 
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Bender, Vail, and Scott (1995) used the Bender Classroom Structure Questionnaire (Bender, 1992) to 

investigate regular education teachers’ attitudes towards inclusion, as well as their self-reports 

concerning the instructional strategies they employed in the inclusive classroom. This study involved a 

survey of 127 general education teachers in 11 school districts in a Southeastern state. Teachers from 

grades 1 through 8 participated in the study. Each participant completed three questionnaires; the 

Bender Classroom Structure Questionnaire assesses the teachers’ background, education, and the 

teachers’ use of instructional tactics that facilitate inclusion. Further, the teachers’ attitudes towards 

their personal teaching efficacy were measured by the Teacher Efficacy Scale, a self-report measure 

developed by Gibson and Dembo (1984). Participants included 10 male and 117 female general 

education teachers. Results indicated that instructional strategies that have been shown to be effective 

in facilitating inclusive instruction (e.g. a variety of student groups, metacognitive or learning strategy 

instruction, self-monitoring and self-instruction) are not being widely used in many inclusive classes. 

Second, these data indicate that negative attitudes towards inclusion resulted in less frequent use of 

effective instructional strategies. Finally, additional analysis of these data indicates that teachers who 

had more students with disabilities possessed a more positive attitude toward inclusion than those 

teachers with fewer students. However, interpretation of this particular result is difficult. Specifically, 

do general education teachers who are exposed to students with disabilities become more favorable 

towards inclusion, or do teachers who are favorable towards inclusion receive an increased number of 

students with disabilities, as principals and guidance counselors determine class membership prior to 

the school year?  

In an effort to document efficacy of various instructional procedures in the inclusive classroom, Welch 

(2000) conducted a study on team teaching in two inclusion classrooms. This research employed a new 

field based design that utilized both qualitative and quantitative assessments of student outcomes, 

teacher procedures and teacher impressions. Participants included students in two elementary 

classrooms in two different schools in a suburban area. General education teachers, all of whom were 

involved in inclusive team teaching, were required to keep logs which provided information regarding 

planning time, type of instructional format used, student grouping for instruction, and follow up 

evaluations for quantitative assessment. Qualitative assessment was conducted by utilizing focused 

discussions and written comments regarding teachers’ satisfaction with the implementation of team 

teaching. Curriculum-based assessment was the instructional method utilized to facilitate inclusion. The 

results showed an increase in reading and spelling performance of all students suggesting that 

curriculum-based measures may be one effective instructional approach that facilitates successful 

inclusion. However, the results also showed that, even in these team-taught classes, the dominant 

instructional grouping pattern was whole group instruction.  

DeBettencourt (1999) conducted a study to investigate instructional strategies used by general 

educators at the middle school level. This study paralleled that of Bender, Vail, and Scott (1995), and 

sought to determine teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion together with their use of instructional 

strategies to facilitate inclusion. However, DeBettencourt’s study differed from Bender et al.’s (1995) 

earlier investigation in that this study focused exclusively on teachers at the middle school level. The 

subjects were seventy-one general educators from three middle schools in a rural southeastern state. 

The BCSQ (Bender, 1992) was used as a survey instrument. In total, eighty three percent of the 

teachers responded. The findings, similar to Bender et al.’s (1995) demonstrated that among elementary 

teachers, indicated that teachers were not utilizing many instructional strategies that have been shown 

to be effective in enhancing the education of students with disabilities. However, use of effective 

instructional strategies by these general educators increased with the number of special education 

classes taken. Finally, these data, like the Bender et al. (1995) study above, indicate that some general 
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educators may not have a positive attitude toward including students with disabilities in their 

classrooms.  

Austin (2001) investigated the instructional practices in inclusive classrooms, as well as factors that 

affect inclusion. The research method consisted of using a semi-structured survey created by the 

researcher and by interview to collect informative data from a random sampling of collaborative 

teaching team members. Ninety-two teachers, from kindergarten through grade twelve, who were 

currently co-teaching in inclusive classes completed surveys concerning their teaching tactics. From 

this group, six general educators and six special educators were randomly selected and interviewed. 

The results showed that general education teachers did more direct instruction in the inclusive setting 

than do their collaborative special education team partners, and that the typical role for the special 

education teacher in theses inclusive classes was primarily a support role rather than a direct teaching 

role. Of course, this raises certain questions concerning optimal use of these highly trained special 

education professionals.  

Based on these inconclusive and often contradictory data, the purpose of this study is to address an 

array of questions on attitudes towards inclusion and instructional strategy utilization in inclusive 

classes, across the grade levels. We believe it is important to consider both attitudes and instructional 

practices together in one study, since these clearly may impact each other. Therefore, both teacher 

attitudes and instructional strategy utilization will be explored in varying grade levels, elementary, 

middle school, and secondary school, in order to describe how teachers at various grade levels view 

inclusion, and employ strategies that are known to be effective for enhancing inclusive education. 

Finally, we sought to directly compare the attitudes toward inclusion between special educators and 

general educators, in order to explore the belief that special educators are serving as advocates for 

inclusive instruction.  

 

Method 

Subjects and Setting 

A subject pool of special education and general education teachers was obtained for this study from a 

large graduate education class. Ninety-one teachers representing a wide geographical area within the 

state of Georgia participated in this study. Initially, thirty-two special education teachers who were 

participating in a web-based special education class at the University of Georgia were identified and 

invited to participate in a study on inclusive instructional strategies. Each of the special education 

teachers who chose to participate were instructed to randomly select two general education teachers 

from their school and invite their participation in this study.  

Each of these 96 teachers were asked to complete three measurement instruments, a) a self-report 

questionnaire on their attitudes towards inclusion, b) the Bender Classroom Strategies Questionnaire 

(Bender, 1992; Bender, Vail, & Scott, 1995), and c) a set of demographic questions. One general 

education teacher and four special education teachers did not complete the measurement instruments in 

a usable form, yielding a total of 28 special education teachers and 63 general education teachers who 

completed the questionnaires for this analysis.  
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Measures 

Demographics and Classroom Experience. The demographics questionnaire included certain questions 

relative to teachers’ background, such as questions about race, gender, teacher certification areas, the 

number of special education courses the teachers had taken, years of teaching experience, and years of 

teaching experiences in which teachers taught students with disabilities. Teachers were also asked 

questions about their teaching experiences and their current instructional classes, including the number 

of students with disabilities in inclusive classes, and the grade level they taught.  

The Attitude Questionnaire. A nine-question Likert scale was developed to assess teachers’ specific 

attitudes toward inclusion. Questions assessed attitudes toward inclusion in general, as well as inclusion 

practices in the teachers’ particular school. Each question assessed a teachers’ belief about the positive 

effects of inclusion. Sample questions include, “I believe that most students with disabilities are better 

served in special education classes than in general education classes” and “I believe schools are 

equipped to serve individuals with disabilities in general education classes.” Each item was rated on a 

Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The scores for the indicators items 

were totaled for each teacher to generate a composite score indicating the teachers’ belief regarding the 

benefits of inclusion for students with and without disabilities. A higher score indicated a more positive 

attitude toward inclusion.  

A test-retest reliability procedure was used to establish reliability for this attitude scale. Twenty-seven 

teachers completed their scale twice over a one-month interval. The test-retest correlation on the total 

score on the attitude scale was .79 (p < 0.001), indicating acceptable overall test-retest reliability for an 

experimental measure. Further, correlations on the scores for each of the nine individual indicators 

were significant (p <. 003), and ranged from .54 to .84.  

Bender Classroom Structure Questionnaire. The Bender Classroom Structure Questionnaire, (BCSC) 

described previously in the literature (Bender, 1990, 2002, 1992), was used to assess teachers’ 

utilization of instructional strategies that facilitate effective inclusive instruction. This 40-item Likert 

scale is a self-report questionnaire that includes research-proven strategies that facilitate effective 

inclusive settings, and has been used in a variety of earlier studies (Bender, Smith, & Frank, 1998; 

Bender & Ukije, 1989; Bender, Vail, & Scott, 1995). Sample indicators include, “I suggest particular 

methods for remembering;” “I use advance organizers to assist students in comprehension of difficult 

concepts;” “I praise students for successful work whenever possible;” and “I use a specialized grading 

system which rewards effort for pupils with disabilities.”  

Three separate scores may be generated from the BCSQ – the Total BCSQ, Individualized Instruction, 

and Metacognitive Strategy Instruction. A high score on the Total BSCQ indicates that the teacher is 

using a wide variety of instructional strategies that facilitate inclusion fairly frequently. Bender and 

Ukje (1989) completed a factor analysis of the scores on the various indicators of the BSCQ, and a two-

factor structure was identified. A high score on the first factor indicates that a teacher is using 

instructional methods that facilitate metacognitive understanding (Bender, 1992; Bender & Ukijie, 

1989), while a high score on the second factor indicates that a teacher is using instructional grouping 

strategies that result in high levels of individualized instruction in the classroom. Internal-consistency 

reliabilities for each of there scores are in the acceptable range for research purposes (.88, .84, and .74, 

respectively; Bender & Ukije, 1989).  
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Results 

Correlational Analysis 

Table 1 presents the relationship between instructional strategies used by general education teachers in 

the inclusive classroom, teachers’ attitudes towards inclusion, and various characteristics of those 

teachers. Table 1 demonstrates four significant correlations. First, the total years of teaching experience 

was positively related to how frequently the teachers’ individualized instruction in their classroom. 

Next, the size of the inclusion classroom was negatively related to each of the three measures of 

teachers’ utilization of effective inclusive instructional strategies, suggesting that larger general 

education classes are less characterized by strategies that facilitate successful inclusion. Interestingly, 

these data demonstrated no relationship between the use of effective inclusion strategies and attitudes 

toward inclusion.  

 

In our efforts to better understand inclusive instructional practices, these data were subdivided by grade 

level, and the same correlational analyses were run again. Among the general education teachers, 31 

teachers were elementary teachers, 20 were middle school teachers, and only 12 were high school 

teachers. Correlations were produced for the elementary and middle school teachers, whereas the 

limited number of high school teachers prevented data interpretation. For the elementary teachers, only 

one of the 23 correlations (the same relationships depicted in Table 1 above) was significant. For 

elementary teachers, teachers with more students with disabilities in their inclusive classroom had less 

positive attitudes about inclusion overall (r = -.34; p < .05).  

For the middle school general educators, four of 23 relationships were significant. First, the years of 

teaching experience for middle school teachers was positively correlated with increased use of 

individualized instruction (r = .50; p < 02). Next, teachers’ attitudes towards inclusion correlated 

positively with every measure of effective instructional strategy utilization (r = .44, .58, and .58 for the 

metacognitive instructional strategies, individualized instructional strategies and the total BCSQ, 

respectively; p < .05). This demonstrates that among middle school teachers a more positive attitude 

toward inclusion was related to increased use of effective instructional techniques.  
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Special Education vs. General Education Instructional Strategies  

 

Table 2 presents data comparing effective inclusive instructional strategies utilization and attitudes of 

general education and special education teachers towards inclusion. One may expect that special 

education teachers used more effective instructional strategies that would be likely to facilitate 

inclusion, in order to advocate for inclusion as well as prepare students with special needs for their 

inclusive classes. Further, one may well expect that special education teachers would be more 

positively disposed to inclusion. However, significant results were demonstrated on only one of the 

three instructional strategy utilization measures. Special education teachers did report using more 

individualized grouping strategies than the regular education teachers. On the measure of teacher 

attitude toward inclusion, special education teachers were no more positively disposed towards 

inclusion than were general educators.  

  

 

Effective Inclusive Instruction Across Grade Levels 

Table 3 presents the means and standard deviations on effective instructional strategy utilization and 

teacher attitudes towards inclusion for general education teachers in three grade level groups; a) 

elementary, b) middle school, and c) high school. The results of analysis of variance comparisons 

between these three groups are also presented. The results identified differenced among these three 

groups of teachers on each of the measures of effective instructional strategy utilization from the 

BCSQ, but not on the attitude indicator. 
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Post hoc analyses were then conducted on the three instructional strategy utilization measures to 

identify specific differences between the groups using Tukey’s Studentized Range Test (HSD). On the 

frequency of use of metacognitive instructional strategies, and the frequency of use of individualized 

grouping strategies, the elementary teachers reported using these strategies more frequently then the 

high school teachers. On the total score on the BCSQ, the elementary teachers reported using effective 

instructional strategies overall more than either the middle school teachers or the high school teachers.  

Discussion 

The results from this study suggest several interesting conclusions. First, teachers’ backgrounds, 

experience, and educational level are related to how frequently teachers utilize effective inclusive 

strategies in the general education classroom. These data would seem to hold some implications for 

practitioners, in that the increased teaching experience would tend to be related to more effective 

inclusion. Charmer’s (1997) data would also seem to support this contention in that the average years 

of teaching experience among teachers who were perceived as effective inclusion teachers was over 12 

years. Next, increasing the size of the inclusive classroom was related to less frequent use of 

appropriate inclusion teaching strategies. This would seem to suggest that inclusion might be more 

effective in smaller general education classes, in which the teachers may spend more time with each 

individual student.  

The relationships between general education teachers’ attitudes and teachers’ of effective instructional 

strategies for inclusion, as demonstrated herein, are interesting. While no relationship was observed 

among the composite teachers’ scores from all grade levels, the correlations for middle school teachers 

between teacher attitude and self-reported use of effective instructional strategies were significant. In 

that group of middle school teachers, a positive attitude toward inclusion among teachers was related to 

increased use of effective inclusive instructional strategies. These data support the suggestion by 

Bender, Vail, and Scott (1995) that positive attitudes towards inclusion among teachers are related to 

increased use of effective instructional strategies in the inclusive classroom. We can offer no 

explanation for the lack of correlations between teacher attitudes toward inclusion and use of 

appropriate instructional strategies among the elementary teachers.  

In comparing instruction and attitudes toward inclusion between general educators and special 

educators, several findings emerged. First, special education teachers apparently use more 
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individualized instructional grouping strategies than general educators, as one may well expect. 

However, no difference was noted between the groups in use of metacognitive instructional tactics. 

Further, that attitude comparisons documented no difference in attitude towards inclusion between 

these groups of teachers. Clearly, with inclusion receiving increased support from federal legislative 

policy (Commission, 2002), one may well hope that special education teachers should serve as 

advocates for inclusive instruction. In contrast, these data do not seem to document strong positive 

perceptions on inclusion among special education teachers. This finding is consistent to those of 

Damm, Bernie-Smith, and Latham (2001); Murawski & Dieker ( 2004), who demonstrated that special 

education teachers and general education teachers alike were not comfortable in collaborative teaching 

situations. Clearly researchers who investigate implementation of inclusion in the future should build 

some measure of “teacher attitude” into their designs. Moreover, the easy assumption that special 

education teachers, who have historically been advocates for students with disabilities, are also strong 

advocates for inclusion seems to be incorrect. Inclusion has become the foundation of national policy, 

as stated in legislation as well as the recent Report for The Commission on Excellence in Special 

Education (2002). Thus, some type of intervention to impact the attitudes toward inclusion among 

special educators may be warranted. Shade and Steward (2001) showed that one course could 

positively impact the attitudes of special and general educators towards inclusion, and clearly some 

emphasis on attitude change in college courses on education of students with disabilities in the general 

education classroom is certainly in order.  

Data derived from the studies of Murawski & Dieker (2004) and later from Murawski (2006) confirm 

the gap in research as just described but suggests that successful inclusion classrooms should be a true 

collaborative, co-teaching model between the regular and the special education teacher. Further results 

of the study, “also clearly imply that teachers need to be trained in how to co-teach effectively and 

efficiently” (Murawski, p.245).  

Murawski (2006) study stressed the idea that before any new teaching delivery systems or strategies are 

implemented, professional development should be jointly provided for teachers charged with delivering 

the instructional changes.  Murawski reminds the reader that “ ongoing staff development is mandatory 

for co-teaching to be successful” (p.235).  Inclusion and collaboration are two sides of one coin.  

Finally, these data document that teachers at different grade levels implement effective inclusive 

instructional strategies with different frequency; specifically teachers in middle school and high school 

use these effective inclusion strategies less frequently. As reported earlier, Charmers (1997) 

documented that upper grade teachers felt less positive towards inclusion overall than do elementary 

teachers. Clearly, these studies taken together do not bode well for the overall success of inclusive 

placements in middle and secondary schools. It would seem that educators are doing a more effective 

job providing inclusive instruction in the lower and elementary grades, and a less effective job in the 

secondary school. This seems to suggest a need for increased professional development activities in 

middle and secondary schools aimed at increasing the use of effective instructional tactics that may 

facilitate successful inclusion. Bender (2002) recently suggested that the growing emphasis on 

differentiated instruction (see Tomlinson, 1999) might provide a vehicle through which such 

professional development could be provided. In fact, efforts to differentiate the instructional strategies 

in general education classrooms closely parallel the goals of increased modifications in general 

education that have long been advocated by special educators.  

There are a number of limitations that should be noted in the present study. First, each of the 

independent variables was based on self-reported data by inclusion teachers and thus may have 

involved some bias. In the future, researchers may wish to couple this type of self-report measurement 
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with actual observations in the classrooms to determine which specific instructional tactics teachers are 

using. Next, while this study was somewhat more comprehensive than some studies in that participants 

herein came from a variety of schools and school districts, only teachers from one state were included 

here. Future studies should involve schools and teachers across a more comprehensive geographic area.  
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Abstract 

This article provides results from a research project investigating how Master's level teacher training 

programs address the education of immigrant students at-risk and those with special needs. We 

surveyed Master's programs in nine states with significant populations of immigrant students. Results 

suggest that graduate level programs in special education emphasize selected immigrant special 

education training and competency areas to a limited-moderate degree.  Our findings reveal that teacher 

training was similar among schools that differed in size and type of degree granting institution 

(Master's vs. Master's and Doctoral). Within-school analyses found the training area of Assessment was 

emphasized the most while training in Collaboration was the least emphasized. We share results from 

this study and also provide suggestions for future research. 

Master's Level Teacher Preparation for 

Educating Immigrant Students with Special 

Needs in US Schools 

Many educational classrooms nationwide have significant percentages of immigrant students, including 

both urban and rural school systems. The continuous and sometimes dramatic increases in the number 

of immigrant students place tremendous pressures on educators as they attempt to effectively work with 

this growing population (Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001). Although there are variations in the 

definition that describes who qualifies as an immigrant student, the most accepted include the 

following: 1) Born outside of the United States; 2) Enrolled in US schools for less than three years; 

and, 3) Between the ages of 3 and 19 (Emergency Immigrant Education Program, OELA).  
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An Urban Institute study based on Current Population Surveys data (CPS), estimated in 2000 that there 

were over 10.5 million school-age children of immigrants enrolled in grades K-12, representing 20% of 

the total K-12 student population (Fix & Passel, 2003).  Of these students, Fix and Passel (2003) 

approximated that 2.7 million, or 5% of the total student population, are foreign born. This presents 

unique challenges to educators and school systems as they attempt to meet educational needs of many 

immigrant students in their early stages (i.e., within the first three years of formal schooling) of 

acculturating to United States' schools and environments. For example, Garcia and Cuéllar (2006) 

building on the work of Lucas (1997) wrote that:  

"Most U.S. students undergo a set of important and critical transitions: from home to school and from 

childhood to  adolescence.  Immigrant children move through these same critical transitions and those 

associated with transitioning to a new culture and language"  (p. 2240).  

Therefore, in addition to dealing with transitions experienced by all children, immigrant students must 

adjust to new cultural experiences and may also confront stress due to a modified family structure, 

migration and refugee experiences, poverty, cultural isolation, limited English Proficiency, differences 

in the institution of schooling, minority status, or inconsistent academic preparation (Coehlo, 1994). As 

a result, the educational needs of these students are significant, and if not addressed appropriately, place 

many immigrant learners at risk.  

Literature Review 

Our conceptual framework relies on three bodies of literature: 1) immigrant participation in special 

education; 2) the educational experiences of immigrants and the factors that represent at-risk situations; 

and, 3) Teacher education for work with immigrant students at-risk or those with disabilities. Although 

research in these areas is limited (a rationale in itself for conducting our study), the prior research 

provides a foundation for additional research into the education of immigrant students at-risk or those 

with special needs.  

Immigrant Participation in Special Education 

There is a significant dearth of research that investigates immigrant participation in special education.  

While there are several potential reasons to explain this, the issue of sampling clearly contributes.  

Oftentimes studies examining immigrant special education consider immigrants and children of 

immigrants together or English Language Learners in the same group or, even broader, as part of a 

heterogeneous group of minorities in special education.  Such studies have contributed greatly to 

research on special education; however, immigrant students (as defined above) at-risk or in special 

education are rarely studied as a population in their own right.  While research directly related to this 

defined population is limited, studies that have been published yield important considerations and 

conclusions relevant to our study.  

For example, one study completed by Dylan, Schwartz and Stiefel (2007), explored nativity differences 

in special education participation in addition to attendance and school mobility.  This study begins to 

illuminate not only the incidence of immigrant participation in special education but also potential 

reasons behind their findings, especially the role of parents in their children’s education. Within their 

review of prior research, Dylan, Schwartz and Stiefel discussed a study (Gershberg, 2002) that found 

immigrant students were placed in special education at higher rates; a study that suggested that parents’ 

lack of involvement, resulting in part from institutional barriers, contributed to an overrepresentation of 
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immigrant students in special education. Conversely, in their study Dylan, Schwartz and Stiefel found 

that immigrant students at-risk, or those who may have a disability, received special education at 

substantially lower rates than their native-born peers.  They indicated that language proficiency, 

poverty, nor the number of years in school fully explained this finding.  Rather, they suggest that lower 

parent involvement in United States schools may lead to their inability to advocate for needed special 

services for their children. In support, research conducted by López (2001) and Shannon (1996) 

suggested that the efforts of immigrant parents are not often recognized by teachers and administrators 

because their contributions may not fall within dominant notions of parent participation. In short, these 

studies suggest that collaboration between parents of immigrant students, schools, teachers and 

administrators is essential to address both over and under-representation in special education. In regards 

to learners at-risk other researchers have documented additional possible contributing factors.  

Immigrant Learners At-Risk: Contributing Factors 

Several researchers and authors have discussed social and educational conditions that potentially place 

immigrant students at-risk in learning (McCollum, 1999; Goodwin, 2000, Hoover et al., 2008; Suarez-

Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001). Factors such as language barriers, difficulty navigating their new 

environment, inability of teachers to bridge new concepts to prior cultural/linguistic experiential 

backgrounds, poverty, culture shock associated with adjusting to a new school environment, 

perceptions that immigrant students are incapable of meeting high educational standards, or 

biased/prejudicial attitudes are but a few of the social and educational factors that place immigrant 

students at-risk in learning. In addition, Goodwin (2000) wrote that ‘immigrant students are especially 

apt to receive weak curriculum” (p. 2) further highlighting at-risk factors directly related to classroom 

instruction.  

Teacher Preparation and Immigrants with Special Needs 

Unfortunately, for many students at-risk, the misinterpretation and misidentification of learner needs, 

along with uninformed parents often results in less than challenging classroom curricula, inappropriate 

referrals to special education, lack of needed special services, inadequate evidence-based interventions 

and less than adequate cultural competent instruction (Dylan, Schwartz & Stiefel, 2007; Hoover et al., 

2008; Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001). As discussed in the research above, one significant 

result of these at-risk conditions is the potential misplacement of immigrant, as well as other students, 

into special education due, in part, to educators’ lack of knowledge and skills necessary to differentiate 

learning differences from learning or behavior disorders (i.e., effective teacher preparation) (Hoover, In 

Press).  

In support, Smith-Davis (2000) found that many of today’s teachers of immigrant learners lack quality 

training and preparation to meet their educational needs. This inadequate preparation may result in the 

perpetuation of various at-risk learning situations such as: 1) the lack of adequate support systems for 

new immigrant students, 2) barriers to equal access and opportunities to learn, 3) inadequate training to 

meet unique needs of immigrant students using evidence-based interventions, 4) lack of knowledge of 

cultural and linguistic factors relevant to the needs of immigrant students, or 5) the pervasive 

misperception that a language difference is a language disorder (Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 

2001; Smith-Davis, 2000; Chaifetz, 1999; Haynes, 2001).  
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Specifically, results from a Pilot Study completed by Smith-Davis (2000) include:  

1.)  Immigrant students are over-represented in special education  

2.)  Language difference is often misunderstood to be a learning disability  

3.)  Some immigrant students with disabilities go un-referred to special education (finding also 

documented in Dylan, Schwartz & Stiefel, 2007)  

4.)  Inadequate special education supports exist for immigrant students with disabilities  

5.)  Teacher shortages exist nationwide in the education of immigrant students, including special 

education teachers  

Therefore, given the increasing numbers of immigrant students, the lack of sufficiently trained teachers, 

and the dearth of information on immigrant participation in special education, research is needed to 

help clarify the current state of teacher preparation for working with immigrant students in university 

and college programs. Knowledge of specific characteristics of teacher preparation programs relative to 

training for effective work with immigrant students in today’s schools will assist teacher trainers 

nationwide to evaluate and improve their own programs. This in turn will help to best prepare teachers 

to minimize the effects of at-risk behaviors and conditions in the classroom, which in turn, facilitates 

reduction of misplacements into special education and increases more effective culturally competent 

teaching for all immigrant students, including those with special needs.  

Research Project 

Based on current educational at-risk needs along with recommendations from previous research 

discussed above, we are seeking to better understand contemporary higher education practices, issues, 

and concerns associated with the preparation of graduate level special education teachers to effectively 

educate the ever-increasing immigrant student population.  

Research Questions 

The primary research question for this study is: To what extent do graduate special education teacher 

preparation programs address immigrants with special needs both in courses and/or field experience? 

Specific questions addressed in this research include:  

1.)  To what extent do graduate-level teacher preparation programs emphasize preparing special 

educators for work with immigrant students with special needs?  

2.)  Do specific school and graduate program types correlate with a greater emphasis placed on one or 

more training areas for work with immigrant students with special needs?  

3.)  Does the graduate-level special education teacher preparation for work with immigrants with 

special needs vary significantly across states with high populations of immigrant learners?  

4.)  To what extent is field experience with immigrant students at-risk and/or those with special needs 

incorporated into the graduate level training?  
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5.)  In which types of courses is content for teaching immigrant students with special needs most 

frequently found?  

Survey Development/Distribution 

The survey developed for this study includes items evaluating selected knowledge and skill areas 

necessary to effectively educate immigrant students with special needs.  A survey comprised of Likert 

items, grouped within selected categories modeled after CEC NCATE Professional Competencies 

(CEC, 1998) was developed. The categories included: Foundations/Characteristics, Individual Learning 

Differences, Instructional Strategies/ Learning Environments, Communication, Teaching/Instructional 

Planning, Assessment, and Collaboration.  

Specific items were generated reflecting these training areas from information found in the 2001 

Harvard Education Review Special Issue:  Immigration and Education as well as from Smith-Davis, 

(2000), Rong and Prissle (1998) and various CEC NCATE documents reflecting training competencies. 

The survey was initially reviewed by several experts in teacher training for clarity and accuracy of 

content, and for the extent to which the items reflected the general training areas (e.g., Foundations, 

Assessment, Collaboration etc). Based on the reviewer feedback the survey was revised to include 40 

items within the seven competency training areas as illustrated in Table 1.  

Table 1: Survey Items within each Competency Training Area 

Foundations/Characteristics 

• Over representation of immigrant students in special education  
Acculturation needs of immigrant learners  

• Diversity of views that different cultures hold towards disabilities  
• Understand similarities and differences between homeland and school cultures  
• Role of cultural values in the education of immigrant students  
• Knowledge of the impact on immigrant students moving from one society to another  
• Educational characteristics of immigrant students with special needs 

Individual Learning Differences 

• Language difference versus learning disability  
• Social barriers confronting immigrant learners  
• Academic barriers confronting immigrant learners  
• Language barriers confronting immigrant learners  
• Experiential background barriers confronting immigrant learners  
• Cultural awareness and diversity in the classroom  
• Determining differences between expected behaviors due to cultural/linguistic needs versus behavior 

disorders due to a disability 

Instructional Strategies/Learning Environments 

• Meeting instructional needs of immigrant students appropriately placed in special education  
• Culturally relevant classroom instruction  
• Teaching methods specific to meeting unique needs of immigrant learners  
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• ESL instruction  
• Native language instructional methods 

Communication 

• Cross-cultural communication skills  
• Models for assisting immigrant students to successfully acquire English language skills  
• Use of instructional conversational strategies 

Teaching/Instructional Planning 

• Meeting second language needs of immigrant students  
• Language and literacy instruction across the curriculum  
• Contextualized teaching and learning  
• Cultural competence in teaching  
• Use of cooperative learning communities in the classroom  
• Addressing post-traumatic stress in immigrant students 

Assessment 

• Prereferral issues specific to at-risk immigrant students  
• Cross cultural assessment  
• Classroom-based informal assessments  
• Curriculum-based assessment  
• Use of translators/interpreters in the special education referral/assessment process  
• Language Assessment  
• Diagnostic academic assessment for immigrant learners  
• Diagnostic social/emotional/behavioral assessment for immigrant learners 

Collaboration 

• Community resource support for immigrant families  
• Collaboration with other educators in teaching immigrant students  
• Working with parents of immigrant learners  
• Advocate for needs of immigrant learners  

Respondents indicated the level of preparation their special education Masters Program places on each 

item as it pertains to preparing special educators for work with immigrant students with special needs 

(1 = None; 2 = Limited; 3 = Moderate; 4 = Extensive). Also, respondents indicated whether Field 

Experience was included in the training for each item.  Reliability (Cronbach’s Alpha) was determined 

for the survey and was found to be .968.  

In order to ensure anonymity of the schools in our database, we numbered the surveys by institution. In 

addition to the 40 survey items, the instrument gathered various demographic information including:  

Size and location of institution; CEC NCATE accredited (y/n); type of degrees offered (MA only or 

MA and Doctoral); number of faculty in the school of education/special education departments; number 

of MA graduates in special education annually; and percent of immigrant special education students in 

the school districts where graduates teach. The survey also requested the titles or types of courses in 
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which the surveyed knowledge/skills were most taught. The survey was sent to chairpersons in the 

department of special education at the selected graduate training programs and included two follow-up 

mailings.  

Sample 

 

Graduate Training Program Selection 

In effort to gather information about the potential training of Master's level students in special 

education programs for work with immigrant students with special needs, we first determined the states 

with a significant percentage of Pre K-12 English language learners (ELL) and immigrants by 

examining the list of states from Kindler's 2002 National Clearinghouse for English Language 

Acquisition report as well as Baca & Cervantes (2004). Based on these sources, we selected nine states 

with significant ELL and immigrant populations:  Arizona, California, Colorado, Florida, Illinois, 

Nevada, New York, New Mexico and Texas. We then used the National Clearinghouse for Professions 

in Special Education (NCPSE)  database cross-referenced with the U.S. Department of Education, 

Office of Special Education Programs National Center for Special Education Personnel & Related 

Service Providers database  to locate all of the Institutes of Higher Education granting masters level 

degrees in Special Education in each of the nine listed states. The search yielded contact information 

for 193 schools with masters level special education programs in the selected nine states. These 

programs received the survey for participation in this research.  

 

Results 

Research yielded a 40% response rate in which seventy-nine institutions returned the survey. Four of 

the 79 respondents reported that they no longer had graduate special education programs; therefore a 

total of 75 graduate level programs out of a possible 188 are included in these analyses.  Using selected 

demographics, survey responses were tabulated and analyzed in a variety of ways to best understand 

the current training of graduate level teachers for work with immigrant students with special needs. The 

following Tables summarize data collected reflective of our five primary research questions.  

Research Question 1: To what extent do graduate-level teacher preparation programs emphasize 

preparing special educators for work with immigrant students with special needs?  

Table 2 provides the total survey means reflecting the reported emphasis by graduate level preparation 

programs:  
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Table 2: Mean Scores of Competencies by CEC/NCATE Accreditation 

 

Scale: 1-4: 1 = None; 2 = Limited; 3 = Moderate; 4 = Extensive 

As shown, the range of emphasis is from a low of 2.53 (Collaboration) to a high of 2.97 (Assessment). 

All means fell within the Limited to low-Moderate area of emphasis.  

Tables 3, 4 and 5 provide a summary of the training area means broken down by whether or not the 

program operates with CEC/NCATE accreditation, by level of degree offered (MA Only; 

MA/Doctoral), and by size. 

Table 3: Mean Scores of Competencies by CEC/NCATE Accreditation 

 

Scale: 1-4: 1 = None; 2 = Limited; 3 = Moderate; 4 = Extensive 

As shown, the overall average is 2.71 and 2.86 for NCATE accredited and those not NCATE 

accredited, respectively. The highest mean score for CEC/NCATE accredited schools was in 

Assessment (2.96) and the lowest mean score was in Collaboration (2.43).  The highest mean scores for 

non-CEC/NCATE accredited schools were in Teaching/Instructional Planning and Assessment (2.94) 

and the lowest mean score was in Communication (2.63). 
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Table 4:  Mean Scores of Competencies by Type of Degree Granting Program 

 

Scale: 1-4: 1 = None; 2 = Limited; 3 = Moderate; 4 = Extensive 

Table 4 shows that the overall average is 2.74 and 2.79 for MA/Doctoral and MA Only degree 

programs, respectively. The highest mean score for both types of programs was in Assessment (2.99; 

2.97) while the lowest rated was Collaboration for each type of program (2.56; 2.53).  

Table 5 illustrates mean scores by institution size. 

Table 5: Mean Scores of Competencies by Size of Institution 

 

1 = up to 4999; 2 = 5000-9999; 3 = 10,000-19,999; 4 = 20,000 above 

Scale: 1-4: 1 = None; 2 = Limited; 3 = Moderate; 4 = Extensive 

As shown, the overall emphasis based on size was consistent, ranging from Limited to Moderate 

emphasis for each training area. Assessment received the greatest emphasis in three of the four size 

breakdowns, while Collaboration received the lowest rating in three of four school sizes.  

In addition, comparisons were made both across school types as well as within school types using 

ANOVA and correlational statistical procedures. Results comparing emphasis on training areas 

between CEC/NCATE and non-NCATE accredited schools showed no significant difference in 

reported emphasis. Similar results were found when comparisons were made between MA Only and 

MA/Doctoral programs.  
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To further understand within program or school type, ANOVA was conducted to determine if one or 

more training areas are emphasized relative to accreditation and level of degree offered. Results showed 

no significant variation in emphasis on training areas within non-NCATE schools or within 

MA/Doctoral degree granting programs. However, differences were observed within CEC/NCATE 

accredited programs and MA Only programs as illustrated in Tables 6 and 7. 

Table 6: ANOVA of school means within 7 categories for NCATE/CEC schools 

 

Table 7: ANOVA of school means within 7 categories for MA Only schools 

 

As shown, a significant difference between reported emphasis on one or more training areas was found. 

The Tukey Multiple Comparison Test was employed to determine those training areas with 

significantly more emphasis within each type of school/program. Tables 8 and 9 illustrate these 

findings.  

Table 8: Multiple Comparison Test Results comparing Seven Training Areas 

within CEC/NCATE Accredited Programs  

Compared Training Areas               Mean Difference                    Significance 
Teaching/Instructional Planning 

with Collaboration...................................    .43 ...............................    .046 

Assessment with Foundations/ 

Characteristics.........................................    .48 ...............................    .017 

Assessment with Collaboration...............     .54 ..............................    .004  

The training area of Assessment is emphasized to significantly greater extent in CEC/NCATE 

accredited schools over two of the other training areas, including Collaboration.  

Table 9: Multiple Comparison Test Results Comparing Seven Training Areas 

within MA Only Programs  

Compared Training Areas               Mean Difference                    Significance 
Teaching/Instructional Planning 

with Collaboration ...................................  .39  ................................   .013 

Assessment with Foundations ................   .36  ................................   .027 

Assessment with Individual Learning 



Journal of the American Academy of Special Education Professionals 

AASEP | Master's Level Teacher Preparation for Educating Immigrant Students with Special Needs 
in US Schools 

29 

 

Differences...............................................   .34  ................................  .043 

Assessment with Collaboration/ 

Professional.............................................   .46  ................................  .001  

As shown, the training area of assessment is emphasized to greater extent in MA Only programs over 

three of the other training areas, including collaboration.  

Research Question 2: Do specific school and graduate program types correlate with a greater 

emphasis placed one or more training areas for work with immigrant students with special needs?  

Correlations were conducted relative to emphasis on training areas and various demographics. Results 

showed no significant relationship between various program characteristics (i.e., size, state, etc) and 

emphasis on one or more of the training areas. This finding is consistent with the other findings in this 

study.  

 

Research Question 3: Does the graduate-level special education teacher preparation for work with 

immigrants with special needs vary significantly by state? Data were also tabulated relative to each 

state selected for this project. Table 10 provides the range of  emphasis in the training areas by state.  

Table 10: Training Areas Receiving the Lowest/Highest Emphasis in each State  

State                     Lowest           /   Highest Emphasis Areas (Means) 

AZ             Collaboration (2.00)    /   Instructional Learning Differences (2.71) 

CA             Collaboration (2.68)    /   Assessment (3.19) 

CO             Collaboration (2.80)    /   Assessment (3.10) 

FL              Collaboration (2.67)    /   Communication (2.94) 

IL              Communication (2.29) /    Assessment (2.90) 

NM            Communication (2.60)  /   Instructional Learning Differences (3.11) 

NV             Communication (1.33)  /   Teaching/Instructional Planning (3.17) 

NY             Collaboration (2.21)     /   Teaching /Instructional Planning (2.82) 

TX             Collaboration (2.58)     /    Individual Learning Differences (3.06)  

(Scale: 1-4 = None; 2 = Limited; 3 = Moderate; 4 = Extensive) 

As shown, the training area of Collaboration received the lowest emphasis in most states while 

Assessment, Instructional Learning Differences, and Teaching/Instructional Planning received the 

greatest emphasis.  

Research Question 4: To what extent is field experience with immigrant students at-risk and/or those 

with special needs incorporated into the graduate level training?  

Programs were asked to indicate if fieldwork was a component in their training of educators in each of 

the seven training areas. Table 11 provides the percent of schools that indicated that fieldwork was 

incorporated into preparation in the training area. 
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Table 11: Extent to which fieldwork is completed as a component in each training 

area.  

                            Training Area           Percent of Schools Requiring Field Work 

 

As shown, fieldwork is incorporated into training for work with immigrant special education students 

in all training areas. Fieldwork is most used to assist with the development of Instructional 

Strategies/Learning Environments and least in the area of Collaboration.  

Research Question 5: In which types of courses is content for learning about teaching immigrant 

special education students most frequently found? The most frequent types of courses identified by the 

schools for teaching about immigrant special education issues and skills are:  

1.)  Introduction or Foundations of special education  

2.)  Methods  

3.)  Assessment  

4.)  Parent/family/community related course  

5.)  Ed psych/child development  

The courses are listed in order of frequency as indicated by all responding graduate programs. Also, as 

shown, issues pertaining to immigrant special education are included in a variety of classes including 

both theory and practical application courses. The Introduction or Foundations classes are the courses 

that contain coverage of immigrant special education topics in most programs followed by Methods and 

Assessment classes.  

Discussion 

Results from our study suggest that graduate level special education teacher preparation programs place 

a consistent amount of emphasis on similar important training competencies for work with immigrant 

students with special needs. Overall, graduate level teachers appear to receive similar emphasis in their 

immigrant special education training regardless of school size, state in which they attend school, 

accreditation status or type of degree offered (i.e., MA Only; MA and Doctoral Degree). In addition, 

preparation for immigrant special education appears to reflect consistent emphasis within training areas. 

That is, the competency area of Assessment was rated higher in most programs regardless of 



Journal of the American Academy of Special Education Professionals 

AASEP | Master's Level Teacher Preparation for Educating Immigrant Students with Special Needs 
in US Schools 

31 

 

demographic or NCATE accreditation status. Similarly, the training area of Collaboration was 

consistently ranked as receiving the least amount of emphasis in most of the surveyed graduate level 

training programs.  

While the programs reported similar results for the different competency areas, they also reported only 

limited to moderate emphasis in most areas. Assessment was more significantly emphasized over two 

or more of the other six that fell within the high moderate to extensive training emphasis. With a few 

exceptions, this may reflect a balanced effort in teacher preparation or a belief that most of these 

competencies are of similar importance to teachers of immigrant students with special needs. When we 

considered the extent to which similar types of programs placed emphasis on the training areas within 

their own programs, we found that the area of assessment is considered a most important competency 

area in most programs. This highlights the perceived significance and importance of assessment when 

used with immigrant students who may have special needs. Conversely, within-school comparisons 

showed that the area of Collaboration was emphasized significantly less than two or more of the other 

training areas. This finding requires further investigation since skills associated with collaboration are 

critical to effectively educate immigrant students, particularly as more and more districts employ 

response to intervention practices within multi-tiered instructional frameworks.  Furthermore, our 

findings provide evidence that supports Dylan, Schwartz, and Steifel (2007) in that potential barriers to 

parent involvement in schooling may prevent parents from advocating for their children’s needs 

regarding special education. If collaboration is not an area that is adequately emphasized in teacher 

training programs, the consequences may ultimately be inappropriate education (either in or out of 

special education) due to lack of collaborative efforts with parents of immigrants students.  

A useful strategy in the analysis of survey results relates to identification of 'hard' and 'easy' items. Hard 

items are those consistently rated lower while easy items are those receiving consistently high ratings 

from respondents. Our analysis of the top ten hard and easy items yielded interesting results as shown 

below:  

Item Difficulty 

Hard items (on average schools scored themselves lowest on the below items): 

  

20.  Addressing post-traumatic stress 

40.  Native language instructional methods 

33.  Impact of moving from one society to another 

13.  Community resource support for immigrant families 

32.  Use of translators/interpreters in special education 

25.  Similarities/differences between homeland and school cultures 

36.  Models to successfully acquire English language skills 

21.  Use of instructional conversational strategies 

38.  Advocate for needs of immigrant learners 

19.  Teaching methods to meet unique needs of immigrant learners  

Easy Items (on average schools scored themselves highest on the below items):  

27.  Classroom-based informal assessments  

22.  Curriculum-based assessment 

4.  Meeting Instructional needs 
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24.  Diagnostic academic assessment 

28.  Use of cooperative learning communities in the classroom 

31.  Cultural awareness and diversity in the classroom 

6.  Language and literacy instruction across the curriculum 

3.  Language difference versus learning disability 

9.  Culturally relevant classroom instruction 

29.  Diagnostic social/emotional/behavioral assessment  

The ten hard and easy items identified are listed in order of average response by all respondents (i.e., 

Item 20 was rated the lowest on average by respondents, while Item 27 was collectively rated the 

highest). Careful review of these items clearly shows that many of the highest or easy rated items are 

those associated with assessment and classroom instructional practices typically appropriate for most 

learners with special needs (e.g., Curriculum-based assessment, cooperative learning). Those rated the 

lowest (hard) are more specific to individual needs often directly associated with immigrant students 

(e.g., post-traumatic stress, Native language instruction, community resource support for immigrant 

families). This suggests that graduate level teacher preparation provides general training to meet 

immigrant special education needs but does not provide necessary specific training to meet unique 

needs of these students.  

Also, a surprising finding was the low ranking of two items frequently suggested by bilingual special 

educators as necessary for teaching English language learners, which includes many immigrant 

students.  These include models of native language instruction and models of English language 

development.  Both of these items appeared on the “hard item list” and ranked number 2 for native 

language instruction and 7 for English language development.  Two possible explanations that may 

account for these low ratings include: 1) this study was framed as an immigrant special education study 

and not an English Language Learner in Special Education study; and, 2) the fact that even though the 

survey was sent to the nine states with the highest number of immigrant and ELL students and the 

highest number of bilingual special education training programs, only a few bilingual special education 

training programs exist in these states as well as across the country. This may account, in part, for the 

lower ratings on the emphasis on native language instruction.  

In regards to types of courses in which immigrant special education issues and practices are most 

frequently discussed these varied by programs but consistently appeared to be in introduction, methods 

and assessment classes. Also, fieldwork is considered an integral component in the training of graduate 

level teachers to meet immigrant special education needs. In addition, the training areas with the most 

fieldwork correspond with the degree of emphasis. Each of the competency areas of Instructional 

Strategies, Assessment and Instructional Planning were reported to have associated field experiences in 

almost one-quarter of the responding graduate level programs. These were also the three training areas 

that were rated as having the most emphasis in the programs. Conversely, the competency area of 

Collaboration in meeting immigrant special education needs received the lowest rated emphasis in most 

programs and also had the lowest amount of associated field experience.  

Although more research is needed beyond the self-reported data we collected in this study, we are able 

to draw several important conclusions:  

1.) Graduate level programs in states with high populations of immigrant students provide limited to 

moderated training to meet specific immigrant special education needs with no states, on average, 

providing extensive graduate preparation.  
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2.) Competency training areas that received the greatest emphasis also have the largest amount of field 

experiences, while those receiving the lower emphasis had lower amounts of associated field 

experiences.  

3.) Issues highly specific to the needs of immigrant learners (e.g., prost-traumatic stress; acculturation) 

are the least emphasized aspects of graduate level preparation while aspects typically associated with 

education of all learners with special needs (e.g., curriculum-based measurement) received greater 

emphasis.  

Overall, results allow us to conclude that training programs are providing preparation in various 

important competency areas; competencies that are appropriate for effectively educating immigrant as 

well as other learners with special needs.  

Limitations/Generalizations 

This research is limited in two important ways. First, the response rate from the graduate schools is 

40%, which is minimally acceptable, and results must be generalized with this in mind. Second, the 

study is limited to the current knowledge and expertise of those completing the survey. Efforts to 

identify possible explanations for the lower return rate indicated that some of those not returning the 

survey did know how and in what ways immigrant special education issues were addressed in their 

programs; thus, being unable to adequately complete the survey. This is an important finding, in and of 

itself, since the growth of immigrant special education populations in our classroom settings will 

clearly impact teacher preparation programs. Therefore, results from this study may assist other 

programs to further clarify the extent to which their programs emphasize specific training competency 

areas to meet teacher preparation needs for work with immigrant at-risk or those with special needs. 

This, in turn, also becomes important should follow-up work with these programs be completed.  

Implications for Special Education Teacher Preparation  

Based on the results and conclusions from this study several research issues emerge and require 

additional study:  

1.) How might needs unique to immigrant students be best incorporated into graduate level teacher 

preparation?  

2.)  Collaboration is an essential skill in working with immigrant students with special needs. In effort 

to assist parents in advocating for their children’s educational needs, collaboration must be addressed in 

more in-depth ways in teacher preparation. How might training programs improve their education by 

providing additional emphasis on collaborative skills?  

3.)  What are current school district assessment and instructional policies concerning the education of 

immigrant learners at-risk or those with special needs, and how do these compare with training that 

educators receive in our special education preparation programs?  

4.) How are instructional practices emphasized in our graduate level preparation programs applied or 

used with immigrant students with special needs in fieldwork assignments (e.g., curriculum-based 

measurement, cooperative learning)? And, in what ways are these effective with these learners?  
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Additional research and study, including a follow up study to this project, will help to further clarify the 

linkage between school district policy, classroom instruction, and teacher preparation for work with 

immigrant learners with special needs. Results from this study provide an initial understanding of 

special education graduate level preparation, from which other programs may build or expand upon, as 

they further advance their efforts to meet the unique needs of immigrant students at-risk or those with 

special needs in our school systems nationwide.  
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Special Education Editorial: Autism Should Be a 

Singular Discipline for Undergraduate Study 

Sara E. Nixon 

West Chester University of Pennsylvania 

Abstract 

Given its pervasive nature and the amount of knowledge required to appropriately address the 

individual needs of children on the Autism Spectrum, professionals who assist in treating this disorder 

medically and educationally should have more than a certificate. This area of study should be a 

complete college Major, with course outlines specific to the disorder, the research behind them and the 

options available to support the multitude of complications and complexities relative thereto. 

Autism Should Be a Singular Discipline for 

Undergraduate Study 

Research in Autism Spectrum Disorders is a burgeoning field, with special interest groups and 

university specialists promulgating its exposure. However, for any professional in the field working 

with this population, it is more than likely that their background is in Psychology, Special Education or 

Applied Behavioral Analysis – there is not currently an Autism Major. Thus the creative stitch-work of 

universities results in a blanket overview of therapies that can be used to treat Autism and some 

educative practices that would be effective measures for Special Education programs. Even 

pediatricians who are certified DAN (Defeat Autism Now!) doctors receive only a seminar, 

subsequently qualifying them as Autism Specialists. This is not the case for cardiologists, thoracic 

surgeons or chiropractors, why should it be for a disintegrative disorder like ASD?  

Post graduation, it is up to the individuals to read the research and apply the methods in their practice, 

as is typical for professional development endeavors. However, this type of individualized study 

coupled with a solid university-bred concept of a pervasive and broad disorder would be substantially 

more effective. If research has come this far without the study operating as its own major at any 

university, this position serves to indicate a dramatic increase in the quality of how children with ASD 

are taught and treated medically when such an introduction at the undergraduate level exists.  

Explication 

Teaching children with disabilities is a rewarding and valuable career. Special Education Teacher 

certifications in the United States have grown to cover the wide range of abilities, disabilities, 

exceptionalities and pedagogical strategies to effectively run an inclusive or self-contained classroom.  

Undergraduate students participate in coursework boasting 10-page syllabi, credentialed maximally 

with names like Piaget, Vygotsky, Levine and Wiggins. Autism might appear as one to three courses, 

or perhaps even stand as a separate certificate at schools like Gwynedd-Marcy College or Penn State 

University. But not all professionals take advantage of these offerings, and not all coursework is built 
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the same, begging the question, is it enough? Does this deserve a more thorough investigation into a 

complex mind that learns differently from typical minds, differently from children with Down 

Syndrome, differently from other children with the same diagnosis?  

The research alone substantiates the answer to that question. It is not currently enough, and thus, the 

epidemic continues, schools continue to run without appropriately certified teachers and children 

continue to struggle with how to evaporate the cloudiness of a mind consumed by itself, how to come 

out, and how to let others in.  

Undergraduates who maintain the intellectual fortitude to know exactly what they want to do should be 

offered the opportunity to specialize early. Not all pediatricians want to only perform physicals on 

healthy kids, not all Special Education teachers want to work in public schools and not all ABA 

therapists want to baby-sit in regular education classrooms 'in case something happens.'   

The Other Side of the Argument 

Oppositional accoutrements to this position include how to fund these programs and why other 

disabilities shouldn’t be given the same attention.  

Funding: Though costly in its initial stages, financing an opportunity that will likely reduce the cost of 

and need for supplementary programs will prove more logical. Tuition-charging universities should not 

balk at this type of inset, as it will generate more interest.  

Special Education programs have been successful in educating children with all types of disabilities, so 

why is a change necessary?  

Down Syndrome is currently genetically identifiable and has consistent features in most individuals 

with this disability. While there are variations in personalities – as with any single human being – the 

education of these individuals is far more lucid than for those with Autism.  

ADD & ADHD are both easily identified the more that research has provided for professionals and 

parents (fidgeting, daydreaming, exhibits high intellect but low performance, etc). Since this rarely 

indicates a deficit in a child’s capacity to learn but rather how the child’s behavior and tendencies can 

affect learning, small measures can be easily inserted into a teacher’s management and differentiated 

instruction implementation.  

Yet... 

Speech and Language Delays are most commonly treated by Speech Pathologists and sometimes 

Reading Specialists. Both professionals are specifically trained to treat these types of problems. This 

indicates narrowly focused education for the purpose of identifying and rectifying similar issues in 

learning acquisition – another consideration on the part of Autism as a major.  

What will this look like educationally? 

General Education Requirements, peculiar to individual universities, usually comprise 3-4 semesters-

worth of work in Art, Science, English, basic Psychology, Mathematics, History and sometimes 

Foreign Language. After completion of Gen Ed’s, a sample of what could follow: 
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Any methods course can be replaced with the typical education equivalent, provided lessons are 

constructed with regard to how children with ASD learn. Autism Therapy students may exchange 

methods courses for Occupational Therapy, ABA or Psychology courses.  

All practical experiences will be monitored and advised by a professor. Students are responsible for 

their transportation to and from the location.  

* Teaching certification only. Pre-medical and therapy students will perform a different, advisor-chosen 

practicum or internship.  

Elective courses would include: 

• Psychology Courses  
• Physical Education or Physical Therapy Courses  
• Education Courses  
• Art Therapy or Art Education Courses 
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Suggesting Reading Materials:  

1.)  Ellen Notbohm. Ten Things Your Student with Autism Wishes You Knew. October 2006.  

2.)  Leslie V. Sinclair. Autism Spectrum Disorder: A Supplemental Curriculum for Life’s Lessons. June 

2008.  

3.)  Ellen Sabin. The Autism Acceptance Book: Being a Friend to Someone with Autism. March 2006.  

4.)  John J. Ratey and Eric Hagerman. Spark. January 2008.  

5.)  Lisa Lewis. Special Diets for Special People: Understanding and Implementing the GFCF Diet to 

Aid in the Treatment of Autism and Related Developmental Disorders. August 2005.  

6.)  The Healing Project. Voices of Autism: The Healing Companion: Stories of Courage, Comfort and 

Strength. June 2008.  

After completing the minimum number of university credits, including General Education 

requirements, students will be eligible for graduation. The degree will be either a Bachelor of Autism 

Education with Teacher Certification or Autism Therapy.  

PRAXIS tests will be required for certification completion according to state licensure prerequisites.  

Conclusion 

While Special Education Degrees are wonderful for inclusive and self-contained programs addressing a 

wide variety of needs, they are not specific enough to significantly impact the learning of children with 

ASD [unless an individual performs a large amount of independent research on Autism]. The programs 

that are available for certificates in Autism offer an immediate solution to a growing problem, but are 

not currently mandated for entrance into the field.  

Placing strict emphasis on the disorder at the undergraduate level, with implications for research and 

development, will improve the chances that this disorder decreases in reach and that more causes are 

soon identified. Preparing teachers, therapists and doctors with this advanced process for specialization 

will improve the quality of treatment children with ASD receive in school, at home and medically.  

Cooperation from Public and Special Education schools will be necessary in recruiting individuals to 

this major. Positive economic forecasts and appropriate compensation will ensure that graduates from 

this field, when highly qualified, will be attracted to these positions. Such salary and benefits should be 

commensurate with a Bachelor of Education and reflective of the economic resources of a geographic 

area.  

Later, a Post-baccalaureate option for individuals already possessing a Bachelor of Education or 

Special education should be made available. Further, a Graduate option for professionals in the field 

who wish to specialize should be arranged by professors of the undergraduate program(s). 
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No Child Left Behind: Implications for Special 

Education Students and Students with Limited 

English Proficiency 

Dr. Mark E. Jewell 

Chief Academic Officer for the Federal Way Public Schools, WA 

The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act was passed by Congress with overwhelming bi-partisan support 

and signed into law by President George Bush in January 8, 2002. The expressed long-term goal of 

NCLB is proficiency in reading and math for all students by the 2013-2014 school year. The law 

identifies specific steps that states, school districts, and schools must take to reach that goal. Each state 

has been required to develop and administer annual assessments in grades 3 through 8 in reading and 

math and once in grades 9 through 12.  

The states also have been required to develop an accountability system that includes a single definition 

of "adequate yearly progress." This definition includes annual targets for academic achievement, 

participation in assessments, graduation rates for high schools, and for at least one other academic 

indicator for elementary and middle schools. The targets must be applied to the major racial and ethnic 

groups, the economically disadvantaged, special education students, and students with limited English 

proficiency.  

For schools that fail to make achievement targets for two consecutive years a series of progressively 

stringent consequences will be implemented as follows:  

2 YEARS — The school becomes labeled "in need of improvement," and must allow its students to 

choose another school in the district.  

3 YEARS — The school must provide students supplemental services, such as additional tutoring and 

remedial services usually in reading and math.  

4 YEARS — The school must replace school staff, institute a new curriculum, extend the school year 

or school day, or restructure the internal organization.  

5 YEARS — The school must reopen as a charter school, replace all or most of the staff, enter into a 

contract with an entity such as a private management company, turn over operations to the state or 

undergo major restructuring.  

Opposing Viewpoint on NCLB 

Since its passage, NCLB has been criticized for a number of reasons. One of the criticisms is that it is 

unfair to include special education students and students with limited English proficiency in the 

accountability system and judge them by the same standard used for all other students. In the past, 

special education students and students with limited English proficiency were often excluded from 

high-stakes, large-scale assessment because educators believed it was not in the best interest of students 
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to take the tests. For many opponents of the law, it makes no sense to expect students in these groups to 

perform and progress at the same level as other students.  

Proponents of NCLB counter that the law was designed to ensure that students in subgroups with low 

percentages of students meeting standards would receive attention in schools. Recently, educators have 

become concerned that excluding students from testing may be harmful to students because it allows 

their needs to remain unknown and un addressed. Students who are not tested often do not get the 

services they need to help improve their academic achievement. Many education researchers and policy 

makers now believe that special education students and LEP students should be included in the 

assessments to the maximum extent practical so that the needs of those students are not ignored.  

Revised NCLB Regulations 

As the debate continues regarding the fairness of NCLB with respect to special education students and 

students with limited English proficiency, the U.S. Department of Education issued new regulations 

pertaining to these subgroups. In December, 2003, regulations were changed for testing special 

education students. Those changes were followed by revised policies for LEP students in February, 

2004.  

Under the regulations issued pertaining to special education students, states and districts can develop 

alternate assessments and use them to test special education students who cannot take the grade-level 

tests even with accommodations. However, only up to 1 percent of students in the grade levels tested 

can take tests based on alternative achievement standards and have their scores counted for meeting the 

federal mandate of showing "adequate yearly progress."  

If states exceed the 1 percent cap, they must decide which "proficient" scores of students who took the 

alternate assessments to count as proficient for purposes of "adequate yearly progress" and which to 

count as not proficient. States can apply to the Department of Education, and districts can apply to their 

states, to exceed the 1 percent cap, if they can demonstrate that they have larger populations of students 

with the most significant cognitive disabilities and have effectively designed and implemented 

assessment practices for students with disabilities.  

There were two major rule changes for students with limited English proficiency. The first rule change 

says that schools are no longer required to give students with limited English proficiency their state's 

reading test is such students have been enrolled in a U.S. school for less than a year. Schools are still 

required to give those students the state's mathematics test, but they may substitute an English-

proficiency test for the reading test during the first year of enrollment.  

As was the case before this change, states have a one-year grace period before they must include scores 

of students with limited English proficiency in the calculations for adequate yearly progress. The 

second rule change permits states to count students who have become proficient in English within the 

past two years in their calculations of adequate yearly progress.  

According to the U.S. Department of Education, there are 5 million special education students and 5.5 

million students with limited English proficiency in U.S. public schools. It is likely that accountability 

for the academic achievement of these two subgroups will diminish in the future. Irrespective concerns 

about the negative of effects of testing these two groups of students, data from state assessments such 

as the Washington Assessment of Student Learning show that each year more special education 
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students and students with limited English proficiency are meeting state standards than in previous 

years.  

Table 1 below shows an increasing positive trend for the reading achievement of fourth grade students 

overall for all students as well as special education students and students with limited English 

proficiency. Despite these promising results, though, it is unclear how realistic such improvements can 

be expected to continue over time.  

  

 

Promising Practices for Increasing Test Performance 

As pressure to make adequate yearly progress increases, educators continue to seek practical ways for 

increasing the numbers of students who achieve proficiency in reading and math. Two strategies that 

appear to hold promise in this effort are (1) improving the quality of implementing test 

accommodations permitted for use by special education students and students with limited English 

proficiency; and (2) enhancing their test wiseness.  

For several years, I have worked with principals, teachers, and students to implement a program of test 

preparation that focuses on improving the selection and use of test accommodations and test 

preparation. The program was initiated on the basis of two assumptions that have been supported in the 

research literature:  

1.)  Special education students receiving accommodations outperform on average special education 

students receiving no accommodations (Johnson et al., 2001).  

2.)  Students who receive instruction in test-taking strategies can perform better on tests than peers who 

have not received the instruction (Chittooran & Miles, 2001).  

A series of teacher training sessions have been presented to translate these research findings into 

practice. First, training was provided for teachers in effective decision making about whether to 

provide, and how to best administer test accommodations. The training emphasized the use of the least 

intrusive accommodations; ensuring the alignment of instructional and assessment accommodations; 

providing appropriate training to those who administer accommodations; as well as monitoring the 

effects of accommodations for individual students. These topics have previously been suggested by 

Bolt and Thurlow (2004).  
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Second, teacher training was provided for teachers to implement five types of test wiseness practices 

identified by Miyasaka (2000) that help students more fully demonstrate their knowledge and skills on 

high-stakes tests. These include (a) teaching the content domain, (b) using a variety of assessment 

approaches and formats, (c) teaching time management skills, (d) fostering student motivation, and (e) 

reducing test anxiety.  

Preliminary results for a district in which a systematic approach to test accommodations and test 

wiseness has been conducted are shown in Table 2 below. These results can be contrasted with results 

in Table 1 for students statewide where no such similar efforts have occurred. A comparison of the 

demographics of the state and district is also provided for further analysis in Table 3.  

As can be seen, the reading scores for fourth-grade students in the district exceed state scores for all 

students as well as special education students and students with limited English proficiency. There are 

many complex factors that contribute to differences in results for the two groups of students. Indeed, 

one must be careful in interpreting the results. Nevertheless, the results suggest a possible basis for 

more rigorous investigation in the future. 
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Conclusion 

As standardized testing has taken on increasing importance in the evaluation of students, teachers, and 

schools, so too has the preparation of students to take these tests. Clearly, the best way to prepare 

students for tests is to teach them the content. Moreover, schools need to ensure that special education 

students and students with limited English proficiency receive the appropriate accommodations 

permitted by the test. In addition, students need to receive instruction in appropriate test taking 

strategies that will help improve test performance and reduce test anxiety.  
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Abstract 

All teachers play a pivotal role, if not the most important role, in the success or failure of culturally and 

linguistically diverse children, but most importantly in the field of special education as 

overrepresentation of these children continues to grow. We believe that those teachers who are aware of 

their own ethnic identity are better prepared to work with children from culturally and linguistically 

diverse backgrounds. Consequently, it is our contention that the knowing of one’s ethnic identity is an 

ethical issue for special education teachers as they attempt to understand the lives of those children who 

differ from themselves. This paper explores the notion of cultural and ethnic identity and its 

relationship to the special education teacher. 

Cultural Identity and Special Education 

Teachers 

Have We Slept Away Our Ethical Responsibilities? 

 

The United States is experiencing demographic shifts in epic proportions as increasing numbers of 

culturally and linguistically diverse students are entering the public schools at rapid rates.  This richness 

in America’s K-12 public schools is readily seen in its student population, but it is not visible in the 

teaching force which continues to be 90.7 percent European American (Branch, 2001).  This disparity 

among teachers and students poses ethical and moral dilemmas in that for many culturally and 

linguistically diverse (CLD) students their whole K-12 schooling can be experienced without ever 

being taught by an ethnic minority teacher (Duarete, 2000).  

As it is, differences between the diversity of teachers and students are unlikely to be mitigated without 

intervention at the federal, state, or local level.  As a matter of fact, the problem is only expected to get 

worse due the national shortages of teachers, especially in the area of special education.  Of concern to 

us is whether or not America’s teaching force will be culturally competent to handle the diversity to be 

found in the K-12 student population (Tyler and Smith, 2000), particularly those students in need of 

special education services.  
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We believe that the need for culturally competent special education teachers is second to none as more 

and more culturally and linguistically diverse students are being inappropriately placed in special 

education.  Furthermore, it is our contention that as the need for culturally competent special education 

teachers increases it becomes paramount that universities/colleges prepare teachers in understanding 

their own cultural contexts as part of their teaching persona.  In other words, we believe that culturally 

competent special education teachers are those teachers who know and understand how their own 

cultural identity has influenced their lives.  

What is Culture? 

Culture can be said to be an elusive concept (Nieto, 2004; Gollnick & Chinn, 2004; Winzer & 

Mazurek, 1999).  The term itself denotes the shared implicit and explicit rules and traditions that 

express the beliefs, values, and goals of a group of people (Kalyanpur & Harry, 1999).  Culture is 

passed on to individuals through socialization, which is the general process by which attitudes, skills, 

and behavioral patterns are acquired.  The act of cultural therefore, is a learned experience as people 

interact with individuals on a daily basis.  

Culture, according to Sonia Nieto (2004), can best be understood “as the ever changing values, 

traditions, and social and political relationships, and worldview created and shared by a group of people 

bound together by a combination of factors that can include a common history, geographic location, 

language, social class, and/or religion, or other shared identity” (p. 146).  Different cultural groups have 

different rules or expectations that guide behavior. All students and teachers enter the public schools 

with a knowledge base which is supported by the cultural codes in which they are born.  For many CLD 

students, their cultural codes are at times neither supported nor validated among teachers often resulting 

in what Nieto describes as cultural discontinuity.  

A cultural discontinuity refers to the “lack of fit” between the home and school culture and as such may 

cause problems for some students from CLD backgrounds.  The notion of cultural discontinuities 

experiences have been identified and documented throughout the research community.  Classical 

examples stem from the works of Shirley Brice Heath (1983) in exploring the tension between African 

American students and their mostly Anglo teachers and in Guadalupe Valdés (1996) study which 

documents the plight of Mexican migrant families and their disconnection with the public schools. We 

also find validation in the recent works by Lisa Delpit (1995) in her seminal work, “Other people’s 

children: Culture conflict in the classroom which illustrates varies examples of cultural conflict 

between culturally and linguistically diverse children and their teachers.  

Our belief is that the failure of many CLD students in schools is not solely dependent on the cultural 

discontinuities between teacher and student, but rather a product of other factors such as the social 

political contexts of education and what it means to be schooled in the United States. In addition, the 

hidden curriculum which continues to support the status quo at the expense of a culturally responsive 

pedagogy has a huge impact on students and their learning (Darder, 1991; Nieto, 2004).  Add to this 

context the culturally and linguistically diverse student who is now functioning in what Harry (1992) 

describes as the culture of Special Education.  
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Discourse and Special Education 

Western thoughts about special education are deeply rooted within the functionalist paradigm which 

espouses the need to view reality as something objective and independent of the human perspective 

(Skrtic, 1991). Within this paradigm, is the belief that something is wrong with the student which 

requires “fixing.”  In other words, the concept of disability within this paradigm becomes reified – or 

made into a thing that the student has therefore requiring remediation by teachers or other experts 

(Bogdan & Knoll, 1995; Kalyanpur & Harry, 1999).  

Presented in quantifiable or medical terms, the use of special education language espouses that 

information be delivered, sustained as objective, technical, and factual, (i.e, evidence must be shown 

and presented in order for truth to be legitimized). The responsibilities of the experts, such as teachers, 

school psychologists, for example, are to identify, recommend, diagnosis and provide treatment. 

Objectivity therefore, within special education paradigm implies that “fixing” is more efficient when 

experts remain distant or aloof from the individual requiring the fixing.  

We acknowledge that although some objectivity is needed in all professions. However, our argument 

and that of others (Bogdan & Knoll, 1988; Kalyanpur & Harry, 1999; Mehan, Hartwick, Meihls, 1986) 

asks how can the notion of objectivity in special education be justified when teaching and being taught 

are human experiences that are embedded on those subjective experiences that are culturally coded 

within our identity as cultural beings?  Furthermore, to assume that a special education teacher’s 

expectations are not influenced by their own ethnicity, class or linguistic backgrounds or that of their 

students is to postulate that they are removed from their own cultural bias for which we find no support 

(Dilworth, 1998; Nieto, 2002; Rist, 2000; Rios, 1996).  

 

Cultural Identity 

Cultural identity is crucial in becoming a culturally competent special education teacher (Banks, 1997; 

Nieto, 2004; Vázquez, 1997).  An awareness of the self allows for an understanding of situations, 

interactions, and relationships. Banks argues that teachers must have “a clear understanding of their 

own cultural identity and its influence on their attitudes toward and relationships with culturally 

different people” (p. 85).  According to Giroux (1994) the exploration of the self leads to teachers to 

become “responsible for their practices, particularly as these serve to either undermine or expand the 

possibility of a democratic public life” (p. 339).  

We believe that special education teachers must come to know themselves not only from a traditional 

sense of belonging to an ethnic group, but from various other perspectives which includes race, 

language, economic, familial, spiritual, and gender.  In addition, special education teachers must also 

come to understand how the nature and attachment to these perspectives has shaped their 

personal/familial histories, as well as their teaching pedagogy (Ndura & Lafer, 2004; Villegas & Lucas, 

2002).  

As indicated by Sue & Sue (1990;1999) and Ponterotto & Pedersen (1993) cultural identity are the 

ideas and ways of thinking about you, your group and other cultural groups. Knowledge of cultural 

identity models such as the White Racial Identity  Model (Helms, 1995) and the Racial/Cultural 

Identity Development Model (Sue & Sue; Ponterotto & Pedersen; Ponterrotto, Gretchen & Chauhan, 



Journal of the American Academy of Special Education Professionals 

50 Cultural Identity and Special Education Teachers | AASEP 

 

2001) are processes in which special education teachers can come to understand their cultural 

developmental stage and that of their students.  

The White Racial Identity Model (Helms, 1995) for example can be representative of a special 

education teacher’s position in a dominant “cultural” role (i.e., López, 2003) and how their stage of 

identity development impacts not only their perceptions of themselves, but also perceptions and 

interactions with other teachers and the students/families they serve. In understanding the 

Racial/Cultural Identity Development Model (Sue & Sue, 1990; 1999) special education teachers can 

understand where their process of developing culturally impacts their students, but also helps in 

understanding where their students are functioning within their own cultural identity.  

 

The Ethical Dilemma 

Understanding the construct of identity is the basis for acquiring cultural competency (Vázquez, 1997).  

As service providers, are we not ethically responsible for operationalizing this construct not only from a 

cultural and racial perspective, but from the culture of special education? As indicated by Kalyanpur & 

Harry, (1998), special education should be viewed as a cultural and as such has its own ethos from 

which it values and legitimates itself.  

Special education has its own means of communication to which only those who are privy ascribe. In 

addition, the profession itself has certain acquired behaviors on behalf of the teachers, whether 

reinforced unconsciously or consciously, which portrays them as objective and experts of knowledge, 

which others do not have (Harry, 1992). There are also beliefs and values associated with being a 

teacher who works with students with disabilities that is mediated within the contexts of each 

individual school culture.  

Yet, how often are the cultural identities of teachers considered when negotiating the Individualized 

Education Plan (IEP) meeting or during the application of IEP goals and objectives by teachers?  

Nonetheless, the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC; 1993), American Psychological Association 

(APA; 2002), and the National Association of School Psychologists (NASP; 2002), state that culture 

should always be considered not only during the special education process, but in the assessment/ 

intervention portion and in planning and developing the IEP with students and their families.  

Having been involved in all aspects of IEP meetings, specifically in the development of goals and 

objectives and in the implementation of these goals/objectives, we have rarely been involved in a 

discussion as to how perceptions and values of the special education teacher impact the specific 

teaching modalities, interventions and interactions. We assert that if the cultural identity on behalf of 

teachers is not questioned or addressed, the probability for the overrepresentation of culturally and 

linguistically diverse students will continue to manifest itself in the public schools. In essence, we 

believe this moves this agenda from an ethical issue to a legal question in that those special education 

teachers may not truly be meeting the needs of culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) students 

within a special education environment.  
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Resolving the Ethical Dilemma 

In working with students who have disabilities impacting academic success, there must be an 

understanding that CLD students are functioning within multiple cultures and may have varying 

expectations and stressors associated within this context (López, Salas, & Menchaca-Lopez, 2004). 

Along with functioning within a multi-contextual forum, CLD students may also have attitudes and 

beliefs associated with each role they have in specific environments and situations (López, 2003: 

Ponterotto & Pedersen, 1993; Sue & Sue, 1990).  As special educators and ancillary service providers, 

we must first come to understand and be aware of this phenomenon.  Second, teacher education 

programs in special education must implement the use cultural identity models that have been 

developed in order for pre-service teachers to understand the cultural developmental stages at which 

they are operating. We believe that special education teachers play a pivotal role in understanding this 

dilemma and as such can make huge differences in the lives of culturally and linguistically diverse 

children by not only advocating on behalf of them, but by making appropriate decisions regarding 

instruction  and special education placement.  

Conclusion 

The special education teaching profession must come to recognize that teachers are living in what 

Renato Rosaldo (1989) call the “cultural borderlands.”  Within this milieu, individuals (including 

teachers) are constantly intersecting with the lives of people from various racial, ages, ethnic, social 

class, and gender backgrounds. Schools and classrooms embody the borderlands as students and 

teachers backgrounds come together and influence each other in this setting on a daily basis. Special 

education teachers need to explore how their own cultural codes which are defined by their ethnic 

identity have impacted their teaching pedagogy and their beliefs regarding culturally and linguistically 

diverse students. We believe that the call for the exploration of how culture identity influences the 

practice of teaching within the special education profession has slept long enough and that an 

awakening is indeed warranted.  
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Based on state and federal statistics, minority students are not being over 

identified for Special Education, the students in Special Education have a 

lower dropout rate than the students in general education, and students 

in Special Education show growth towards closing their learning gap. 

Natalie Bogg 

Vernette Hansen 

Azusa Pacific University 

Debaters 

Natalie Bogg has 7 years experience in Special Education through teaching and/or being a job 

developer with the WorkAbility I Program. Natalie has earned a Master’s Degree, General Education 

and Special Education Credentials, CLAD Certificate, and is married with 2 teenage daughters living at 

home. Natalie has completed the Con side, Pro Rebuttal, and Conclusion of this paper.  

Vernette Hansen left business after 12 years to pursue a Master’s degree in Special Education. She 

became interested in students with special needs after working for county schools as an instructional 

assistant. She felt these students could do much more than what was expected of them in academics, 

behavioral and life-skills management. She has worked for three years in a school setting running a 

Learning Center and providing support for regular education teachers. All Special Needs students in her 

school are in regular education classes most of the day. Vernette has completed the Introduction, Pro 

side, and Con Rebuttal of this paper.  

Introduction 

There are three controversial issues concerning Special Education and achievement. First is the concern 

that minority groups are over identified as Special Needs. The data indicates this may be occurring to 

some degree, but has lessened in the last few decades for some groups. Then there are the twin issues of 

closing the achievement gap between Special Education and regular education students and eventual 

high school graduation rates for Special Needs students. The new high school exit exam requirements 

heighten concerns of these issues.  

In 2006, the California Department of Education issued a progress report showing statistics for sub-

groups of Special Education students and progress in these areas. These groups are especially important 

to look at as we, educators, strive to meet the educational needs of students with challenges. We know 

we have succeeded legitimately in meeting those needs when we have proportionally represented sub-

groups in Special Education, closed the learning gap between students with special needs and non-

disabled students, and produced high school graduates from all sub-groups.  
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Pro Argument 

Statistics show that Whites have the same percentages as the general population in Special Education 

identification. They also show the graduation rates for Whites identified with Special Needs is 

considerably above the state average for other challenged groups and higher than those not receiving 

services. Finally, we are closing the achievement gap for special needs students as evidenced by the 

graduation rate and standardized test scores.  

A report issued by the California Department of Education in 2006 released statistics for 2004-2005 

showing that approximately 10% of the overall student population is identified as Special Needs. If we 

were to maintain that there is no discrimination towards minorities through over-identification of 

Special Needs, then each minority sub-group would have close to10% of their population identified as 

Special Needs. The report indicated 9.8 % of Hispanics, 11% of Native American, 11.3% of Whites 

and 15% of African-Americans students receive Special Education Services. The other sub-group 

minorities are Filipino, Asian, and Pacific Islander, and these are under represented in Special 

Education by 5.0%, 5.2% and 7.6% respectively.  

The statistics for this latter sub-group clearly demonstrate that not all minority sub-groups are over 

represented. Whites are identified more than Native Americans, and overall, Whites are over 

represented in Special Education by 1.3%. Only African Americans are disproportionately represented 

by a significant margin. No other sub-group significantly exceeds the state average.  

In considering the statistics for Special Education and high school completion, another State 

Department of Education’s report from the demographics office compared low income, English 

Language Learners, and Special Education dropout statistics. The dropout rate for Special Education 

students in the 2005-2006 school year was 8.6 %. In contrast, the dropout rate for ELL students was 

33.7%, and the socioeconomically disadvantaged were alarmingly 44.2%. The average student with 

none of the above challenges has a dropout rate of 17%. Regular education students drop out at a rate 

twice that of special education students. The National Center on Secondary Education and Transition 

reports that the dropout rate for Special Needs students (other than those with emotional or behavioral 

conditions) is contingent on several variables not related to disability that also tend to effect the rate for 

non-disabled students. These factors include previous retention, socioeconomic situation, drug abuse, 

low parental involvement, etc. Therefore, other than emotional or behavioral disorders, disability is not 

the primary contributing factor in dropout rates.  

Further indication that the achievement gap between regular education students and Special Education 

students is narrowing is evidenced by looking at the standardized testing from 2001-2005. Special 

Education students not only made growth in the 4 years of testing, but they scored 18% in 2001 and 

22% in 2004 in the proficient range (CDE, 2006). This is remarkable considering that in order to be 

identified as a Special Education student, the disability must affect academic performance.  

As encouraging as these statistics are, it is interesting to note that the most successful Special Education 

students are unaccounted for as they are the students who have overcome their disability such that they 

no longer need Special Education supports and have exited Special Education. 
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Con Argument 

If minority students are considered as all racial/ethnic groups except for whites (non-Hispanic) then, 

according to the national statistics, minorities are being identified more often than whites for specific 

learning disabilities, developmental delay, hearing impairments, autism, deaf-blindness, mental 

retardation, and emotional disturbance. To support the above statement, the 27th Annual Report of 

Congress on the Implementation of the IDEA Act, 2005, was referenced for the percentage of the 

American population receiving special education and related services by race/ethnicity (see Table 1 

below).  

 

 

The report continues with risk ratios for 2003 comparing the proportion of a particular racial/ethnic 

group served under Part B to the proportion served among the other racial/ethnic groups combined. 

Black and American Indian/Alaska Native students were more likely to be served under Part B than all 

other racial/ethnic groups combined (1.5 times more likely); Asian Pacific Islander, Hispanic and white 

students were less likely to be served under Part B than all other racial/ethnic groups combined (0.5, 

0.9, and 0.9 respectively). Additional statistics from the report were that American Indian/Alaska 

Native students were 1.8 times more likely to receive special education and related services for specific 

learning disabilities and 3.6 times more likely to receive special education and related services for 

developmental delay than all other racial/ethnic groups combined. Asian/Pacific Islander students were 

1.2 times more likely to receive special education and related services for hearing impairments, autism 

and deaf-blindness than all other racial/ethnic groups combined. Black students were 3.0 times more 

likely to receive special education and related services for mental retardation and 2.3 times more likely 

to receive special education and related services for emotional disturbance than all other racial/ethnic 

groups combined. Hispanic students were 1.2 times more likely to receive special education and related 

services for hearing impairments and 1.1 times more likely to receive special education and related 

services for specific learning disabilities than all other racial/ethnic groups combined. White (non 

Hispanic) students were 1.6 times more likely to receive special education and related services for other 

health impairments than all other racial/ethnic groups combined.  

The second part of this debate refers to dropout rate. Estimates from 2001 place the overall dropout rate 

for students without disabilities at 11 percent (Kemp, 2007). Another source, the 2006 Digest of 

Education Statistics, listed the 2003 national high school dropout rate for all racial/ethnic groups to be 

9.9 percent (white was 6.3 percent, black was 10.9 percent and Hispanic was 23.5 percent). These two 

sources’ data don’t match, but they are fairly close in percentages. Switching focus to the national 

dropout rate of students ages 14 and older with disabilities, the 27th Annual Report to Congress on the 

Implementation of IDEA, 2005, for the year 2002-2003, detailed the figure to be 34 percent. Checking 

figures from the 2006 Digest of Education Statistics, the dropout rate for all students with disabilities 

for that same year (2002-03) was 33.6 percent. The dropout rate was highest for American 

Indian/Alaska Native students with disabilities (48.4 percent); black (41.7 percent) and Hispanic (38.9 

percent) students with disabilities had the second and third highest dropout rates. The dropout rate was 
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lowest for Asian/Pacific Islander (24.3 percent) and white (29.9 percent) students, both with 

disabilities. For students with emotional/behavioral disorders, the dropout rate has been between 50% 

and 59%, while between 32% and 36% of students with learning disabilities drop out of school (Kemp, 

2006). Comparing the national figures from these two resources (34% and 33.6%) for all students with 

disabilities, to the 11% and 9.9% of all students without disabilities, the conclusion seems fairly 

obvious. Students with disabilities had a higher dropout rate than students without disabilities. Lastly, 

as students with disabilities progress toward the secondary level in our national school system, they 

show less and less growth towards closing the learning (academic performance) gap.  

The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) law has provided a spotlight on the academic performance of poor 

and minority students, English language learners, and students with disabilities whose lagging 

achievement had previously been hidden (Haycock, 2007). It also has afforded leverage to educators 

who are working to close achievement gaps. In high schools, however, which get little attention (and 

even less funding) from NCLB, not much progress has been seen (Haycock, 2007). Results from state 

assessments and the National Assessment of Education Progress from 2003-2005 indicated 17 of 24 

states showing improvement in reading, but only 13 of 20 states showing gap-closing for African 

American students, and 11 of 20 states showing the same for Latinos. In math, 20 of 23 states showed 

overall improvement, but only 12 of 20 showed the same for Latinos. In math, 20 of 23 states showed 

overall improvement, but only 12 of 20 showed African American/white gap-closing and only 10 of 20 

states showed Latino/white gap-closing (see Table 2 below). 

 

On the contrary, “improved achievement and narrowing gaps on state tests in the elementary grades are 

being seen; this is where most of the energy and resources provided through NCLB’s Title I are 

focused. In the middle grades, on the other hand, the picture on state assessments is mixed” (Haycock, 

2007). Consequently, as a whole, students in Special Education show little growth towards closing their 

learning (academic performance) gap. 

Pro Rebuttal 

In regards to over-identifying a certain group of students for Special Education, the “Pro” statistics 

cited from the 2006 California Department of Education’s report for 2004-05 showed that Native 

Americans (11 %) and African-Americans (15.4%), together with Hispanics (9.8%), Filipino (5%), 

Asian (5.2%), and Pacific Islander (7.6%) were receiving Special Education services. Thus, if minority 

students are considered to be all racial/ethnic groups except for whites (non-Hispanic), the statistics 

prove that all minorities, together, were being identified more than whites (11.3%) for Special 

Education services. Both sides of the debate, comparing distinctive years, listed drastically different 

statistics for dropout rates. Students with and without disabilities are dropping out of school at an 

alarming rate (Kemp, 2007). However, the precise extent of the problem remains elusive because 

individual schools, school districts, and state departments of education often use different definitional 

criteria and calculation methods (Kemp, 2007). “There are two commonly accepted calculation 

methods used for computing dropout rates. The event method measures the proportion of students who 
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drop out of school in a single year (i.e., "What percentage of students dropped out this year?"). It is the 

most liberal and, consequently, favored by school districts because it underestimates the true number of 

dropouts. The cohort method, or longitudinal approach, involves following a group of students who are 

expected to graduate together across the secondary school years (i.e., "What percentage of students 

entering the X grade in a certain school district drop out after Y years?"). It is the most conservative 

and, consequently, accurate method. School districts avoid using this method because it portrays an 

accurate but unfavorable dropout rate. There is a third method that is rarely used but nevertheless 

appears in the literature: status rate. It measures the proportion of students who have not completed 

high school and are not enrolled on a specific day” (Kemp, 2007). Therefore, secondary schools, school 

districts, and state departments of education need to reach consensus on a uniform method of reporting 

when a student has dropped out of school and how to calculate and report the dropout rate; a uniform 

system would allow for the true dropout rate to be calculated. Thus, both debate sides have good 

arguments, but without definitive methods being identified to determine data, either side could be right! 

Results of standardized test scores, when collectively compiled for all grade levels as the “Pro” side 

reported, might show evidence of proficiency for students with disabilities, but the overall patterns 

according to the study by Education Trust (Ed Trust), are fairly consistent. The Education Trust, 

established in 1990 by the American Association for Higher Education as a special project to encourage 

colleges and universities to support K-12 reform efforts and now, grown into an independent nonprofit 

organization whose mission is to make schools and colleges work for all of the young people they 

serve, works hard to track achievement patterns both in the U.S. as a whole and in the individual states 

(Haycock, 2007). “The Ed Trust collects and analyzes results from state assessments and the various 

exams that make up the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). The analysis of state 

assessment results from 2003-05 looked at states that had at least three years of consistent elementary 

assessments for which they had reported results for the different subgroups. Improved achievement and 

narrowing gaps on state tests in the elementary grades, where most of the energy and resources 

provided through No Child Left Behind’s (NCLB) Title I are focused, were seen. However, in the 

middle grades, for reading, only 20 of 31 states showed overall improvement, 22 of 29 states showed 

gap closing for African-American students, and 17 of 29 showed gap closing for Latino students. In 

math, 29 of 31 states showed improvement, but only 18 of 29 showed gap closing for African 

American students and 17 of 29 showed gap closing for Latino students” (Haycock, 2007). In high 

schools, which receive less funding and less attention from NCLB, far less progress was seen, as stated 

in the earlier Con Argument (refer to Table 3 below). 

 

Further, “patterns for NAEP scores are consistent with those for state assessments. The most stable of 

all the tests, reading and math scores at the elementary level, show strong improvements between 1999 

and 2004. More important, record performance was shown for all groups of students and the smallest 

gaps were evidenced separating African American and Latino students from white students in U.S. 

history. In the middle grades, however, performance is up and gaps are narrowing in math, but reading 

is mostly flat. At the high school level, Ed Trust’s analysis of NAEP data shows no real change” 

(Haycock, 2007). Therefore, only elementary students in Special Education seem to show significant 

growth towards closing their learning gap. 
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Con Rebuttal 

When looking at the most current statistics for the dropout rate for California special education 

students, it would appear we as educators have made dismal progress.The opposing position has 

asserted that the high school dropout rate for special education students is still much higher than the 

regular education student population dropout rate; however, when the dropout rate for specific 

disabilities is analyzed, it becomes clear that emotionally and behaviorally disabled students have a 

50% or higher dropout rate (What Do We Know, 2). Their statistics skew the data to show a much 

higher overall rate than most disabilities. We can say we have progress to make with these two 

disabilities, but that does not indicate a failure overall at reducing the dropout rate for special needs 

students in general. The same partial positive growth is seen in closing the achievement gap between 

regular education and special education students. We have gains to make in closing the gap for 

secondary students, but we are closing the gap for younger students, as seen in standardized testing. We 

are moving forward with the youngest students because that group tends to respond to interventions 

more rapidly than secondary students. For example, a brief issued in 2007 by the National Center for 

Educational Statistics states, “It has been shown that 17% of special education students across the later 

elementary grades receive special education services for only two years.” The brief describes the 

longitudinal study of students beginning in 1997 whereby 43% of the group that received special 

education services in first grade, no longer received them by third grade. It can be assumed that 

students are exiting special education because the gap has closed between them and regular education 

students. 

Conclusion 

For the first aspect of the debate, the Pro side cited statistics from a 2006 California Department of 

Education report, which differed from the statistics cited from the 27th Annual Congressional report, 

used for the Con side of the debate. These two sources, although the percentages were different, proved 

that one certain subgroup of students seemed to be more readily identified for Special Education 

services than any other subgroup. African-Americans (black) seem more likely to be served under Part 

B of IDEA than any other racial/ethnic group, the latter of which would include whites. Both sides of 

the argument also agreed, even though actual statistics were dissimilar, that white students were more 

often identified than Hispanics and Asian/Pacific Islander youth. To address the over-identification of 

students of color, both sides of the debate agreed that steps for correction need to be initiated. Youth 

require screening to identify those “at risk” for developing learning, behavioral, social, and/or 

emotional problems that impact school achievement. Next, implementation of research-based 

interventions is essential in the general education settings. For those students not responsive to the 

interventions, further comprehensive evaluations are necessary; the assessments need to identify 

reasons for poor receptiveness, to determine the possible presence of a disability, to establish the 

educational need, and to develop an appropriate individualized educational plan. Postulating a 

conclusion about the dropout rate for students with disabilities, compared to students without 

disabilities, was difficult. Both sides of the debate used statistical data published in the same year 

(2006), but the actual years for comparison were different (2002-03/2005-06). The Pro argument, using 

the State Department of Education report, found that the Special Education student was less likely to 

drop out than the average student with no disabilities. The Con argument, on the contrary, citing 

information from the 2006 Digest of Education Statistics and the 27th Annual Report to Congress on 

the Implementation of IDEA, 2005, declared that students with disabilities were three times more likely 

to drop out than pupils included in the national high school dropout rate for all racial/ethnic groups 

together.  
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The debate team concluded that the three years between the cited statistics (2002-03/2005-06) could 

hardly have created an “about face” in the identified group. A uniform method of reporting when a 

student has dropped out of school and how to calculate and report the dropout rate would probably 

allow for the true dropout rate to be calculated. Discovered by both parties from researching this aspect 

of the debate, however, was the fact that dropping out of school is contingent on several variables not 

related to the disabilities of youth. Both debate sides ascertained that previous retention, amount of 

exposure to the general education curriculum (education in regular classrooms), socioeconomic 

situations, drug abuse, low parental involvement, cultural norms and values, academic failure, lack of 

involvement in school functions and extracurricular activities, and absenteeism affect the reasons for all 

students exiting school without a diploma. Lastly, the team determined that students in Special 

Education have demonstrated improvements in closing the learning (academic performance) gap. 

Improved achievement and narrowing gaps on state tests has been strongly evidenced in the elementary 

grades, with students in the middle grades showing slight improvements, mostly in math. High school 

youth have shown less growth in closing their academic performance (learning) gap. To continue the 

trend and improve achievement across the continuum, the debate team agrees that accountability needs 

to translate into long-term goals. According to Kati Haycock’s article, No More Invisible Kids, several 

objectives would make a difference. “Secondary education needs more attention, allocation of more 

resources, and implementation of more effective strategies for improving and increasing graduation 

rates. The expansion of expertise and resources is necessary to focus on turning-around persistently 

low-performing schools. Recognizing growth in students’ learning can help distinguish between 

schools whose students are working toward proficiency and schools whose students require more 

interventions. States need to ensure that students are taught real-world standards and teachers are 

provided stronger supports to teach and assist students in meeting those standards ; and finally, teacher 

quality must be improved, with provisions in tact for equal access to effective teachers” (Haycock, 

2007).  
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Abstract 

Vocabulary acquisition traditionally has been a struggle for students with special learning needs. This 

study involved an eleven year old fifth grade student with learning disabilities in reading and writing 

and limited English proficiency. Assistive technology assistance was provided from the Franklin 

Language Master 6000b and Microsoft’s Power Point 2003.  Visual representation (e.g., student 

drawings) was also used to aid student connections to an individual vocabulary word in the context of 

the text read.  Best practices pedagogy (i.e., trade book use, choice, discovery, interactive learning, 

reciprocal teaching, and repetition) were utilized and have been framed in a lesson structure entitled, 

Individualized Direct Vocabulary Discovery Method with Assistive Technological Scaffolding 

(IDVDMATS).  This case study provides readers rich descriptions of the special vocabulary learning 

needs of one student following the IDVDMATS approach. 

The Impact of Assistive Technology on Vocabulary Acquisition 

of a Middle School Student with Learning Disabilities and 

Limited English Proficiency 

Reading, writing, spelling, and vocabulary building activities are the nature and emphasis of literacy 

instruction in American schools today and are troublesome activities for many students (Choate, 2000; 

Donaldson and Nash, 2005; Gentry, 1995; Hardman, Drew, and Egan, 2005).  Students with learning 

challenges such as those with special learning needs often struggle with such activities that dominate 

the learning of language including reading, writing, spelling and vocabulary (Council for Children with 

Learning Disabilities, 2004; Donaldson and Nash, 2005; Hardman, Drew, and Egan, 2005; Laurice and 

McCachran, 2003; LD Online, 2003; National Information Center for Children and Youth with 

Disabilities, 1997; Office of Disabilities Services (ODS) at Haverford College, 2003; Teaching LD, 

2005).   Limited English proficiency students (LEP) also encounter similar language learning problems, 

especially, in the single most important area of language development—vocabulary acquisition 

(Hardman, Drew, and Egan, 2005; Pikulski and Templeton, 2004; Schmitt and McCarthy, 1997; 

Waring and Takaki, 2003). Vocabulary acquisition is one of the most important components to 
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becoming literate and developing literacy skills (National Institute of Child Health and Human 

Development, 2000).  

Vocabulary acquisition may become difficult for students with learning challenges as they encounter 

text with increasing readability difficulty and demands.  Readability is very important for a reader 

gathering meaning.  Dale & Chall (1949) defined readability as “the sum total of all those elements 

within a given piece of printed material that affects the success a group of readers have with it.  The 

success is the extent to which they understand it, read it at an optimum speed, and find it interesting” 

(p. 23). DuBay (2004) cited several research studies concerning readability as salient today.  These 

studies he cited from the 20th Century reported text with greater readability allowed the reader to 

persist in reading the content (cf. Feld, 1948; Hardyck & Petrinovich, 1970; Klare, 1974; Klare, 

Shuford, & Nichols, 1957; Murphy, 1947; Schramm, 1947; Swanson, 1948).  To date, none of these 

studies included students with vocabulary learning challenges.  

Vocabulary growth is typically measured by two facets: a.) words enunciated correctly and (b) correct 

understanding of word meanings.  Instruction to develop reading vocabulary is most effective and 

beneficial for any learner, when it provides an intrinsic life motivating opportunity for him/her to 

develop vocabulary and construct meaning throughout one’s experiences with language (Fosnot, 2005; 

Mathewson, 2000).  Assistive technologies (ATs) may be one avenue for supporting vocabulary growth 

in students who struggle with learning language (Leu, 2000; Male, 1994; 1997; Molebash & Fisher, 

2003; Vacca & Vacca, 2008).  

Assistive technology (AT) has been defined by the 1997 reauthorization of the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) “as any item, piece of equipment, or product system, whether 

acquired commercially, off-the shelf, modified, or customized, that is used to increase, maintain, or 

improve functional capabilities of a child with a disability” (IDEA, 1997, p. 8). The pairing of AT with 

best teaching practices has proven efficacious for students with reading and other language learning 

issues.  For example, in Gentry’s (2006) study, the pairing of e-publishing assistive technology to trade 

books use was efficacious in enhancing content learning growth.  Students with learning, writing, and 

reading issues gained in content growth within this study.   The use of trade books, technology, video, 

speaking, listening, and other forms of texts have the ability to improve the learning in content area 

classrooms (Sampson, Rasinski, & Sampson, 2003; Vacca & Vacca, 2005; 2008).   Victoria 

McLaughlin (2006) found interactive story reading with picture, visual support expanded English 

language learners Spanish as well as English vocabularies.  Another best practice which is 

indispensible in classrooms today follows brain friendly, teaching research; it is the conveyance of 

choice (Silberman, 2006; Zull, 2002). AT choices, book selection, word selection, picture 

representation choices all represent the number of choices offered through the IDVDMATS approach. 

Students learning with assistive technologies benefit when such learning has a connection to best 

teaching practices (e.g., using trade books and choice) (Gentry, 2006; Sampson, Rasinski, & Sampson, 

2003; Vacca & Vacca, 2005; 2008 ). Repetition of vocabulary words has proven to benefit English 

language learners (Galeano, 2006, McLaughlin, 2006).  McLaughlin (2006) found children books to be 

a suitable platform for repetition with semantic context and picture support. Assistive technology paired 

with best practices may provide a means for repetition to be meaningful and not another exercise of 

drill and practice. Gaming is a new phenomenon which is used to facilitate repetition learning of 

vocabulary as meaningful and engaging (Richek, 2005).  Recently, discovery learning and reciprocal 

teaching as best teaching practices have been heralded as relevant and needed in today’s classrooms 

(Chak, 2007; Garderen, 2004; Richek, 2005; Schlenker & Tierney, 2006; Slater & Horstman, 2002). 

Slater & Horstman (2002) cited reciprocal teaching as the preeminent cognitive strategy fitting middle 
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school and high school struggling readers and writers. Similar to the above studies, this study involved 

elements of discovery and reciprocal education in regards to vocabulary discovery and the teaching of 

recently learned vocabulary to peers.  

Research into reading attitude’s connection to students with special learning needs is especially lacking 

and in need of further investigation (Lazarus & Callahan, 2000). Feiwell’s (1997) research with second 

graders who have reading disabilities reported reading words ability as the best predictor of one’s 

“academic self-concept” which was operationalized through “physical self-concept, social self-concept, 

and global self-worth measures from Harter's Self-Perception Profile for Children” (p.1; cf Harter, 

1985).  Therefore, using trade books to focus on certain words to provide opportunities for the direct 

reading of unknown words may prove to be a benefit for maintaining or encouraging a positive attitude 

toward reading among students who struggle with vocabulary acquisition. Attitude is an important 

component to learning vocabulary and reading perseverance especially for those students who struggle 

to gather meaning from text (Mathewson, 2000).  The blending of reading books, AT, and other 

vocabulary acquisition instructional best practice methods may provided motivational opportunities for 

the creation of successful semioticians (meaning makers).  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study was to develop a method which merged best teaching practices with assistive 

technology support accompanying the use of student selected children’s books to ameliorate vocabulary 

acquisition of unknown words discovered while reading.  Also, the study sought to report the student’s 

perceptions and reading attitudes before and after the lesson intervention.  Readability scores from the 

student’s text selections were reported. The following research questions guided this study: 

• What learning perception does a student with learning disabilities and limited English proficiency 
manifest concerning reading instruction and personal reading experiences before the IDVDMATS?  

• What learning perception does a student with learning disabilities and limited English proficiency 
manifest during and after the IDVDMATS instructional experience?  

• What is the impact of IDVDMATS on the reading attitude of a student with learning disabilities and 
limited English proficiency before and after the lesson?  

• What is the impact of IDVDMATS on the vocabulary acquisition of a student with both learning 
disabilities and limited English proficiency?  

• Does a higher readability scores negate IDVDMATS potency for a student with both learning disabilities 
and limited English proficiency 

METHOD 

Study Instruments and Teaching Procedures 

AT Device: Franklin® Language Master 6000b™ 

The Franklin® Language Master 6000b™ (FLM-6000b) specifications are varied.   The average cost 

for this device is $107.00 USD.  The FLM-6000b provides instant access to 130,000 words, 300,000 

definitions, and 500,000 synonyms.  It is an independent device which makes it portable and battery 

powered.  The FLM-6000b includes the Merriam - Webster® dictionary.  There are two models of the 

FLM-6000b: 6000b/6000SE.   The dimensions of the device are 5 1/2 x 5 3/4 x 1 1/2 in and weighs 12 

oz.  The power can be by battery, 4 x AAA, or by alternating current (AC) via an AC Adapter Jack. The 
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FLM-6000b was designed to provide instant access to phonetic spell correction using ClariSpeech™  

technology that is used for both words and definitions.  An English grammar guide is included on the 

device to assist with grammar confusion. Twelve word games are available for students to experiment 

and play with language: Anagrams, Jumble, Word Builder, Flashcards, Spelling Bee, Memory 

Challenge, Hangman, Word Blaster, Word Train, Deduction, Word Deduction, Letris.  A user list 

allows the user to save past words typed in the device for later study or game play with the twelve listed 

games above.  FLM-6000b includes an 8-line display screen.  The user controls contrast using a small 

wheel on the right side of the device marked by ◑.  The FLM-6000b allows the user to adjust the font 

size.  The device is designed to save battery power with automatic shutoff.   The FLM-6000b has 

computerized word say back function that is assessable using the “SAY” button.  A headphone jack 

allows the user to connect and quietly use the computerized speech functions of the device.  The 

volume control wheel is below the contrast wheel and allows the user complete sound control.  A 

battery low indicator aids as a reminder to replace batteries.  

Individualized Direct Vocabulary Discovery Method with Assistive Technological Scaffolding 

The Individualized Direct Vocabulary Discovery Method with Assistive Technological Scaffolding 

(IDVDMATS) is a student centered approach that allows the student to have control and pleasure while 

learning.  Control and pleasure are two needs a brain must have fulfilled to be productive and 

functioning (Zull, 2002).  Before students are introduced to IDVDMATS, students must have 

experience with the technology to be used as prescribed by past research.  The Institute for Research on 

Learning, warn, “The technology learning curve tends to eclipse content learning temporarily-both kids 

and teachers seem to orient to technology until they become comfortable”  (Goldman, Cole, & Syer, 

1999,. 5).  Therefore, the student learned the functions and gained orientation experience while using 

the FLM-6000b before reading strategies in the IDVDMATS were introduced.  Also, note the 

importance of the “I” (individualized) from  IDVDMATS. Individulaization is as important as the 

technology or books used and is the ultimate best practice for students with special needs (Gentry, 

Fowler, & Nichols, 2007; Ryndak & Alper, 2003).  The method below was adapted for students, like 

the participant in this study, with vocabulary acquisition problems who relied on visual cues to learn 

new vocabulary words.  Also, the method was developed based on research and the information gained 

from pre student and teacher interviews as well as the student’s prior knowledge and experience with 

technology.  

LESSON STEPS: 

Part 1- Reading & Finding Unknown Words  

1.)  The researcher and the student select a text (i.e., trade book) to read together in a read aloud.  

2.)  The student is asked by the researcher to find words he/she wishes to know more about as the 

researcher and/or student reads the selected text aloud.  

3.)  In accordance with the interactive reading activities design of pre, during, and after, the researcher 

plans the pair read aloud with prediction (e.g., “What does the title or picture on the cover tell us about 

the story we are reading today?”); Prediction and discussion occurred as needed.  

4.)  The student may stop the reading to point to a word that is unknown.  The researcher writes the 

word on a small sticky note and places it on the page for quick identification of unknown words.  A 
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discussion of the word may occur.  The student may type in the word on the FLM-6000b to be defined 

and said aloud using the SAY key to compliment the discussion.   

5.)  After the teacher and student’s pair reading activity has progressed for an age appropriate time, the 

researcher turns the pages of the text read with the student in the search for words of interest.  The 

student with the researcher’s encouragement selects words of interest.  The researcher may guide the 

student to a word for consideration.  The word choices should be words characterized by the student as 

limited or having no semantic understating.  The researcher places a small sticky tab to mark the words 

for easy identification when reading through the second time.  

6.)  Once a word is selected, the student types in the word on the FLM-6000b to be defined and said 

aloud using the SAY key.  

7.)  The student reads the definition and uses the appropriate functions to have unknown words in the 

dictionary screen read aloud and/or defined as necessary.  During this process, the researcher 

conferences with the student concerning his/her word selection and discovery.  

8.)  The student adds the word for later vocabulary game play and study using FLM-6000b LIST 

function key.  

9.)  Researcher point to the chosen words in the text.  Remember that sticky tabs may be used to mark 

words.  The researcher may not read the chosen words but asks the student to say the word and tell the 

meaning of the word. The researcher and the FLM-6000b assist when necessary. 

Part 2 - SemanticVisual Representation and Guided Practice  

10.)  Visual representation is a process where the student and teacher select or draw pictures to 

represent the meaning of each word in the context of the definition from the text read.  The teacher and 

student uses the LIST function on the FLM-6000b to track unknown words from the text read and finds 

the words in the text read using the sticky notes as a guide.  The student draws or the teacher/student 

find pictures based of the context of the word in the text, the pictures provided by the text (if any), the 

definition from the FLM-6000b, and researcher/student interactive discussions (See Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. SD’s drawing representation for the vocabulary word entrenched. 
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11.)  After visual representation activities, the learner may engage in several guided practice activities. 

New learning may be practiced using several creative Learning Expression Choices (LEC):  a.) sharing 

discovered word lists by playing one of twelve FLM-6000b games with a peer, b.) performing skits or 

tableau expressing word meanings for a peer to guess while viewing the actor student’s word list on the 

FLM-6000b, c.) create a song or dance expressing the discovered word(s) and meaning(s), or d.) allow 

the student to express learning in his/her unique way.  With LEC, the possibilities are endless. 

12.)  For a solitary guided practice activities and learning, the student may play one of 12 vocabulary 

games, study his/her word selections using the FLM-6000b LIST function for review, or review flash 

cards to match words to pictures selected or created during step ten.  The student may review their list 

words and their definitions as well as their enunciations using the FLM-6000b.  

13.)  Steps two through twelve are repeated until all words are expressed visually.  

Part 3 - Formative and Summative Assessments  

14.)  Formative Assessment: Using Power Point 2003 or other multimedia formats, researchers 

constructed games using the chosen vocabulary words for a student to match selected or drawn pictures 

in the context of a sentence from the text read to the correct vocabulary word. Researchers monitored 

the enunciation of the selected words as well as correct word matches.  A student may use the FLM-

6000b for help with definitions and enunciations (See Figures 2 and 3).  

 

Figure 2. a) (left) Photograph of the Franklin Language Master 6000b retrieved from 

http://www.franklin.com/estore/dictionary/LM-6000B/. b) (top right) The liquid  crystal display 

illustrating the dictionary function of the Franklin Language Master 6000b for the word ominous. c) 

(bottom right) A slide from the formative assessment Power Point 2003 game illustrating the students 

picture drawing for caissons. 

http://www.franklin.com/estore/dictionary/LM-6000B/
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Figure 3. A slide from the formative assessment Power Point 2003 game illustrating the Student’s 

picture drawing for caissons and the illustrator’s painting for caisson from the Last Brother: A Civil 

War Tale (Noble, 2006). This slide appeared when the student selected the correct hyperlinked word 

caissons from three words choices on a pervious slide. 

15.)  Summative Assessment 1: Using Power Point 2003, researchers construct a new story based on 

the book for a student to enunciate and to tell the researcher the meaning of each word after a reading is 

completed per slide. Enunciations and the correct defining of vocabulary words from new story were 

monitored.  Unlike the formative assessment, pictures are found in the peripheral and not in a missing 

word blank (See Figures 4).  

 

Figure 4. (Right) A Power Point 2003 slide from the teacher created book utilized during summative 

assessment 1 and by using two vocabulary words with student generated picture drawings in the 

periphery. (Left) SD during summative assessment 1 read a Power Point 2003 slide which represented 

many slides from the laptop computer used which included two  vocabulary words with corresponding 

picture drawings in the periphery. SD was the main character in the story. SD’s name was omitted with 

a  white box. 

16.)   Summative Assessment 2:  The Student viewed each word on 9.5’’ X 11’’ flashcards.  As the 

researcher pointed to each card, the student enunciated the words and provided the definition of the 

words without text context, picture support, or the use of the FLM-6000b (See Figure 5 ). This was 

monitored. 
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Figure 5.  One of the  9.5’’ X 11’’ flashcards used in Summative assessment 2. 

17.)   Summative Assessment 3: Using a paper story board sheets, the student constructed a written 

story as well as corresponding illustrations using the selected vocabulary words in a storyboard format.  

The student was asked to read the created story.  Enunciation of the words and definition understanding 

s from oral explanations without the use of the FLM-6000b were evaluated (See Figure 6). 

 

Figure 6. An example of a story board piece which SD placed as the sixth page of his story. He 

illustrated the story using picture drawing ideas from his previous vocabulary word drawings. 

18.)  Summative Assessment 4: the drawings from the student’s created story were scanned and stored 

on a laptop for later use.  The researcher typed the student’s story and pasted corresponding pictures to 

Power Point 2003 slides following the student’s story board (See Figure 6). The student used Power 

Point 2003, to make adjustments to the story (e.g., change wording, add clipart, add sounds, slide 

arraignment, etc…). The student shared the story as well as corresponding illustrations with the 

researcher. Enunciation of the words and definition understanding s from oral explanations without the 

use of the FLM-6000b were evaluated (See Figure 7). 
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Figure 7.  A Power Point 2003 slide representing SD’s story using two of his vocabulary  words. The 

sound of swords hitting each other constituted the sound effects SD chose for this segment of his story 

presentation. 

19.)  Summative Assessment 5: Using Power Point 2003, the student shared the story as well as 

corresponding illustrations with peers. The student explains the meaning of each word after reading 

sentence(s) per slide. Enunciation of the words and definition understanding s without the use of the 

FLM-6000b were evaluated (See Figure 8). 

 

Figure 8. SD after he presented his new story to his class via Power Point 2003 and a data projector. 

SD’s face, name, and picture were blotted out to maintain confidentiality. 

20.)  This whole process can begin again with the selection of a new book. 

Design 

This case study employed a descriptive design (Strauss & Corbin, 1990; Yin, 1993, 1994). Therefore, 

the case study operated in four phases:  pre, implementation1, implementation2, and post. Following 

individual case study application procedures for a limited population of interest, one participant, SD, a 

student with learning disabilities and LEP, was selected by the school district for participation in the 

study (Hancock & Algozzine, 2006).  The descriptive case study approach has been widely used and 

employed by special education researchers (e.g., Pyecha, 1988). Also, because little research addresses 

the use of assistive technology’s blending with best practices to aid students with special learning needs 

in vocabulary acquisition, case study methodology was utilized and deemed appropriate by special 

education experts at Tarleton State University. Because case studies have traditionally been deemed by 

many scientists as unscientific or unsuitable, care was taken in developing the methodology (Hancock 

& Algozzine, 2006). Yin (1994) cited six data sources for case study research.  All six sources are not 
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absolutely essential in every case study.  However, a myriad of sources of data add to the reliability of a 

case study (Stake, 1995; Yin, 1994). The following are the six sources specified by Yin (1994): 

documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observation, participant observation, and physical 

artifacts.  Following data source triangulation research ideology (Denzin, 1984), this study utilized all 

six sources specified by Yin (1994) to provide a vivid, descriptive picture of the student’s learning 

experience in the framework of an interactive lesson methodology, the IDVDMATS approach.  

During pre several interviews occurred.  The student participates were directed, “Tell me about the 

times you have learned new words and definitions.”  Also, a question was asked, “What do you think 

could make learning new words and definitions easier for you?” The teacher was prompted to describe 

the the student as a  learner and reader, and how the student learned vocabulary best. The student 

participant responded to the Elementary Reading Attitude Survey (McKenna & Kear, 1990). Once the 

pre phase concluded, the FLM-6000b was introduced.  

Within the implementation1 phase, the student was introduced to the FLM-6000b’s functions and uses 

by the researcher.  Specifically, the student was taught how to use the dictionary, SAY, LIST, GAMES, 

navigation, and input functions of the FLM-6000b.  A student may play with the device and ask 

teachers questions concerning device functions.  At the conclusion of implementation1 phase, exit 

interviews were conducted.  A single question relating to the FLM-6000b was asked, “What did you 

think the lesson today? Explain?”  

During the implementation2 phase, the student used the FLM-6000b as the AT while following the 

IDVDMATS instructional method.  After each day’s work in the study in an exit interview, the student 

was asked, “What did you think about the lesson? Tell me about the lesson?”  The student followed the 

steps of IDVDMATS from part 1 to part 3 as the study progressed.  After the initial lesson as described 

in part 1, the researcher met ten times with SD.  These meetings range from approximately an hour to 

an hour and 30 minutes.  The meeting times depended on school and researchers’ schedules.  After each 

meeting, the researcher copied the vocabulary words from the FLM-6000b LIST feature onto paper as a 

record and for safe keeping of the data.  An exit interview question was asked after each of the 

meetings, “Tell what you think about your work today?”  The researcher probed for clarification as 

needed depending of responses from participants.  Also, the book chosen had its readability evaluated.  

The post phase of the study commenced once a reading was completed in part 1 and 2 of IDVDMATS.  

The student progressed from a formative assessment and five summative assessments using the word 

list generated on their FLM-6000b in part 3 of IDVDMATS. In the formative assessment researchers 

counted correct picture to word matches and correct word enunciations out of the total number of 

words.  The student was allowed to use the FLM-6000b for help with definitions and enunciations (See 

Figures 2 and 3).   Within summative assessment 1, researchers constructed a new story based on the 

book for the student to read.  Enunciations and the correct defining of words were monitored per slide. 

Unlike the formative assessment, pictures were peripheral and not in missing word blanks (See Figure 

4).   Summative assessment 2 required the student to view each word on 9.5’’ X 11’’ flashcards.  As the 

researcher pointed to each card, the student enunciated the words and provided the definition of the 

words without text context, picture support, or the use of the FLM-6000b (See Figure 5). This was 

monitored. Summative Assessment 3 allowed the student to use a paper story board to construct and 

sequence a written story as well as corresponding drawings using the selected vocabulary words.  The 

student was asked to read the created story.  Enunciation of the words and definition understandings 

without the use of the FLM-6000b were evaluated (See Figure 6).  In summative assessment 4, 

drawings were scanned and stored on a laptop for later use.  The researcher typed the student’s story 
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and pasted corresponding pictures to Power Point 2003 slides following the student’s story board (See 

Figure 9).  The student used Power Point 2003, to make adjustments to the story (e.g., change wording, 

add clipart, add sounds, etc…). The student shared the story as well as corresponding illustrations with 

the researcher. Enunciation of the words and definition understanding s without the use of the FLM-

6000b were evaluated (See Figure 7).  In summative assessment 5, the student shared the story as well 

as corresponding illustrations with peers. The student explains the meaning of each word after reading 

sentence(s) per slide. Enunciation of the words and definition understanding s without the use of the 

FLM-6000b were evaluated (See Figure 8).  After the student presentations, teachers were asked to 

describe their impressions of the vocabulary learning experience with AT.  

In all assessments if the student does not enunciate the word correctly, the researcher provided the 

enunciation of the word for the student and had the student repeat it back.  If the student did not know 

the definition, the researcher provided the student the definition.  At the conclusion of the assessments, 

the student was handed the FLM-6000b and asked to review his word list using the LIST function.  In 

an exit interview, the student was asked, “Why did you chose these words from your reading?”  The 

researcher asked two final questions, “What do you think about reading books and finding vocabulary 

using (point to device) FLM-6000b? and “What did you think about how you learned new words from 

a book (point to book used)?”  Also, the teacher was interviewed and asked to explain her thoughts, 

concerns, and ideas about the IDVDMATS. The learning disabled/LEP student participant responded to 

the final administration of the Elementary Reading Attitude Survey (McKenna and Kear, 1990).  

Setting and Participant 

The intermediate school which served grades 5 and 6 was located in a central Texas rural community. 

Student to teacher ratio ranged from 15 students to 1 teacher. The largest industries are dairy farming 

and a four year university. In the 2007 school year, the campus served 540 students.   By ethnicity the 

following constituted the campus population: African American 1% (5.4), Hispanic 19% (102.6), 

Native American 1% (5.4), and Anglo or others represented 79% (426.6).  Special education population 

represented 5.9% (32) of the population.  Students with learning disabilities and those who were served 

with English as a second language services represented 5% (27) and 7.4% (40) of the total population, 

respectively.  

SD was served as a student with learning disabilities and as an English second language learner.  SD 

was a curious young man who voiced a love for school. He was Hispanic and valued his culture and 

Spanish language. SD spoke English fluently but had trouble reading and writing in English. SD 

enjoyed books about war history and weapons. SD was administered the 2007 alternative state 

developed test for reading and answered 75% of the items correct.  His teacher referred to him as 

having a positive attitude toward learning. Continuing from teacher statements, SD’s family valued 

education and supported the school’s efforts to educate SD. SD had experience with using Microsoft 

software technology like the 2003 versions of Power Point and Word.  

Data Sources 

Quantitative Data Sources and Instrumentation 

Vocabulary Word List.  Vocabulary words and their corresponding definitions came from the words 

SD stored on his FLM-6000b list function area.  The words were used through the IDVDMATS’s 

lesson procedures.  
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Elementary Reading Attitude Survey.  The Elementary Reading Attitude Survey (ERAS) (McKenna 

and Kear, 1990), also known by educators as the Garfield, is used to measure reading attitudes of 

children in elementary schools.  The ERAS was designed for students in grades 1 through 6.  The 

survey contains 20 questions which begin with, “How do you feel,” introductory words.  The students 

respond to the items on a Likert type scale with 4-point intervals.  Students choose 1 of 4 pictorial 

representations depicting Garfield, a cartoon.  Students select the character that matches their feelings.  

The Garfield cartoons’ emotional expressions range from “very happy,” “a little happy,” “a little 

upset,” and “very upset.”  The survey evaluates two separate areas of reading attitude: academic 

reading and recreational reading.  Each area has 10 items.  

McKenna and Kear (1990) surveyed over 18, 000 elementary students to determine validity for grades 

1 to 6.  Internal consistency ranged from .74 to .89 Cronbach alpha coefficients.  ERAS construct 

validity for recreational and academic reading was determined by comparing students from various 

groupings.  Using factor analysis and score comparison, researchers determined construct validity for 

each subscale of the ERAS.  Survey testing produced significant differences (p<.001).   Recreational 

reading attitude validity was determined by comparing scores of students: with library cards (mean=30) 

versus without library cards (mean=28.9), checked books out from the library (mean=29.2) versus did 

not check out library books (mean=27.3), and less than one hour of television a night (mean=31.5) 

versus more that two hours of television a night (mean=28.6). Furthermore, academic construct validly 

was determined  by comparing  scores of high ability readers (mean=27.7) with the scores of low 

ability readers (mean=27.0).  As an indication of reliability and validity, numerous studies (Bottomley 

et al., 1999; Kush & Watkins, 1996; Lazarus & Callahan, 2000; McKenna et al., 1995) have used 

ERAS as a measure of reading attitude.  

Scoring  ERAS is determined by student responses.  The point values ranged from 1-4: 4= “very 

happy,” 3=“a little happy,” 2=“a little upset,” and 1=“very upset.”  Students have a possibility to score 

a maximum of 20 points and a minimum of 10 points per subscale (i.e., recreational or academic).  A 

total score combining both subscales exerts a maximum of 80 points and a minimum of 20 points.  The 

higher the score on individual subscales and the subscales total combination the more positive the 

score’s measure.  

Readability Matrixes.   Each text was evaluated for readability using three established measures: 

Gunning Fog Index (GFI),  Flesch Reading Ease Score (FRES), and the Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level 

Score (F-KGLS)(Kincaid, Fishburne, Rogers, Chissom, 1955; Flesch, 1946, 1948, 1949,1960; 

Gunning, 1968).  Although the researchers of this study do not agree with all the philosophies behind 

such formulas (e.g., shorter sentences are always better), these formulas do offer an indication of 

difficulty for a reader when comparing texts (Weitzel, 2006).  DuBay’s (2004) synthesis of research 

asserted readability formulas as well researched and proven as a valid/reliable means to compare texts’ 

readability according to a standard.  Please note—it is not the philosophy of the researchers in this 

study to match texts with students based of readability scores.  Students reading text with difficult 

words or longer sentences benefit learners with appropriate scaffolding from significant others (Fountas 

& Pinnell; 2006).  

The Gunning Fog Index (Gunning, 1968) like the Flesch-Kincade Grade Level Score (Kincaid, 

Fishburne, Rogers, Chissom, 1955) indicate the number of years of education required to understand 

the text. The Flesch Reading Ease Score does not provide a grade level but offers an interval scale to 

measure readability.  For example, the text which scores closer to 100 is considered easier to read. 
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Qualitative Data Sources 

Student Oral Interviews.  Oral student semi-structured interviews occurred in pre, implementation1, 

implementation2, and post phases of this study.   Interviews were videotaped and dialogue was 

transcribed to serve as a record of SD’s experiences and perceptions.  

Researchers’ Observations and Field Notes.   Supporting data sources included the researchers’ 

observations and were recorded in field notes.  This was not be systematic and occurred when the 

researcher noted something considered deserving of further inquiry or observation.   

Story Board and Student Edited Power Point Creation. The story board creation depicting a unique 

storyline using the 18 selected words and the Power Point 2003 depiction of said story with added 

sounds allowed a view of the student’s interactive story making capabilities. These artifacts  provide 

tangible evidence representing SD’s progress through the IDVDMATS approach .   

Data Analysis 

Quantitative Data Analysis 

Vocabulary Growth Analysis.  Vocabulary growth is specifically defined as the number of vocabulary 

words enunciated correctly in the post phase assessments out of total discovered words on each of the 

FLM-6000b student’s generated vocabulary list created during implementation2.  Also, vocabulary 

growth includes the number of word meanings correctly stated or expressed out of total number of 

word meanings on each of the FLM-6000b student’s generated vocabulary list.  Once frequency counts 

are completed, descriptive statistics were calculated and reported for enunciations and word meanings 

per assessment. A total vocabulary growth score combined the frequency count of vocabulary words 

enunciated correctly (WEC) and the frequency count of correctly stated word meanings (CSWM) from 

all assessments (i.e., formative to summative assessment 5). Continuing, a total vocabulary growth was 

calculated by the combined frequency count sum of WEC and CSWM (i.e., ΣWEC + ΣCSWM) which 

was divided by the total number of opportunities to enunciate (OE) and state meanings (OCSWM) of 

SD’s selected vocabulary words into a single score. This score was labeled total vocabulary growth 

score (TVGS). The formula for this calculation read: {((ΣWEC + ΣCSWM)/( 

ΣOE+ΣOCSWM))=TVGS}.  The TVGS provided the percentage of combined correctly enunciated and 

correctly stated meanings total sum from the total sum of opportunities given a student to enunciate and 

state meanings of vocabulary words correctly. Therefore, the WEC, CSWM, and TVGSs for SD were 

reported.  The numbers of correctly enunciated and defined words from formative to summative 

assessments were utilized. Frequencies and percentages were reported.  

Elementary Reading Attitude Survey Analysis.  The learning disabled/LEP Student’s reading attitude 

scores were calculated from the ERAS pre and post surveys (McKenna & Kear, 1990).  Gain and loss 

scores from pre to post were computed. From attitude surveys, a student may produce scores in three 

reading attitude ranges as follows: Recreational Reading Attitude (1-10), Academic Reading Attitude 

(1-10), and a Total score (20-80).  A student with total reading attitude gain/loss scores below 41, 

between 41 to 50, or 51 and above were categorized as having negative, indifferent, or positive reading 

attitude ratings respectively. Descriptive statistics were generated.  

Text Readability Analysis.  The book chosen by the SD was evaluated using three readability formulas: 

GFI, FKGLS, and the FRES. Following the requirements for each readability algorithm, sentences were 

analyzed from three general areas in each text: beginning, middle, and end.  Scores were obtained for 
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each readability formula for the chosen text. Whole pages of text were analyzed per beginning (first 

three pages), middle (three pages from the center), and end (last three pages of textual story). An 

average from the beginning, middle, and end of the each text were computed for each readability 

formula, respectively. Descriptive statistics were reported.  

  

Qualitative Data Analysis 

With the desire to provide the research participants with a voice, grounded theory, phenomenological, 

and case study traditions’ elements were used to glimpse the whole picture of the socially constructed 

process called vocabulary learning (Feagin, Orum, & Sjoberg, 1991). The natural setting takes 

preeminence over all forms of research for educational social scientist eager to discover practical 

solutions for the complex learning issues teachers experience in today’s classrooms; hence, interviews, 

observations, artifacts, and archival records provided the medium to view this complex and at times 

incoherent view (Berg, 2004; Creswell, 1998; Marshall & Rossman, 1999,Yin, 1994).  

Interviews, Perceptions, Field Observations, and Artifacts Analyses.  Interview data were collected 

from SD through open ended semi-structured oral exit interviews which progress from pre, 

implementation1, implementation2 (parts 1&2), and finally post (part 3). All interviews and field 

experiences were recorded using an audio recorder and at times a video camera. Artifacts were 

photographed or digitally scanned for comparison descriptive analysis with field note observations, 

student/teacher field experience recorded statements,  and interview data. The data was analyzed using 

Yin’s (1994) general analytic strategy techniques of pattern-matching (Trochim, 1989) and 

explanation-building. Therefore, the analysis was based on the theoretical underpinnings which led to 

the case study. Also, to further enhance the study’s validity, a descriptive frame work in the structure of 

a lesson method, IDVDMATS, was utilized to provide rich details of the participant and researchers 

use of assistive technology blended with best practices to enhance vocabulary acquisition of students, 

like SD, with special vocabulary learning needs.  The goal of this case study was to provide a   

Findings/Results 

The findings and results were reported in the framework of the IDVDMATS  lesson. This lesson 

framework provides an organization to report with rich description the phenomena of IDVDMATS as 

experienced by SD, a student with learning disabilities and limited English proficiency. The following 

is a sampling of SD’s experience.  

Pre Phase: Before IDVDM -ATS 

SD’s Pre Interview. SD’s responses to both pre questions were quick and short.  He was quiet and 

reserved and answered in a whispering voice with a barely audible tone. This interview occurred in one 

meeting.    

Researcher: Tell me about the times you have learned new words and definitions?  

SD:  I like to learn new words.  When I remember new words, I feel good.   

Researcher: What do you think could make learning new words and definitions easier for you?  

SD: The pictures in my eyes…told me about words before.  One time I forgot a word the teacher 

wanted us to know about.  I asked her what the word is and said it a lot to remember it. I made what the 

word means in my words.  
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Researcher: What do you mean when you say “pictures in my eyes?”  

SD: I see the word doing…word is there in a way to do…I see it a lot.  

Teacher’s Pre Interview. The teacher responded to two requests.  The teacher described the student as 

a reader and explained how the student learned vocabulary best.  

Teacher:  SD is a strong reader as far as resource class.  He is close to being on level.  Oral reading and 

sight words are strong.  Vocabulary knowledge is weak and a struggle. In the context and brainstorming 

in small group discussions…Visual cues work well. He works hard to do his best…It is pictures for him 

while he learns new words. He can put pictures on the computer for discussion and writing (The teacher 

was referring to Word and PowerPoint 2003).  

Implementation1 Phase: Learning How to Use the FLM-6000b  

Introduction and Practice Using the FLM-6000b. SD was shown the features of the FLM-6000b by 

the researcher and allowed to explore the uses of the device using words SD chose. The speech feature 

was understandable to SD when SD used words he already knew.  However, when he typed in words he 

did not know from reading materials found on the teacher’s desk, he had to listen to the word several 

times using the SAY function to understand the pronunciation.  The researcher helped the student 

understand the pronunciation of one of the three misunderstood words pronounced using the 

synthesized speech function.  Also, the definition of each word was explored. SD had difficulty reading 

and understanding two of the words’ definitions during the FLM-6000b introduction.  SD thought 

aloud as he tried to understand the definitions.  For example, using one of the words he found on a 

piece of paper, SD began unprompted self and student to researcher dialogue. I encouraged this 

behavior as the research project continued.   

SD: There the word is…I know the say of it (He pushed the SAY function key to hear the word and he 

says the word immediately) ... Assessment…Which definition is it? (Looking at the researcher for a 

response). 

Researcher:  There are four of them.  They can all be true…  

SD: How do you know the one (He points to the screen)?  

Researcher: The word assessment means different things…It depends on …  

SD: I remember…It means…from the other words and sentences with it to help me know it.  

Researcher: Yes…the fancy word for what you are describing is called using context clues.  Using the 

words and sentences around a word to help know what the word means helps us.  

SD: How do I do it without it being with other words? It is on the paper (pointing to the paper on the 

teacher’s desk) all by itself here…I need more words to know it.  

Researcher: SD, you are right.  This is hard without more words or what I say is needed is context…  

SD: contestant clues!  

Researcher: context clues…  
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SD: context clues…context clues…I knew it.  

SD typed and entered words in the FLM-6000b while communicating his thoughts and ideas aloud 

about the device and his past experiences with words he had learned.  Similar dialogue expressions like 

the previous example above followed other word experimentations using the FLM-6000b.  During the 

session SD asked about the different functions of the device.  At times he sought hints or reminders 

from the researcher concerning the varied functions of the FLM-6000b.  As time passed, he asked 

fewer questions as he typed in words from around the room, the teacher’s desk, and from his memory.  

SD’s FLM-6000b Use Interview.  After the experience with the FLM-6000b, the researcher asked one 

question.  What did you think about using the FLM-6000b (researcher pointed to device)?  

SD: Think it is good to help me learn new words. I liked the game hangman with the word bird.  I won 

it. I want to learn it more.  

Researcher: What more do you want to learn about it (pointed to FLM-6000b)?  

SD: I want to know it more and the words I need to get…I like it.       

Implementation2 Phase: During IDVDM-ATS 

Part 1- Reading & Finding Unknown Words. This phase extended into three meetings which total 

time summed to three hours and thirty minutes. SD expressed an interest in war history and battles. 

After reviewing several books, SD decided on a book about the civil war entitled, The Last Brother: A 

Civil War Tale (Noble, 2006).  The average readability scores for the book placed the text above SD’s 

grade level: GFI 8.82, FRES 78.19, and FKGLS 6.26.  Although the book is stationed above SD’s 

grade level with moderate reading difficulty, SD’s high interest with the book selection outweighed any 

score.  

Through paired, interactive reading, several words were discovered as problematic for SD in both 

enunciation and definition meaning. SD did not know the enunciations and the definitions of the 

following 18 words: bugler, dozed, outflanked, skirmishes, bayonets, battalions, brigades, regiments, 

entrenched, confederate, caissons, bombardment, ominous, reins, lunged, shielded, twilight, and 

etched.  Each definition found in the FLM-6000b proved difficult to read for SD.  SD scanned the book 

where the word was found and looked at the pictures as well as surrounding sentences to understand the 

meaning of the word in the context of the story. After reviewing the text, SD could understand the 

definition provided in the FLM-6000b.  This was a time consuming process.  The longest time spent on 

defining a word from the book was 17 minutes.  The word confederate proved the most difficult. For 

example, the definition in the FLM-6000b read, “1. United in a league: Allied [or] 2. Of or relating to 

the Confederacy.”  SD did not know the words united or allied.  Also, SD did not know Civil War 

history well.  However, SD used the FLM-6000b to define allied and united. He chose the following as 

possible definitions respectively, “[united] 1. made one and 3. Being in agreement…[allied] 2. Having 

a family relationship.”  After reviewing the FLM-6000b’s definitions and the book’s pictures of the two 

opposing armies with supporting sentences containing confederate, SD came to the meaning. As he 

went through this process, the researcher asked SD to talk out his thoughts or think aloud.  The 

following is an excerpt of SD thinking aloud about the meaning of confederate:  

SD: It says [concerning united] made one or agreeing on something…[concerning allied] It says being 

family…[He presses the SAY key to hear the word confederate] confederate…confederate… They are 
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a family?  [SD looks at the books pictures and read the sentences with confederacy in it.] The problem 

in the Civil War was that the Confederate Army had the same calls. The Confederate Army is one side 

who agrees with their side and the Union Army [Union Army was from a different part of the book.] 

wore blue and that is the side Gabe [main character in the story] was on…the Confederate 

Army…gray…The Confederate fought the Union side as one fighting army.  I hope Gabe is not hurt by 

the confederate Army; he is on the blue side.  

Researcher: Good work SD…Let’s see what happens next.  So Gabe is on the blue side, the 

Union…What is going to happen?  

SD: Will he get hurt? He is just playing a horn.  He is going to a war battle.  

Researcher: Well…we can find out by reading more… [The process continued.] 

   

The average time for all 18 words was 5.2 minutes.  The longer it took to define a word, the longer it 

took to reorient back to reading the book. After looking up confederate and using the FLM-6000b, the 

researcher labored to help SD get back on the story line using the interactive reading approach (Fountas 

& Pinnell, 2006).  SD wanted to know what was going to happen to Gabe and constantly asked about 

other characters and a horse’s well being from the story.  

The SAY function proved easier to use for SD.  After he typed an unknown word in the FLM-6000b, 

he was able to pronounce it.  However, he pressed the SAY key two to three types per word before 

enunciating each word.  His ability to use the FLM-6000b improved with each use.  After the word 

confederate, SD did not ask any more questions about how to use the FLM-6000b.  He used it without 

asking what button to press next or what screen is currently being viewed.  

Part 1 - During Exit Interviews.  SD began to talk more as he became more familiar with the book and 

the assistive technology device. He shared the following at the closing of the three meetings during this 

phase in response to the same exit interview question: “What did you think the lesson today? Explain?”  

SD (Meeting 1): It was good.  I liked to find out the word bugler [Also, went to the word on his list and 

pressed say to hear it.].  The black computer [FLM-6000b] is neat to find words and tell them out to 

you.  I know the words faster and don’t have to look in a fat dictionary book.  

Researcher:  Why do you not like the dictionary as a book?  

SD: I don’t know how to spell it and I get lost in it…I end up asking someone anyway.  I will just ask 

the black computer.  It not only helps me spell it but says it so I can  know it.  I am just faster to use it.  

SD (Meeting 2): I liked learning the word outflanked.  This means you are in trouble because the 

enemy soldiers, like the gray to Gabe, could get you. Confederate was a hard word.  I am glad not all 

the words were like that. I had to learn [define] words in the screen using it [SD points to the FLM-

6000b.] to get the first word I typed from the book.  I want to type all the words I don’t know to get 

when I need to remember them in class.  

SD (Meeting 3): The word ominous is something about to happen that is bad…evil.  I think it is like 

when I see the tornado that came and the sky is dark and scary.  If the tornado hits, we could get hurt… 

I have eighteen words on my list [SD presses the LIST function and points to the screen on the FLM-
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6000b.] I like the list because I know the words I need to learn to know the story [SD began to press the 

SAY key to hear some of the words from his list]…I like the thesaurus.  I did know about a screen [SD 

is referring to the thesaurus screen function on the FLM-6000b.] that gives you same and not same 

words for a word. I used the thesaurus screen to get the word skirmish…I knew that short conflict with 

military means to fight.   

Part 2 - SemanticVisual Representation and Guided Practice. SD preferred to draw pictures which 

tell the meaning of the words from the book read. Using the FLM-6000b’s LIST function with support 

from the book’s pictures and surrounding sentences or words, SD began to draw pictures which go with 

the each word’s meaning (See Figure 1). The dialogue between SD and the researcher as well as SD’s 

think aloud illustrated the thinking as SD drew.  Part 2’s duration occupied two meeting times.  The 

following are excerpts from his drawings of confederate and ominous, respectively.  

SD (Word - confederate): What can I draw for [SD presses SAY function to hear 

confederate.]…confederate…confederate … 

  

Researcher: What does it mean?  

SD: Means family or being one on something…They were different that the blue…they wore gray and 

fought the Union.  Orlee was a Confederate bugler [Orlee was a southern boy who meet Gabe in the 

woods. They became friends in the story. SD found Orlee in one of the book’s illustrations and pointed 

to it]  

Researcher: What will you draw?  

SD: I will draw Orlee…no I will draw agreement… That is what confederate means.  I will draw two 

hands shaking like they agree.  You know this could be a picture that shows the Union…the blue were 

agreeing to fight the gray side.  

SD (Word-ominous): [SD types the word ominous in the FLM-6000b and presses the SAY function key 

to hear  the word.] Ominous…ominous…The tornado is a bad sign…ominous… of bad to 

come…fortune teller of evil to come…[SD made wind sound as he drew the tornado representing the 

word ominous.].  

Researcher: What will you draw to represent ominous? 

  

SD: I will draw a tornado…I guess that’s all…  

For more practice with SD’s chosen words after all the drawings were completed, SD decided to forego 

the LEC ideas and engage in a solitary guided practice activity using the GAMES function on the 

FLM-6000b.  SD played hangman with the words. SD was able to guess ten of the words with two to 

three letter hints.  

Part 2 - Semantic Visual Representation and Guided Practice Exit Interviews. SD was asked, “What 

do you think of the lesson?” after the two day drawing exercise.  SD responded with the following 

statements…  
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SD: I like the drawing and practicing the word with the SAY [SD pointed to the SAY key on the FLM-

6000b.]  I want to do this with my other words.  

Researcher:  What other words?  

SD: Not the words from the war book….The words in science class could be knowed [sic] to me…  

Researcher: What did you like about drawing the pictures?  

SD: I liked…liked…I don’t know…. I liked knowing it with one thing [SD pointed to his picture 

representing etched, one of the last pictures drawn. He was referring to the picture as holding the 

meaning to the word as one object.]… It is easier to do it like that.  

Researcher: Did you find anything hard about the picture drawings?  

SD: yes.  

Researcher: Tell me about it.  

SD: The words confederate and ominous were hard to do pictures for…. They were words without 

something…I had to make it something to be a drawing for the word…. I knew the word and thought 

of  the drawing picture to make.  

Part 3 - Formative and Summative Assessments: Post IDVDM- ATS  

Formative Assessment. The researcher created a game based on student and teacher’s input. Both the 

teacher and the student used sound to express vocabulary word meanings with action.  For example, SD 

mimicked a wind sound when drawing the word ominous and relating it to a tornado.  The teacher often 

associated sounds with stories, poems, and words to clarify meaning.  For example, in her unit 

concerning pioneer life, she vocalized a scraping sound as she described the process of husking corn. 

The researcher found sounds on the internet (http://www.findsounds.com/) relating to the 18 words. 

These sounds played when SD chose the correct vocabulary word. All of SD drawings and some of the 

illustrations from the book were scanned into the computer as jpeg files and placed in Power Point 

2003 slides with sentences directly out of the text which used the vocabulary words. SD was instructed 

to read the sentence and select (click) the correct vocabulary word from one of three vocabulary words 

represented by hyperlink buttons at the top of the slide. A blank space occupied by a picture clued the 

student to what word was needed (See Figure 2 and 3). SD was able to match 16 of the 18 words with 

pictures. The two words he could not match were confederate and lunged. Also, these two words 

proved difficult for SD to enunciate and state the meanings. SD looked at his list on the FLM-6000b 

and retrieved the two words definitions and enunciations. Once he reviewed the two words on the 

FLM-6000b, he was able to enunciate and correctly match pictures to vocabulary words.  

Summative Assessment 1. The researcher created a story using the 18 words in the same context of the 

original story following a similar story line.  In this version, the researcher made SD the main character. 

From the reading of the new story created by the researcher, SD was able to enunciate and state word 

meaning during and after slide readings (See Figure 4).  

Summative Assessment 2. SD was able to enunciate 17 words correctly.  However, the meanings of 

two words were confused.  SD mixed the meanings of ominous and bombardment and was unable to 

http://www.findsounds.com/
http://aasep.org/members/aasep-publications/journal-of-the-american-academy-of-special-education-professionals-jaasep/jaasep-summer-2008/the-impact-of-assistive-technology-on-vocabulary-acquisition-of-a-middle-school-student-with-learning-disabilities-and-limited-english-proficiency/index.html#c4090
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enunciate skirmishes.  Once the assessment concluded, the researcher placed the pictures representing 

the three confused words before SD. Also, SD used the FLM-6000b to review his list and found the 

three words giving him trouble with the meanings or enunciation. SD pressed the SAY key to hear the 

words and used this same function within the definition portion to hear certain words. After the picture 

and FLM-6000b review, SD immediately knew the meanings and was able to enunciate skirmishes.  He 

expressed the following during this exercise.  

SD: I see them…bombardment is just a cannon shooting cannon balls.  Ominous is the coming of the 

tornado [SD makes wind noise with his mouth.].  

Researcher: I noticed you were able to pronounce the words but had trouble with these words’ 

meanings. What do you think about that…what happened?  

SD: I forgot about the tornado picture and saw the cannon balls coming down to hurt people. The 

cannon balls coming are… hurt to come to you.  I see now…. I thought…the cannon balls are coming.  

Bad things are coming. They [cannon balls] were [SD presses the SAY function key on the FLM-6000b 

on the word THREATENING which is found in the definition of ominous (See Figure 2). After hearing 

the word, SD pressed enter on this word to see the definition of THREATENING (See Figure 9). ].  

You see…threatening means warning…. 

 

Figure 9.  The definition for threatening using the definition function of the Franklin Language Master 

6000b. 

SD: Skir…[SD pressed the SAY function key on the FLM-6000b to hear the word.] Skirmishes…that’s 

that fighting word called [pressed Say key to hear words again] skirmishes…They use the bayonets to 

skirmish with each other in the Civil War.  

Summative Assessment 3. Of the assessments, this was the most time consuming—involving two 

meetings. SD used the flash cards from summative assessment 2 to begin his story using the 18 words.  

After he used a word or several words on a story board page, he drew an X on the flash card containing 

the word used.  He wrote sentences using all the words and drew pictures illustrating the action in the 

story.  Some of the pictures used were similar to the ones he drew for certain words (See Figure 6). He 

correctly used each word following the newly learned definitions. SD followed the story line of the 

book and researcher’s story.  Like the book and the researcher’s story, SD pursued the Civil War 

theme.  As SD wrote, he arranged and rearranged the words and rewrote sentences to create a story in 

logical sequential order. This seemed to be natural for SD. He said, “I like the story I know and the one 

I can do too.” Similar to the researcher’s story, SD placed himself as the main character.  SD portrayed 

himself as a bugler; however, he as gave himself a fighting role and that of a hero who saved the life of 

a fellow soldier (See Figure 10). The ending of his story was similar to the original book and the 

researcher’s story (See Figure 11). After SD completed his story and arranged it in the order he felt was 

appropriate, he read it to the researcher. SD enunciated and correctly used all 18 words in his story. 
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Figure 10.  A page from SD’s story board during summative assessment 3 in which he assigns himself 

the persona of a hero who saves a friend from danger. 

 

Figure 11.  From top to bottom, the Power Point 2003 slides created by the researcher during the 

summative assessment 1 and summative assessment  4, respectively, followed the same ending to the 

story from the mentor text used, The Last Brother: A Civil War Tale (Noble, 2006).  The slide had a 

sound of etching in the background as represented by the speaker icon. 
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Summative Assessment 4. The pictures and sentences were placed in the order specified by SD in 

summative assessment 3. Changes were not made to the story sequence or story line. SD wanted to 

place his picture on the first slide, and he wanted peers to hear him say, “What’s up!” Therefore, the 

researcher photographed SD with a digital camera and recorded him saying, “What’s up!”  These were 

placed in the first slide of SD’s story.  SD became enthralled with sound. SD’s asked if some of the 

sounds from the game during the formative assessment could be used in his story. This process 

progressed for two meetings. For example, the sound of someone snoring was used with the word 

dozed just as it was used in the formative assessment upon a correct response. The researcher and SD 

listened to sounds and placed them where SD specified in his Power Point 2003 story. In some of the 

slides SD wanted his voice to be used. For example in the slide where he used three similar meaning 

words (brigades, regiment, and battalions) his voice pops up saying, “Are you ready guys?” (See Figure 

12). Also, the researcher allowed SD to choose sounds from a sound search internet site 

(http://www.findsounds.com/). Once completed, SD read his story to the researcher. All 18 words were 

enunciated and had meanings correctly stated. 

  

 

Summative Assessment 5. SD presented his story via Power Point 2003 to his fellow students, teachers, 

and principal within his special education language arts resources class. After the sound effects 

subsided on each slide, SD read the story.  After reading, SD enunciated the vocabulary words and 

explained the meanings per slide.  His peers clapped and laughed when they heard the sounds, and SD 

laughed with them.  He enunciated and correctly explained the meanings for all 18 vocabulary words in 

his story.  After this exercise, spontaneously, students began to ask SD questions:  

Student 1: SD, how did you do the sound and pictures on the computer?  

SD: I put them in with Dr. Gentry from the internet, and we had pictures I drew put in the computer to 

use.  

Student 1: I want to do it next….  

Student 2: I like the story SD. How did you know to write it?  

http://www.findsounds.com/
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SD: [Holding up the book, The Last Brother: A Civil War Tale (Noble, 2006)] I looked at this one….I 

liked the Civil War.  

SD’s Post Interview. SD responded to three questions, a)Why did you chose these words from your 

reading; b) What do you think about reading books and finding vocabulary using (point to device) 

FLM-6000b; and c) What did you think about how you learned new words from a book (point to book 

used)?  The following is an excerpt of the responses to the questions above, respectively.  

SD(a): I did not know them before I read them.  I wanted to know what they meant and what they said 

for the story…. I liked the book and need the words… to know it.  

SD (b): The computer [FLM 6000b] helped me.  I liked having a place to go and see the words I need 

to know [SD is referring to the LIST function on FLM-6000b.]…When I could not say it or see it 

[recognize it], I could press SAY, and I heard it said… The only thing hard were some of the words tell 

what the word meant. Sometimes I had to look at other words [SD is referring to using the FLM-6000b 

to define words in the definition of other words or the use of the THES or thesaurus function to find the 

meanings of unknown words.] to know the word…. I want to use it in other classes and other books to 

know their words.  I think I will like that…Sometimes I could not tell what the word was and had to 

push the SAY button to keep hearing it. I was able to get it, but I wish it [SD pointed to the FLM-

6000b] sounded like me [SD pointed to the speaker grid on the FLM-6000b]…need it to sound better to 

really get it in one time.  

SD (c): This was the best story I read and know the words. I like the time to know the words and the 

games I played with the words on hangman.  I hope I can do it again… all my friends in class now wish 

they were me…. I can read a new book and know how to find out what some words mean.  I think I 

will do it once you give the computer to Mrs. BV…. She told me I could teach her and the class how to 

use it.  

Teacher’s Post Interview. The teacher reported positive results as well as concerns with the IDVDM-

ATS process.  The teacher expressed that SD enjoyed the project and the one-on-one instruction. She 

described his self-efficacy about learning new words as improved and evident as he learned new words 

in class. The only concerns she expressed related to the availability of the technology (FLM-6000b, 

computers, and Power Point 2003) for staff and students to have the time to learn and then apply it to 

vocabulary learning.  

Teacher: SD enjoyed his project…He seemed to not only improve vocabulary and comprehension, but 

also confidence as he shared his accomplishments with adults as well as peers.  He enjoyed using 

technology along with the book and was enthusiastic about the outcome of this project…. I hope we 

can do this…but we do not have a large amount of time we can spend in the computer lab.  

SD’s Elementary Reading Attitude Survey: Pre & Post  

SD’s ERAS (McKenna & Kear, 1990) raw scores with corresponding percentile ranks for pre and post 

were 35/87, 36/91 recreational; 36/96, 37/98 academic; and 71/95, 73/97 full scale, respectively.  SD 

produced a 4 point percentile rank gain in recreational reading attitude, a 2 point percentile rank gain in 

academic reading attitude, and represented a full scale gain of 2 percentile points between pre and post 

survey administrations. According to the ERAS, SD had a positive reading attitude during pre and post 

administrations.  
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SD’s Vocabulary Growth Measure from Post Assessments of IDVDM-ATS  
SD’s TVGS was 96.76%.  SD was provided 108 opportunities to correctly state vocabulary word 

meanings and vocabulary word enunciations.  During the formative assessment SD enunciated and 

correctly stated definitions for 16 of the 18 words.  Summative assessment 2 proved to be a challenge 

as well with 17 words enunciated correctly and 16 words’ meanings correctly stated.  The remaining 

summative assessments reveal 100% correct enunciations and stated words meanings (See Table 1). 

 

SD’s Vocabulary Growth Measure from Formative to Post Assessments of IDVDM-ATS 

Note. WEC= count of words enunciated correctly, CSWM =count of correctly stated word meanings, 

OE= count of opportunities to enunciate vocabulary words, OCSWM=count of opportunities to state 

vocabulary word meanings, Σ=sum, and TVGS=total vocabulary growth score.  

LIMITATIONS 

The limitations are acknowledged to give the research consumer the ability to decide the level of 

trustworthiness and level of situational likeness to assign given findings and conclusions.  Each student 

may interpret the IDVDMATS differently.  The prior level of expertise using technological learning 

tools may impact study results. The IDVDMATS is not a fixed, stagnant lesson approach but is a 

framework to individualize instruction using AT tools for vocabulary acquisition. Therefore, 

application of such an approach with diverse students may have differing results. For instance, a 

different choice in LEC activities within IDVDMATS could change vocabulary learning outcomes. SD 

had a good attitude toward reading before the research project. A student with a poor attitude may not 

fare as well using this instructional approach.  

DISCUSSION 

A guiding philosophy for teachers working with students who have special learning needs can be 

summed with this statement, “Turn weaknesses into strengths and use strengths to overcome 

weaknesses.”  All that remains with such a philosophy are strengths. A philosophy like this energizes 

teachers to adapt and individualize instruction like a medical doctor would a prescription or a procedure 

to fit the individual patient’s needs. The first step to do this is getting to know your student. One axiom 

or law should guide educators in all they do and say-Know Thy Student (KTS)! This study sought to do 

just that.  From pre student interviews, teacher interviews, and past research with students who have 
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special learning needs, researchers learned SD may learn vocabulary best from trade books of interest, 

allowing choices, interaction with technology, pictures representations, and repetition of unknown 

words in an interactive format. Thus, IDVDMATS was born with a mixture of past research 

knowledge, KTS, AT, and best practices. Although an approach like IDVDMATS is time intense, it is 

time well spent if the time allows a student to experience authentic literature and vocabulary concept 

learning in an interactive, interesting manner.  

CONCLUSIONS 

Readability, Attitude, and Interest: The Choice  
SD’s chosen text, The Last Brother: A Civil War Tale (Noble, 2006), was above his readability level 

according to the GFI 8.82, FRES 78.19, and FKGLS 6.26 ratings. SD’s interest in the book with his 

good attitude toward recreational and academic reading combined with the IDVDMATS approach 

transcended the challenges SD faced as a student with learning disabilities and limited English 

proficiency (Mathewson, 2000). Readability is only one factor to consider when students select books 

to read.  SD’s interests were the prime concern for this study.  One could argue that readability is a 

problem if the student has no interest in what is read (Dale & Chall, 1949). SD expressed his preference 

about learning new vocabulary best, “I like to learn new words.  When I remember new words, I feel 

good.” This strength capitalizes the learning experience when supported by a good attitude, interest, 

and choice (Dale & Chall, 1949; Feiwell, 1997; Mathewson, 2000; Silberman, 2006; Zull, 2002).  

IDVDM-ATS = SD Learning Vocabulary 

Individualization of vocabulary instruction can transpire if a teacher ascribes to KTS philosophy and 

actively pursues the best course of action for an individual.  This study upheld the benefits of blending 

several best practices proven from past research with AT as central in aiding students, like SD, to 

generate meaning from text.  For example, allowing students to chose their text; choice allowed in 

discovery learning of unknown concepts like vocabulary; interactive learning through AT games and 

children trade books; interactive repetition of concepts with the FLM-6000b’s dictionary, say, and 

thesaurus functions; and  interactive pictorial representation of concepts via large paper drawings and 

Power Point 2003 technology which utilized Internet sound resources, trade book illustrations, and 

student digitalized drawings all became the interactive mainstay of the IDVDMATS approach 

specifically designed with SD’s strengths in-mind (Male, 1994; 1997; McLaughlin, 2006; Richek, 

2005; Silberman, 2006; Vacca & Vacca, 2005; 2008; Zull, 2002). In summative assessment 5, SD 

became an author of his own story using the vocabulary he did not comprehend at the beginning to 

teach peers his learning (Slater & Horstman, 2002). Thus, SD’s TVGS of 96.76% is a representation of 

the encouraging possibilities of such an approach (See Table 1). The approach used in this study is 

more than AT + SD = vocabulary acquisition.  If a formula was written for IDVDMATS ‘s approach 

specifically designed for SD, it might read— interactive concept representation + interactive pictorial 

representation + interactive concept games + authentic literature (like trade books) + choice allowed + 

discovery learning + story authoring using vocabulary or concepts  learned  + SD’s good reading 

attitude + the number of AT tools used + teacher KTS=vocabulary acquisition. A single magical AT 

device or instructional cure to alleviate learning problems or the struggles of students with limited 

English proficiencies is mythical and does not exist (Gentry, 2006; Male, 1997). However, a blending 

of knowledge concerning research for such students and the individual learning preferences of students 

in schools today with AT are fundamental to the nature and individualization philosophy of those called 

teacher/researcher. Individualization was readily observed in SD’s slight change of story line while still 

maintaining the essence of the original story line (See Figures 10 and 11).    
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AT Can Get Better! 
FLM-6000b. Although the IDVDMATS approach proved successful with SD, the AT could add more 

student friendly functions. For example, during pre concerning vocabulary learning, SD said, “The 

pictures in my eyes…told me about words before… I see the word doing…word is there in a way to 

do…I see it a lot.” Pictures were very important to SD’s learning the meanings of vocabulary words.  

The FLM-6000b would be a powerful electronic dictionary if it also included a picture function per 

definition. The student could type in the word and see pictures relating to definitions of interest. For 

SD, such a capability would be valuable.  The FLM-6000b synthesized speech was difficult and at 

times incomprehensible to SD.  SD expressed this concern at the end of the study with the following 

comment, “Sometimes I could not tell what the word was and had to push the SAY button to keep 

hearing it. I was able to get it, but I wish it [SD pointed to the FLM-6000b] sounded like me [SD 

pointed to the speaker grid on the FLM-6000b]… I need it to sound better to really get it in one time.” 

SD described the desire to hear the words in human speech. Although the synthesized speech was a 

problem, SD could make out the enunciation of the words after several hearings of the word using the 

synthesized speech SAY function. However, a student with a poor attitude toward reading and with less 

interest toward reading a certain text may not persevere like SD with such difficulty (Mathewson, 

2000).  

Power Point 2003.  Power Point 2003 proved to be the easiest AT for SD in the study.  He had prior 

experience with Power Point 2003 and was able to use some of the more advanced function like adding 

sounds from the Internet to further the reader’s experience with story he created.  Power Point 2003 

was uniquely configured to build a sequential story by its design of slides which can be moved to a 

desired place in the presentation and an author’s ability to insert pictures, text, and sounds to tell a 

story. Prior experience with technological tools may be one of the most accommodating experiences a 

student can have when using these tools to express new learning. Newer versions of Power Point could 

have an authoring book feature for students which offer students and teachers the ability to print and 

thus publish work in book and Web page forms. Software exists which performs authoring capabilities 

for struggling students, but Microsoft Office with tools like Power Point are taught to students from 

elementary to high schools. Its availability and use in schools could be a consideration by Microsoft as 

software engineers develop new versions or school versions of its products.  

Future Research 

This descriptive case study example is limited in its generalizability to learning disabled and limited 

English proficient students with poor attitudes toward reading or limited or no exposure with AT. Yet, 

this study begins a discussion concerning the needs of students within a special learning dichotomy—

learning disabled and limited English proficient. AT’s role for students like SD will continue to change 

as technology continues to change (Leu, 2000).  Future research following the individualization 

philosophy (Gentry, Fowler, & Nichols, 2007) found in IDVDMATS is needed. Research illustrating 

the adaptability of IDVDMATS with various students may aid the further development of  

IDVDMATS with various ATs already available or yet to be invented. Descriptive case study research 

projects which investigate special populations like the learning disabled and limited English proficiency 

are a necessity.  
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Abstract 

A qualitative case study design was used to investigate the extent that special education program serves 

the student or serves the organization. If special education serves the student, then a researcher should 

be able to identify resulting agency and emancipation among the students. However, if special 

education is serving the organization, then a different picture could be painted. Special education could 

be serving the functionalist needs of sorting and tracking students. An unintended finding of the study 

was the apparent neglect and subsequent isolation and marginality of special education teachers, 

especially teachers who work in self-contained classes. Responses clearly reflect a deficit in social 

capital.  With regard to students, most responses reflect a functionalist approach to serving students in 

the special education program in that the program sorts challenging students from the mainstream who 

might impede the progress of other children. These findings are discussed relative to reform for special 

education, including learning communities.  

An investigation of Agency and Marginality in 

Special Education 

INTRODUCTION 

Specialized programs have become a convenient way for leaders to provide services to students. Often, 

the leadership paradigm is to administer each specialized program (e.g. Special education, English as a 

second Language, at-risk, Title 1) in isolation from each other. Thereby, program administrators are 

assigned oversight of specific programs with such monitoring being completed in isolation from each 

other. However, critics have purported that as long as these specialized or separate programs exist, then 

the situation provides little incentive for the schools to meet the needs of all students (Capper, Frattura, 

& Keyes, 2000; Feinberg & Soltis, 2004; Tyack & Cuban, 1995). As leaders, we need to be aware if 

our monitoring of programs is promoting dependency or agency. This paper will define agency, then 

investigate the role of a specific program, Special Education, in promoting agency among students in 

the public schools.  

Human agency, or active involvement, can assist people in overcoming oppressive reproductive forces. 

Agency requires access to the resources of a field and the cultural capital needed to appropriate them. 

Individuals empowered with agency will use resources to meet their goals, and in doing so, change the 

schema and practices which become part of the dynamic structure of the field. In the case of education, 

the school environment is the field and learning is the goal. In schools, an important role that teachers 

play in promoting learning is their relationships with students; more specifically the extent that the 

student identifies with the teachers (Nieto, 1999). The process of agency requires “institutional agents;” 
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individuals who help young people negotiate institutional resources and opportunities, including 

information about academic programs, career decision making, role modeling, emotional support and 

moral support. Through theses instructional agents, students are able to develop social capital.  

A cultural assumption about special education, also called the Exceptional Children’s program, is that 

special programs are required in order for a school to meet the needs of all the students. Therefore, if 

special education is serving students, the special education program should be helping students be 

actively engaged in interpreting data, engaged in resources, and developing goals for themselves 

throughout their participation. However, critics have argued that much of special education was 

deliberately designed to meet the needs of the organization quite as much as the interests of the 

“special” children (Tyack & Cuban, 1995): 

• Such differentiated classes buffered students and teachers from “misfits,” children who do not advance 
at the expected rate or who caused discipline problems. In such cul-de-sac classes they were kept from 
receiving a standard education, not exclude but segregated (p. 25).  

• There is evidence that efforts to homogenously track students leads to a disproportionate numbers of 
students from the lowest social-economic groups in the lowest tracks, while children from higher 
socioeconomic levels have been found to be consistently over-represented in higher tracks (Brosio, 
1994; Spring, 1994). 

Problems Statement 

Does special education serve the student or serve the organization? If special education serves the 

student, then a researcher should be able to identify resulting agency and emancipation among the 

students. However, if special education is serving the organization, then a different picture could be 

painted. Special education could be serving the functionalist needs of sorting and tracking students.  

Overview of the program 

The mission of the Exceptional Children’s program is to assure that students with disabilities develop 

mentally, physically, emotionally, and vocationally through the provision of an appropriate 

individualized education in the least restrictive environment. Each student is provided services based on 

their IEP. An IEP is a written statement for a student with a disability that is developed, at least 

annually, by a team of professionals knowledgeable about the student and the parent. The plan 

describes the strengths of the child and the concerns of the parents for enhancing the education of their 

child, and when, where, and how often services will be provided. The IEP is required by federal law for 

all exceptional children and must include specific information about how the student will be served and 

what goals he or she should be meeting.  

METHODOLOGY 

Context of the Study 

The school district has an enrollment of about 48,000 students with a racial make-up of 51% White, 

35% African-American, 10% Hispanic, 1% Asian, 3% multi-racial or other. The three schools 

represented are traditionally feeder schools (with the pseudonyms): AB Elementary, CD Middle and EF 

High. The schools are located in a predominantly rural area outside the city limits of a large city and a 

smaller city.  Racial make-up of the school is commensurate with that of the school district.  
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Data Collection  

This study is the examination of the existence of agency in students in special education programs. The 

question of this research is best addressed by qualitative case study because it provides ample 

opportunities for rich description of specific activities. An open-ended interview was used in this study 

to form the basis of understanding of teachers’ perceptions of the special education program. The 

interview was comprised of the following four open-ended questions:  

1.)  What do you see as the challenges and benefits of E.C.?  

2.)  Are E.C. and support services provided on the basis of need or availability? Explain.  

3.)  What are the characteristics of children more likely to be mainstreamed back into regular classes?  

4.)  If you had the power, are there any changes that you would like to make in the E.C. program?  

The questions had been provided to each teacher at least one week prior to the interview to permit time 

to reflect on their responses. On the day of the interview, the questions were transcribed as the teacher 

responded orally.  

Subjects  

The sample size of this study is comprised of twelve special education teachers from the three schools. 

Within special education, the teachers had three different general roles: case manager, 

inclusion/resource teacher, and self-contained teacher. The roles and sites can be placed on a 3x3 table: 

 

Data Analysis 

The teacher interview, which took about 20-40 minutes, was conducted on a one-on-one basis. 

Responses were analyzed by their content related to agency. Unexpectedly, a theme of professional 

marginality merged that was so significant that, even though not a theme originally intended to be 

studied, became part of the study. The dynamic of sorting teachers towards unequal and separate tracks 

has been studied previously with the induction of new teachers relative to district capital (Achinsetin, 

Ogawa & Speiglman, 2004) and with regard to promoting an equitable education for students with 

diverse backgrounds (Wilbur, 1998), however not w 

ith the Special Education population.  
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FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS 

Governance 

An unintended finding of the study was the apparent neglect and subsequent isolation and marginality 

of special education teachers, especially teachers who work in self-contained classes. Responses clearly 

reflect a deficit in social capital (see Appendix 1). Social capital involves relationships, a sense of trust 

and collaboration with colleagues and ties to outside experts and professional networks (Spillane & 

Thompson, 1997). Rather than provide teachers with social capital, the special education program 

appears to be a system that sorts and socializes teachers into a separate, more isolated, and less 

appreciated professional track. Wilbur (1998) has proposed an equity culture model that honors how 

teachers do their best work and serves as a stepping stone for inquiry about outcomes, values and 

criteria that guide decision about curriculum and instruction. Although the model may not have been 

explicitly written for working with the Special Education population, its application seems to be keenly 

appropriate in this situation.  

Pedagogy 

A positive remark regarding pedagogy was made by an inclusion/resource teacher at the high school 

level. He indicated that, based on information from his current graduate classes, pedagogical practice 

that were typical to special education, such as teaching across curriculums and constructivism, were 

becoming the new methods for teaching regular education students. However, this response represents 

the minority as other responses were less positive. For example, one teacher referred to her class as 

having a larger class size than “higher” curriculum tracks (honors/AP). Others referred to Special 

Education teachers having “hand-me-down” materials, being excluded from field trips and uninvited to 

school-wide curricular decision-making.  

Societal demands 

A consistent response made by almost all teachers was the conflict between national legislation, such as 

NCLB, and classroom practices. Eight of the twelve teachers referred to high stakes testing as a 

challenge of the special education program. Specifically, the fact that the students were forced to take 

tests that did not correspond with the heavily modified material that was being taught in that class. 

Also, several teachers referred to governance outside the school system (Department of Public 

Instruction Audit, No Child Left Behind Act yearly progress data) as contributing a milieu of fear and 

anxiety.  

CRITIQUE 

Functionalism 

The major goal of a program from functionalism perspective is to identify social system components 

and to describe how systems work with an emphasis on how order and equilibrium are maintained and 

transmitted.  Responses that reflect a functionalist approach to serving students in the special education 

program are listed in Appendix 2. One teacher explicitly stated that her students were being better 

prepared for the job market than regular education students. Although this comment was made in a 
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positive manner, the content reflects the functionalist requirement for schools that students be selected 

and sorted for the job market. Although unlisted, most responses to question number three (a question 

loaded for a response regarding agency) were related in terms of standard practice jargon. For example, 

response often described not specific traits or attributes of students, but the students’ EC classification 

(Specific Learning Disabled, Other Health Impaired). One response indicated that the EC program 

enables students to be unsuccessful academically:  

• A disadvantage to this though is that EC inadvertently enables these children to almost become lazy. 
We modify everything for them and in some cases they get to the point they expect to get A’s and B’s 
without putting forth much effort. 

Several responses referred for the need for students to “fit in” or be “normal.” Two responses stated 

that parent capital is the major factor in their child’s returning to the mainstream: 

• They are usually economically better off, better support at home, I hate to say it. The ones I can think 
of, they are the ones who call me, get a tutor, and go to Barnes and Nobles to read with their kids. With 
the support of home and EC, they can be exited. 

Another stated a similar theme: 

• The unfortunate fact is that parents that are educated and are aware of special education laws and 
their rights are usually the parents who get the needed services for their child. It is the parents who are 
uneducated or ignorant of the fact that they have rights that their child has rights who get passed with 
the needed services. 

To say the least, I am concerned the teachers’ responses reflect a perspective of a program that 

promotes order and compliance while discouraging creativity and collaboration. In principle, as long as 

the work in schools is distributed through specialization and coordinated through standardization, there 

is no need for personnel to collaborate.  

Emancipatory 

The goal of an emancipatory approach is to unmask sources of oppression, to promote understanding of 

causes and consequences of oppressions and to encourage participation in liberation. If responses were 

to reflect this, I would expect to see teachers talk of themselves as adopting a role as institutional agents 

who actively promote agency in their students. Unfortunately, there was a paucity of responses in this 

realm. The four strongest references to agency are listed on Appendix 3. The high school teacher 

inclusion/resource teacher that is currently in graduate school classes indicated that the role exists 

(constructivism). Several others related their efforts to instill positive self-image characteristics 

(“courage,” “unique,” “smart”) in their students.  All teachers clearly intended the best for students; 

however, these efforts fall short of playing the role of an institutional agent or promoting emancipatory 

agents.  

Conclusion 

I am concerned that provisions of safety nets in the Special Education program are provided with the 

best intentions but the results shape marginality.  The result of functionalist practices combined with 

the unexpected finding of teacher marginality may not be so disconnected. Several studies have 

indicated that the means to educational restructuring will come in the form of interactions, 
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collaborations and codependence, whether it be in the form of learning communities for principals 

(Malloy, 2002), multi-cultural students (Nieto, 1999) or central office professionals (Capper, Frattura & 

Keyes, 2002). Conversely, the blind adherence to educational standardization may be a submission to 

domination.  

We need to ask if the need for specialized programs makes it difficult for public schools to empower 

their students theoretically so that there is a chance for the students and teachers to recognize and resist 

the hegemony maintained in the machine bureaucracy conditions. Efforts must be made to analyze the 

tendency of specific programs to meet the economic goals of education: to sort and select talent for the 

labor market, develop human capital and plan economic development (Spring, 1994). Leaders in 

education need investigate the extent that the top-down, assembly line management of school 

programs, such as special education, is actually the perpetuation of capitalism's dynamic of sorting and 

dominating subaltern groups.  

From a functionalist perspective, the role of special education would be to sort “misfits” into vocational 

preparatory coursework and keep them separate from the general student body. In order for special 

education to be reformed, blind adherence to educational standardization should be questioned. On the 

other hand, collaboration emerges when work is distributed on the basis of an interactive division of 

labor and coordinated through mutual adjustment. The result is an arrangement that is premised on a 

team approach to problem solving and yields a form of interdependency premised on reflective 

discourse.  

Considerations for further research 

Mitchell, Sackney and Walker (1997) suggest that postmodern organizations will be driven by 

processes and relationships rather than structure and rules. Verbal communications will be the chief 

vehicle for creating individual meaning and organizational change. It would be interesting to examine 

the impact that a true learning community might have on special education referrals, placement and 

programming. As long as the concept of “handing off” children reigns supreme in public education, 

then restructuring and reform will be unlikely. Conversely, if a true learning community 

implementation strategy might reverse the prevailing attitudes and promote a more inclusive and 

emancipatory approach to serving students in special education.  
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Appendix 1 

Specific teacher comments related to teacher Marginality and infer student 

segregation 

Question 1: What do you see as the challenges and benefits of E.C.?  

“Another challenge in teaching EC is that the department is sort of like the “red headed step child” of 

the school. We are the last to get supplies and materials. Much of the materials that I use in the 

classroom are the hand-me-downs that are several years old, and materials I have purchased with my 

own money.” MS/SC/l  

“…19 EMD students in 1st period semester and I was teaching 3 subjects…My class size is larger than 

their class sizes. We have honors/AP classes that are smaller than the resource/OCS classes” HS/SC/k  

Question 2: Are E.C. and support services provided on the basis of need or availability? Explain.  

“After almost 30 years in EC I have never been in a school where EC was a primary focus or concern 

… out of sight out of mind.” MS/SC/h  

Question 3: If you had the power, are there any changes that you would like to make in the E.C. 

program?  
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“I would give all EC students the right to be included in all reg. ed. activities (field trips, etc.). It is 

amazing the number of times in any year that I hear ‘I am sorry, I forgot about you’…NCLB has made 

the EC child feel “lower class” once more. I would give EC teachers more opportunities to fight for 

their children. Many teachers begin to feel like second class citizens as the children do… Teachers 

automatically assume the worse when they see EC besides a child’s name.” MS/SC/h  

“When I was trained, I was trained to be separate, separate myself from regular education” HS/CM/j  

“(Principal) is trying really hard for the communication on site. I think we always need to talk to each 

other…I do not see a lot of professionals talking to each other. I think the level of directness; I don’t 

think people know how to talk with each other. Fixing problems is an almost knee-jerk many times. … 

I don’t there is a lot of visitation. I can count on my hand the number of times that people have come 

out here.” ES/SC/l 

Appendix 2 

Specific teacher comments related to student Agency Functionalist 

Questions 1: What do you see as the challenges and benefits of E.C.?  

“(EC) has become a dumping ground for any student that has special challenges…that doesn’t for the 

mold, or what the teacher teaches, or doesn’t fit the curriculum…lot’s come into place from the testing 

procedures that have been put in place. I’m not trying to bash regular education teachers. Everyone is 

stressed. Rumors are that we may be getting a visit from the state next year because of our AYPs.” 

HS/CM/j  

“A disadvantage to this though is that EC inadvertently enables these children to almost become lazy. 

We modify everything for them and in some cases they get to the point they expect to get A’s and B’s 

without putting forth much effort.” MS/SC/l  

“I think the biggest challenge being felt these days is coming form the NCLB legislation…NC Extend 

2…The testing does nothing but tell them they are unsuccessful.” MS/SC/l  

Question 2: Are E.C. and support services provided on the basis of need or availability? Explain.  

“...They are in what we call the DNQ black hole. As a classroom teacher you can see it. That was my 

frustration as the classroom teacher. In EC, I know how to teach to you. Here is my group. The Regular 

Ed teacher does not have time to try different things; like we do in here teachers don’t have the luxury 

with DNQ children. There is pressure on all of us to make that grade on the test.” ES/SC/y  

“The unfortunate fact is that parents that are educated and are aware of special education laws and their 

rights are usually the parents who get the needed services for their child. It is the parents who are 

uneducated or ignorant of the fact that they have rights that their child has rights who get passed with 

the needed services.” MS/SC/l  

"OCS offers these kids the life skills they actually need. Now, our kids are better trained for work than 

the others in Regular Ed.” HS/SC/k (functionalism)  
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Question 3: What are the characteristics of children more likely to be mainstreamed back into 

regular classes?  

“They are usually economically better off, better support at home, I hate to say it. The ones I can think 

of, they are the ones who call me, get tutor, and go to Barnes and Nobles to read with their kids. With 

the support of home and EC, they can be exited. They just need extra confidence.” ES/SC/y  

“The children who are more likely to be mainstreamed are the children who have strong parental 

support and strong work ethic.” MS/SC/l  

“Students have to be more “normal”, able to function, not bother the Regular Ed teacher. It is usually a 

fight to have them mainstreamed which has to be fought by the EC teachers and parents...otherwise 

again out of sight out of mind.” MS/SC/h 

Appendix 3 

Specific teacher comments related to student Agency Emancipatory 

Question 1: What do you see as the challenges and benefits of E.C.?  

“a lot of school systems are using…figuring out...the technique we have been using to try to get Special 

Ed kids up to level. We are using…in Special Ed to get kids up… (examples) teaching across the 

curriculum...and what’s the name….constructivism…that’s how we are going to teach all kids.” HS/R-

I/g  

Question 2: What are the characteristics of children more likely to be mainstreamed back into 

regular classes?  

“Students would be more engaged in the classroom, more likely to ask questions that they don’t 

understand. Teachers say they are willing to ask questions. Self-advocacy about their abilities.” 

HS/CM/j  

“ I am always talking to the kids about courage and confidence. I do a lot of confidence building. They 

are smart, they are unique.” ES/SC/y  

“ Organization…initiative…take it upon themselves to make the grade, not someone else…non-

behavioral issues.” HS/R-I/g 
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“A League of Our Own” - The Implementation 

of the Vocabulary Football League 

Karen Talalas and Bill Gallache 

Freehold Regional High School District 

Howell High School 

Farmingdale, New Jersey 

The basketball player who hits two free throws to win the game is never ridiculed for  practicing foul 

shots.  The runner who breaks a personal best is never jeered for training in all kinds of weather.  The 

outstanding wrestler is never belittled for enduring tortuous workouts day after day.  Yet, the aspiring, 

conscientious student is often mocked for studying, the academic equivalent of practicing. This has 

always bothered Bill Gallacher, English teacher and a two-sport varsity coach at Howell High School in 

Monmouth County.  

Gallacher went on to explain, “Teenagers willingly accept people who strive for excellence in sports 

and in many other areas of life, but when it comes to striving for excellence in the classroom, teenagers 

will label classmates as ‘nerds’ or suggest that somehow those who study and care about doing well 

‘have no lives.’  I wanted to change that attitude.”  

Gallacher’s pet peeve got him thinking and acting more like a coach in his English class, and it became 

the impetus for the formation of what he termed the “Vocabulary Football League.”  

The Vocabulary Football League (aka “VFL”) is a high school vocabulary learning program modeled 

after the National Football League.  Special and regular education students are assigned to NFL teams 

and compete for points on their vocabulary tests. The match-ups are set before the “game,” which is the 

weekly test.  Student-players receive an individual test score, and their team receives a score based on 

its performance.  Teams compete for extra credit points in weekly head-to-head games.  The top teams 

qualify for playoff rounds and, ultimately, one team from each class battles in the championship game 

called the Watershed, the equivalent of the NFL’s Super Bowl.  

“I was just a little hesitant to introduce the concept,” says Gallacher, “because over the years there were 

some trends in education that went against my philosophy.  One was to eliminate competition in 

education.  Much of that ground swell seemed to stem from the concern that a student’s self-esteem 

would be detrimentally affected by any activity that had winners and losers, another idea that was in 

direct opposition to my plan.  Remember, I had read educational articles that suggested that a game of 

tag was even frowned upon because someone had to become ‘it.’”  

“Like the team sports I coach,” Gallacher continues, “this league uses teamwork and competition to 

challenge students to try their very best for themselves and for teammates.  It recognizes individuals for 

outstanding effort and achievement, and it is also helping to change the way kids view study and 

preparation for class.”  

After discussing his concept with his special education co-teacher, Karen Talalas, Gallacher felt 

confident his idea was worth pursuing.  Talalas wholeheartedly agreed with the concept and committed 
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to making it work.  “When we first discussed forming the VFL, I was so enthusiastic. The VFL 

combines teamwork and competition, and it motivates those who are not self-motivated. More 

importantly, however, the socialization aspect of the VFL is particularly beneficial for my students.  

Inclusion students become part of a team and practice with regular education students to prepare for 

‘game day.’  Many of our freshmen special education students come from a smaller resource room 

setting and have had little opportunity to integrate with the regular education population in the 

classroom.  Participation in the VFL grants the perfect opportunity for socialization and cooperative 

learning.”  

“It seems to me,” adds Gallacher, “ that many of the inclusion students are some of the most 

enthusiastic and successful players.  They really enjoy the competition and the camaraderie that comes 

from being part of a team.”  

Bill gives much of the credit for the league’s enormous success to Karen Talalas. He states, “Karen’s 

tireless efforts on behalf of the league have been the linchpin of the program’s popularity.”  

When Bill first introduced the idea of the VFL to me,” Talalas explains,  “it was very appealing. This 

program is an innovative and motivational way to present vocabulary to our students. As ‘Assistant 

Commissioner,’ I wanted to help in the organization and promotion of the league.”  

Talalas continues, “I began by creating a VFL Scoreboard, and then contacted NFL Headquarters and 

every NFL franchise by email, phone or letter. I requested that each send a congratulatory letter to our 

student-players for their participation and success in our program. The response from the NFL has been 

absolutely overwhelming. Almost two dozen teams have responded with inspiring letters, certificates, 

and small promotional items (such as stickers, player cards, key rings, etc) that we use as incentives for 

student achievement. Additionally, NFL Communications Director Jared Cooper sent a congratulatory 

letter from the NFL Corporate Division, the Minnesota Vikings sent an authentic jersey signed by six 

players, the Miami Dolphins mailed autographed player pictures and pennants, and the owner of the 

Baltimore Ravens a sent beautifully written letter of encouragement and a dozen team caps. In fact, we 

often hold ‘press conferences’ to update our VFL players on the latest arrivals. We are humbled by the 

extraordinary support and generosity of the NFL.”  

Typical week in the VFL 

The typical week in the Vocabulary Football League begins after the completion of a game on 

Wednesday.  After collecting the tests, Gallacher and Talalas have students “break out the play books” 

(a packet containing weekly lists for the entire school year) and pronounce each of the words on the 

new list because, as Gallacher and a doctored Spider-Man poster warn: “With a great vocabulary comes 

great responsibility.”  Like it or not, he tells his students, there are always social consequences when 

using words.  “Mispronunciation and/or misuse of a word,” he stresses, “can leave you feeling foolish 

or appearing pretentious.”  

Talalas notes that Gallacher likes to use humor while introducing the words.  “Bill will provide our 

students with lucid examples of how each word is typically used, and he also attempts to make words 

memorable by injecting humor.  He’s never afraid to take a risk. He will scamper about the room 

imitating the ‘dexterous’ movements of a squirrel, if that’s what he feels he needs to do to drive the 

meaning home.  He also makes contemporary references to music, sports, and current events that our 

students understand. This not only enhances our students’ comprehension, but makes the vocabulary 

relevant to them.”  
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Students then begin preparing for next week’s game with a variety of cooperative activities and 

homework assignments.  As Gallacher observes, “They work as a unit with the same players for six 

months and really do begin to think and act like a team. Some teams wear the same colored shirts on 

game day, some wear football jerseys, and others tape signs with their teams’ logo or helmet on their 

desks.”  Students will huddle with teammates on Thursday for a fifteen-minute practice, creating 

flashcards to use throughout the week and for cumulative reviews.  The VFL expects that students 

demonstrate sportsmanlike conduct at all times. Gallacher and Talalas remind students that some 

members of the team will perform better than others, just like any athletic team. A good teammate does 

not complain about the performance of others; he or she must look to help their teammates to improve. 

By stressing this point, the teachers set the tone for positive and productive “practice sessions.” 

Vocabulary homework is due on Monday, and is assessed and recorded by Mrs. Talalas. Students must 

correctly spell each vocabulary word, identify its part of speech, and use the word appropriately in a 

sentence. Teams often gather again on Tuesday for another 10-minute practice session.  

Talalas says that on Wednesday, game day, Gallacher’s enthusiasm is absolutely infectious.  “We both 

wear referee uniforms, but his is complete with whistle and yellow flag.  As the students enter the 

room, he tosses a small football around while the sports-themed music blasts from a portable CD-

player.  The student-players take a few minutes to ‘warm-up’ by huddling with teammates to review the 

play book or flashcards.”  

The action, however, doesn’t stop when Gallacher turns off the music and blows his whistle.  He then 

goes into his pre-game referee’s speech, which reinforces many of the VFL words.  He warns students 

not to “tarry” when putting away the playbooks or a delay of game penalty will be “assessed.” Students 

may be penalized for “encroachment” if their desks are too close to one another.  Just prior to 

distributing the tests, he “implores” the students to “curtail the prattle.” “ Bill stays in character during 

the game, as he patrols the room with whistle and flag,” says Talalas.  

Mrs. Talalas continues, “Bill’s high-energy enthusiasm sets the tone and keeps the students motivated 

and engaged. They revel in the ‘big game’ atmosphere and excitedly await scores.”  

Just as coaches recognize outstanding athletic efforts and performances, Gallacher and Talalas are 

committed to praising and rewarding the accomplishments of the VFL players. Players with high or 

improved scores qualify for weekly drawings of NFL merchandise. Each class also has a “Last Player 

Standing Competition.” The winners of these contests are the students who remain perfect on tests for 

the longest period of time. Remarkably, after twelve weeks of testing, one class still has four perfect 

students. Overall, eight students are still perfect. “This is particularly impressive” Gallacher notes. 

“when you consider that the tests are cumulative. I select words from previous lists to add to the current 

test.”  Additionally, one student is recognized and awarded a “Player of the Week” certificate.  

At home on Wednesday night, Gallacher computes team averages and consults the schedule to 

determine the outcome of each game.  He prepares the results of the week’s action, updates the 

standings, and posts them on the VFL scoreboard on Thursday morning.  “It’s very gratifying to see so 

many of the students rush into class and head to our scoreboard to check on the results of the games,” 

says Talalas.  

Bob DeMore, another teacher in the Howell High School English Department, joined the VFL in 

September . Talalas continues, “We are delighted that Bob DeMore and his students joined the VFL 

this season. Bob is very enthusiastic.  He has created a VFL Scoreboard for his classroom, and he is 

also writing his own vocabulary tests to challenge his student-players. Recently, Bob recognized 
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individual player achievements at a Howell High School football playoff game.”  Bob admits he 

initially had some doubts about the VFL. “I really wasn’t sure how it would go over with my students 

in the beginning, but now I’m really glad we joined the league. Each week quiz scores have gone up 

and the students are doing much better, overall. The highest score possible on my tests is a 29, and last 

week every member on one team got a perfect score!”  

Bob Demore’s special education co-teacher, Mary Lu Hansen, makes this observation, “The concepts 

of teamwork and competition really seem to motivate our students. They may not be self-motivated, but 

they make sure to study their vocabulary words for the test so that they don’t let their teammates down.  

It’s truly a ‘win-win’ situation.”  

Gallacher and Talalas have high hopes for the future of the Vocabulary Football League. “I can speak 

for both of us and say that one of the most gratifying aspect of our involvement in the VFL has been 

seeing the players evolve as students and as individuals.” states Talalas, “ Many of these students may 

never be on a traditional sports team, but in the VFL they work cooperatively as teammates and 

enthusiastically engage in competition as part of a team. We could not be more proud of the fact that 

the Vocabulary Football League has come to represent success in learning. We are hoping to   inspire 

other educators to consider introducing the concepts of teamwork and competition in their classrooms.” 
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