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ABSTRACT 

Intovention assistance models of special education service delivery are an 

alternative to traditional refer-test-place modds. Thqr are designed to promote problem 

solving and problem ownership among teachers regarding to difficult-to-teach studaits, 

and to reduce unnecessary special education referrals and placements. This study 

investigated teachers' percq)tions of problan ownership as measured by their responses to 

vignettes which dq)icted students exhibiting academic and/or bdiavioral difficulties. The 

methods and results of the pilot study for this study are also presented. Participants in the 

present stu(fy included teachers from both intCTvention assistance and traditional modd 

schools. Generalizability theory was used to estimate variance components at the model and 

the individual levels. Results indicated that no variance in teachers' percq)tions of problem 

ownership was accounted for by different service delivery models. A substantial portion of 

variance was related to differences among individual teachers. However, the largest source 

of variance was the vignette-by-teacher interaction. Special education referral and placement 

practices wa"e also investigated. Referral and placement rates across intervaition assistance 

schools were compared with rates across traditional schools. Both refaial and placement 

rates were significantly lower across intervention assistance than across traditional model 

schools. The proportion of placements to refarals was also compared between models. 

Results provided no evidence to indicate that the proportion of placements to referrals 

differs between the two models. Findings are summarized and discussed, and thdr 

implications for future practice and research are examined. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In 1995, Public Law 94-142 celebrated its twenti^h anniversary. P.L. 94-142, 

now known as the Individuals with EHsabilities Education Act (IDEA), was enacted in 1975 

and established the right to a free, appropriate public education for children with 

disabilities. Prior to the existence of IDEA, many students with disabilities were relegated 

to institutions or left at home without services. Others floundered in general education 

classrooms or were placed in special education programs that did not meet their needs. 

Those with severe and profound disabilities were often bdieved to be uneduc^le ("IDEA 

Celd)rates", 1995). 

Today, the special education system serves record numbers of students who have 

been identilied as disabled. In fact, the number of students participating in federal programs 

for children with disabilities has been inaeasing at a faster rate than public school 

enrollment. Between 1977 and 1994, the number of students who participated in federal 

programs for children with disabilities increased 46 percent, while total public school 

enrollment decreased 2 percent (U. S. Department of Education, 1996a). During the 1993-

1994 school year, 5.4 million children with disabilities from 0-21 years of age received 

services, an inaease over the 1992-1993 school year of 4.2 percent. This is the largest 

inaease since the government started recording data in 1976. Additionally, nearly 5 million 

children in grades kindergarten through 12 attended private schools during the 1993-1994 

school year. This private school population included nearly 150,(X30 students with 

disabilities, studaits who are also eligible for special education services through the public 

sector (U.S. Department of Education, 1996b). These numbers argue for new strategies to 

increase the educational success of these studaits. "If allowed to fail in large numbers, 

these children, as adults, will represoit an enormous pool of unused, marginally productive 

manpower" (Will, 1986, p. 413). 
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Traditional Models of Special Education Service Ddivety 

Although IDEA opened the doors of education to many students, along with these 

gains came "unintended effects [making it difficult] for educators to teach. . .and children 

to learn" (Will, 1986, p. 4). The type of service delivay system to which IDEA led has not 

been without criticism. Many of these criticisms stem from the emphasis on categorical 

classification inherent in IDEA. Categorical systems classify problems in a dichotomous 

fashion, and specific critoia are listed which describe features of a particular disorder. If all 

required features are met, an individual is judged to have the disorder; if all of the required 

features are not met, the individual is judged not to have the disorder. Under IDEA, a 

student must be considered to have a particular disorder in orda- to be eligible to receive 

special education and related services (e.g., adaptive physical education). 

IDEA defines the categories of disability that entitle a child to special education 

services. Although general criteria are described for each disability area, a cat^orical 

decision must be made regarding the presence or absence of a given disability 

(McG)naughy & Ritter, 1995). This in turn leads to "a fhistration inherent in contemporary 

service delivery. . .the systemic expectation of making a binary (yes/no, eligible/not 

eligible) decision regarding students. . .with no assurance that being or not being in a 

specific program would be good for the child" (Thomas, 1995, p. 108). A categorical 

system assumes that children will fit neatly into disability categories, and that slotting them 

into defined categories and special education classrooms and programs will be 

educationally beneficial to them. 

Alternative Models of Special Education Service Delivery 

As inaeasing numbers of children are classified as handicapped and 

removed fi^om regular classrooms for special instruction, there has been a 

dramatic reduction in the range of abilities among childrai who remain 

within the general education system. Concurrently, as national standards of 
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excellence are being raised, the number of children at risk for school failure 

is growing dramatically. , .this climate, in which children are tested and 

labeled as failures or as handicapped in increasing numbers, creates an 

urgent need for reexamination and change in the system which provides 

access to services. (National Coalition of Advocates for Students/National 

Association of School Psychologists, 1985) 

The dual system of regular education and special education has been under fire for 

nearly a decade. It has created a more comploc, bureaucratic schooling structure, including 

duplicated resources, sq)arate fimding mechanisms, and separate environments for children 

(Graden, 1993). In spite of this, labeling childrai as handicapped and placing them in 

special education has, until recently, oftai been viewed as the only option for low 

achieving students. Because cat^orical models attach funding to classifications, school 

personnel often resort to labeling because it seems the only way to obtain needed services 

for children (Harris, Gray, Davis, Zaremba, & Argulewicz, 1988; NCAS/NASP, 1985). 

This view, however, appears to be changing. Many have sounded a call fOT 

alternative educational delivery systems (Fomess & Kavale, 1991; Graden, Zins, & Curtis, 

1989; Heller, Holtzman, & Messick, 1982; Meyers, 1988; NASP/NCAS, 1985; Reschly, 

1988a). Proposed alternatives include primary prevention programs, noncategorical models 

of service delivery, mainstream assistance teams, alternative measurement paradigms (e.g., 

curriculum-based assessment), prereferral intervention, intovention assistance programs, 

and collaboration and consultation models (Graden et al., 1989; Gutkin & Remolds, 1990; 

NCAS, 1987; Reynolds, Elliott, Gutkin, & Witt, 1984; Stoner, Shinn, & Walker, 1991). 

In 1986, a major policy statement by Madeline Will, thai Assistant Secr^ary of the 

Dq)artment of Education and Director of the Office of Special Education and Rdiabilitation 

Services, strongly endorsed combining regular and special education services with a greater 

emphasis on remediation in the regular classroom. In 1989, a surv^ of state directors of 
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special education conducted by Carter and Sugai indicated that 34 state education agencies 

dther required or recommended prereferral intervention use by local education agencies. 

Currently, the "in" thing in special education is inclusion (Catanzano, 1996), and there is 

an ever-growing interest in the development of noncategorical models of special education 

service delivay and funding (Jacob-Timm & Hartshome, 1995; Parrish, 1994). These 

legal influences have started to shift toward explicit encouragement of much greater 

cooperation b^een regular education and special education in efforts to ameliorate 

learning and bdiavioral problems (Reschly, 1988a). 

Teacher PCTcq)tions of Problem Ownership and Responsibility 

"Philosophers say that ideas have consequence and that one must know the 

consequences of one's ideas" (Will, 1986, p. 412). Although well-intentioned, traditional 

ideas about how best to serve students with learning and behavior problems has led, 

according to Will (1986), to four major consequences. The first of these relates to the use 

of eligibility requirements and screening procedures—procedures which exclude students 

who do not fit into compartmentalized special programs. Studaits whose problems do not 

fit into a specified disability category fece a predicament. Th^^ are not experiencing success 

in school, yet th^r do not qualify to receive help from education professionals who might 

be able to assist them. A second consequence of current ideas is the tendency to equate 

poor performance with a "handicap" and the possible stigmatization which n\ay go along 

with a handicapping label. A third consequence of ideas about how to educate studraits with 

learning and b^avior problems is that current practice is reactive rather than proactive. 

Special programs and classes address failure rather than prevention. Under the current 

model, students do not qualify to receive assistance until their problems are severe enough 

that the criteria of a handicapping label are md:. A final consequence of the way we think 

about educating children with learning problems, according to Will, is the effect it may 

have on parents. Under the current model, parents may perceive the school system as rigid. 
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uncooperative, or adversarial when it comes to creating supportive partnerships designed to 

plan effectively for their children. 

The focus on alternatives to the categorical refer-test-place model has beai 

concqnualized as a movement away fiom problem finding and toward problem solving 

(Canter, 1991; Graden, 1993). Traditional beliefs systems regarding special education 

practices are characterized by perceiving the disability as inherent in the individual (Gartner 

& Lipsky, 1987). Rather promoting an ideology which emphasizes a search for pathology 

in the form of categorical disability labels, alternative models strive instead to promote 

collaborative staff and parent efforts aimed at designing intervaitions to proactively solve 

problems rather than reactively label them. Additionally, alternative models promote 

attitudes which recognize the need to modify, expand, or adjust regular education so that it 

is capable of addressing the unique educational requirements of all students (Stainback «fe 

Stainback, 1989). These concq)tualizations rq)resaits a definite philosophical shift in 

beliefs related to education's and teacher's responsibilities, as well as abilities, to work 

with difficult-to-teach students. 

Rationale for the Present Study 

Much of the current research on implementation outcomes of intervention assistance 

models examines rates of referral for special education eligibility assessment and placement 

rates of those students who are assessed. To date, however, little research has been 

conducted which examines issues of problem ownership and teachers' perceptions of their 

responsibility to work with difficult-to-teach students. Will (1986) argues that educating 

childrai with learning problems is a shared responsibility. However, the current dual 

system of service delivery may undermine the responsibility which a teacher feels when 

working with a studait experiencing academic or behavioral difficulties. Teachers have 

learned that when a studait fells bdiind his or ha- classmates the appropriate action is 

reforal to an external resource person who has special expertise (Jordan, Kircaali-Iftar, & 
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Diamond, 1993). "If there is a specialist waiting in the wings claiming any child with 

special problems belongs to them, the teachers may find it increasingly easy to hand the 

child over. Aiter all, these specialists have advanced training in handling difficult cases and 

th^ are but a lowly teacher with much to do" (Witt, 1990, p. 377). 

Because the beliefs teachers hold influence their perceptions and judgments which 

in turn may affect their bdiavior in the classroom (Pajares, 1992), it is important to 

examine not only variables which represent behavioral indicators of change such as referral 

and placemoit rates, but to examine variables which rq)resent beliefs and perceptions under 

the structure of an alternative model as well. Indeed, one of the critical dimensions involved 

in implemoiting a new program or paradigm is that of the possible alteration of beliefs 

(Fullan, 1991). 

The purpose of the present study was to investigate effects of an alternative model 

of special education service delivery. In particular, this study examined teachers' beliefs 

and percq)tions of problem ownership for students exhibiting school-related difficulties. 

Problem ownership was concqjtualized as teachers' percq)tions of their role and 

responsibility in attempting to solve student problems as indicated by their responses about 

the actions they reported th^ would take to assist difRcult-to-teach students. Participants in 

this study included teaches in schools implementing an alternative intervention assistance 

model of service delivery and teachers in schools functioning within the traditional 

categorical refer-test-place model. Additionally, the present study compared model 

differences for rates of referral for special education eligibility evaluation as well as rates of 

placement into special education for those studoits who are referred and evaluated 
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CHAFrER2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

"The way we 'see' problems directs the way we respond to them" (Clarke, 1992, 

p. 275). In the fields of special education and school p^chology, which have traditionally 

relied on a psychoeducational model that centers on the mdividual, problems are most often 

seen as individual deficits (Prilleltenslgr, 1991; Rosenfield, 1992). This manner of seeing 

the problem has typically led to a response which involves a search for pathology; that is, 

there is som^hing wrong which is internal to the student (Jordan et al., 1993). Special 

education practices resulting from this viewpoint have been variously termed the medical, 

clinical, pathology-based, or norm-referaiced model. This paradigm has become the basis 

for the traditional "refa--test-place" model of special education and school psychological 

service delivery (Prilleltensky, 1991; Shinn, 1986). 

Recoitly, however, there has beoi a movemait towards reconceptualizing the 

nature of student problems. Within this alternative paradigm, studait problems are 

conceived of as ecologically driven, that is, that student characteristics interact with 

environmental variables and contexts to produce particular outcomes (Christenson, 1993; 

Hendrickson, Gable, & Shores, 1987; Kaser, 1993). Much of the foundation of this 

altOTiative view of student problems is based on the work of Bronfenbrenner (1979), who 

stressed the necessity of looking at the multiple ecological systems within which a person 

develops and functions (i.e., the meso-, exo-, maao-, and miCTOsystems). The alternative 

paradigm presses those who work with "problem students" or difficult-to-teach students to 

change their percq)tions and beliefs by taking a more ecological approach not only to 

problem assessment and diagnosis, but to intCTvention design as well. That is, treatment 

should not only be directed at an individual studait, but also at the student's environment. 

Along with this change in perspective regarding the nature of students' problems has come 

a change in perspective regarding how and where we may perhaps best serve students who 
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have traditionally been labeled with a categorical handicapping label and subsequently 

placed in special education programs and classrooms. 

This chapter wiU first discuss the traditional cat^orical model of special education 

and school psychological service delivery as th^ relate to the present stucfy. A discussion 

of alternative intervention assistance models of service delivery will then be presented. 

Following this discussion of models, the topic of teacher percq)tions of problem 

ownership and responsibility will be explored. Next, the intervention assistance literature 

related to referral and placement rates and to teacher perceptions, beliefs, and attitudes will 

be examined. Finally, the chapter will conclude with a summary of the literature review, a 

definition of pertinent terms, and a delineation of the research questions. 

The Traditional Model 

The Nature of the Traditional Model 

Within this discussion, the toro "traditional model" shall be used to refer to the dual 

system of special education and regular education. In this system, students with problems 

are often soit down the refCT-test-place path to special education in the belief that these 

services will ameliorate the disabilities which are presumed to cause their problems. The 

traditional model of delivaing services to children experiencing difficulty or failure in 

school is well entrenched. Many of the policies used by schools systems to address school 

failure are guided by state and federal guidelines and have become highly formalized 

(Cancelli & Lange, 1990). The traditional model of special education service delivery is 

categorical in nature, which means that in order to receive special services students must be 

assessed and found eligible under a particular label or category designation (e.g., learning 

disabled, emotionally disabled, mentally retarded). Studaits are then placed into special 

programs and classrooms based upon their handicapping labels. 

The existence of this model is, in part, due to the nature and requirements of the 

legislation which drives it. In 1975, Congress passed Public Law 94-42, the intent of 



which was to aisure a free appropriate education to all handicapped childrai which 

emphasizes special education and related services designed to meet thdr unique needs. 

Additional purposes of P.L. 94-142 included protecting the rights of handicapped children 

and their guardians, to assist states to provide for the education of all handicapped childrai, 

and to assess and ensure the efficacy of the education of the handicapped in the schools 

(Jacob-Timm & Hartshome, 1995). 

Although this legislation is now named the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Act, its primary goals remain the same. IDEA is considered fiinding l^slation, that is, 

funds are provided by the federal government to state and local educational agencies that 

provide a free and appropriate education to handicapped children in conformance with the 

requirements of the law (Tumbull, 1986). A componait of the current special 

education model is that the funds available under IDEA are earmarked to provide special 

education and related services only for children considered handicapped as defined by the 

law. Those handicapping conditions must conform to the particular definitions specified in 

the law, and students must need special education and/or related services in order to 

progress academically as a result of their disability. Consequently, students must receive a 

disability label in ordCT to be considered eligible for services which are funded under the 

special education designation (Jacob-Timm & Hartshome, 1995). 

Assumptions of the Traditional Model 

The traditional model of service delivery carries with it sevaal important 

assumptions which appear to influence people's perceptions and ideas about difficult-to-

teach children and how the needs of these students are best met. The emphasis on 

categorical classification has led to what is commonly termed the "refer-test-place" model 

(Shinn, 1986) or RAT (refer and test) model (Wasserman & Franklin, 1991). In the RAT 

model, teachers refer students who they pa*ceive to have problems to be tested for special 

education eligibility. Assessment results fi"om a multidisciplinary evaluation team are thai 



used to drtermine whether a student has a disability as outlined in one of the 13 disability 

categories in IDEA, and whether he or she needs special education and related services 

because of that disability (Jacob-Timm & Hartshome, 1995). 

Because studoits must be categorized with a particular disability label in order to 

receive services, an institutionalization of the RAT model has occurred. Under this model, 

special education eligibility and placement are treated as though they are an intervention 

(Sabatino, Boon^r Vance, & Miller, 1993). Historically, most teachers have responded to 

students having difficulty by referring them to special education for "testing" with the hope 

that they will be eligible for special services (Chalfant & Pysh, 1989). "These referrals 

oftai come to the school clinician with three implicit assumptions: (a) that there is 

som^hing 'wrong' with the child, (b) that the psychologist can find whatever is 'wrong' 

with the child, and (c) that the clinician can recommend eitha special education placement 

or treatment" (Prilleltensky, 1991, p. 201). 

Professionals who work within the special education system are considered experts 

who are trained to woric with students with disabilities, while those in regular education are 

considered, often by themselves as well as others, to not possess this expertise. Often 

special teachers are viewed akin to gurus, sitting at the top of the mountain, dispensing 

"magic dust" that is destined to cure students of whatever disability ails them (J. Chalfant & 

M. Pysh, personal communication, August 28, 1996). Meanwhile, those personnel 

involved in conducting eligibility assessments become, in essence, the "gatekeepers" for 

special education (Rosoifield & Reynolds, 1990; Will, 1988). Only those children who 

qualify for services according to predetermined disability criteria and are perceived to need 

those services to boiefit firom education are allowed to enter through the special education 

"gate". Fagan (1995) referred to this gatdceeping role as that of a "sorter", with the primary 

fimction of sorters being the conduct of psychoeducational assessment of children for 

placement into special education programs. 
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Skrtic (1991, p. 152) argued that a critique of the present system must go even 

deq)er than the level of special education practice, to a level which examines the 

assumptions in which these practices are grounded. He summarized these presuppositions 

as follows: 

1. Disabilities are pathological conditions that studaits have. 

2. Differential diagnosis is objective and useful. 

3. Special education is a rationally conceived and coordinated system of services 

that b^efits diagnosed students. 

4. Progress results from rational technological improvemoits in diagnostic and 

instructional practices. 

These four assumptions have led to a "medical model" philosophy of special education 

services provision, whereby problems are perceived as inherait within a child and a correct 

diagnosis of the problem is assumed to inform teachers as to the appropriate treatmait of a 

child. However, the use of a diagnostic medical model in an academic siting with difficult-

to-teach students has not been without criticism. Glass (cited in Algozzine, Christenson, & 

Ysseldyke, 1982, p. 22) claims that "special education diagnosis is a duke's mixture of 

politics, scioice fiction, medicine, social work, administrative convenience, and what not". 

Because th^ form the foundation of the current special education model, the 

assumptions delineated by Skrtic (1991) are also intimately related to teachers' perceptions 

of children and their abilities as well as disabilities. They are also tied to many of the 

following criticisms of the traditional model. 

Criticisms of the Traditional Model 

In 1985, the National Coalition of Advocates for Students and the National 

Association of School Psychologists published a position statement aititled "Advocacy for 

Appropriate Educational Services for All CMdren", which addressed problems resulting 

from the use of a categorical system of special education services. These problems include 



the necessity of disability labels (often irrelevant to instructional needs) to procure 

assistance for students, arbitrarily defined and difficult-to-measure disability categories, 

reduced expectations for children in special education programs, assessment processes 

which focus on eligibility determination rather than prevention and intervention, and a 

decreased willingness on the part of r^ular teachers to modify curricula and programs in 

order to meet childrai's diverse needs. 

A second and more recent position paper by the National Association of School 

Psychologists (1993) entitled "Inclusive Programs for Students with Ehsabilities" 

delineated further concerns about the traditional system, including a lack of evidence that 

students grouped by category learn differently or are taught differently; inequities in 

implemoitation of the least restrictive environment provisions of IDEA; and a classification 

system that lacks reliability, utility, and acceptance by many parents and professionals. 

Additional concerns with the current cat^orical RAT model are many. Th^ include 

the use of segregated pullout programs (Graden, Zins, Curtis, & Gjbb, 1989); 

inconsistencies in diagnostic criteria of learning difficulties from state to state or city to city 

(Freedman, 1995; Lipsky & Gartoer, 1996); confirmation biases in eligibility decisions 

(O'Reilly, Northcraft, & Sabers, 1989); and the financial expense of the assessment for 

eligibility process, which has been estimated to average as much as $1,230 per child or 5 to 

8 billion dollars across all students presently saved in special education (Macht, 1997). 

Yet more concerns include funding formulas which oicourage segregated 

placements (Lipsky & Gartner, 1996), implicit value consequaices attached to categorizing 

individuals as handicapped (Howe & Miramontes, 1991), lack of distinctive programs 

offered to various categories of students (Reynolds, 1989), disproportionate minority 

placement in special education (Reschly & Ysseldyke, 1995), questionable intervention 

quality (Flugum & Reschly, 1994), limited outcomes for special education students 

(Lipsky & Gartner, 1996) and "disjointed incrementalism" (Reynolds, Wang, & Walberg, 



1987). Diqointed incremaitalism refers to the separate systems represented by regular 

education and special education, including separate funding mechanisms and separate 

political and administrative structures. This has also been referred to as a "dual system" of 

s^jregated educational services for children (Will, 1986). 

A particularly serious charge against the current categorical system is that it is, as 

stated earlier, a "defect" or medical model (Prilleltensky, 1991). A model of this type 

attributes inabilities as inherait within the person and subsequently minimizes the impact of 

ecological factors. Traditional belief systems surrounding special education practice are 

characterized by this mode of thinking (Garma- & Lipsky, 1987), and it is this mentality 

that is reflected in the traditional model of special education service delivery. "Current belief 

systems, shared by many teachers and school psychologists, focus on the child as the 

source of the problem, with idoitification focused on finding the nature of that difficulty 

and intervention focused in large part on administrative decisions about where the child 

should be placed" (Rosenfield & Remolds, 1990, p. 61). Additionally, a defea model 

overemphasizes the identification of handicapping conditions and, as a result, defleas 

resources away from prevention and intervention services (C^ter, 1991; Reschly, 1988a). 

This defect model of special education undergirds those presuppositions by Skrtic (1991), 

delineated earlia- in this chapter, which direct current special education practice. 

Finally, when there is a "magic line" (Graden, 1993) a student must cross over to 

qualify for sovices, what becomes of the student who does not fit qualifying criteria? For 

those students, it often means that nothing happens to assist them-nor to assist those 

teachers who initially referred them. Additionally, because the current system is a "gated" 

model in which special education exists only for those students who meet critoia for an 

educationally-designated handicap, r^ular education itself has become less flexible about 

working with divorse needs. Wang and Reynolds (1985) argue that "a basic problem for all 

students is that goiaal education programs have been insufficiently adaptive. Thus, what is 
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needed in the currCTt state of practice of both general education and special education is a 

broad effort to be adaptive to the diverse needs of each individual student" (p. 498). 

Efficacy of the Traditional Model 

Although the special education system was originally aeated out of a moral, ethical, 

and legal sense that graoal education had failed those whose educational needs were due to 

"special conditions", it unfortunately was not bom out of onpirical assurance that mandated 

assessment and placement practices would actually me^ the needs of such students (Lentz, 

AUoi, «& Ehitardt, 1996). From a m^-analysis of a number of special education outcome 

studies, Kavale (1990, p. 884) concluded that "research has provided little convincing 

evidoice that either supports or disputes the efficacy of special or regular class placemoit 

for exceptional children" relative to academic outcomes. Nor has empirical evidence borne 

out the efficacy of matching aptitudes (e.g., learning styles or modality stroigths) to 

treatmaits (teaching methodology) implied by special education labeling and programming 

(Reschly, 1996). In this respect, Cronbach's 1975 characterization of ATI (aptitude by 

treatmait intaaction) is stiU accurate: "Once we attoid to interactions, we enter a hall of 

mirrors that extends to infinity" (cited in Reschly, 1996, p. 120). 

On a broader level, it appears that young people with disabilities are not doing as 

well as their nondisabled counterparts on such indicators as drop-out rates, completion of 

GEDs, attendance at postsecondary schools, employment rates and job status, residential 

independoice, and arrest rates (Lipsky & Gartner, 1996). Unfortunately, there curroitly 

appears to be a large gap between the intent of special education and its outcomes. 

Intervoition Assistance Models 

The Precursor of Intervgition Assistance Models 

The movement to expand regular education savices to include low-achieving 

students may have originated with a rqwrt of a National Academy of Sdoices panel 

(Heller, Holtzman, & Messick, 1982). This special panel was charged with investigating 



why disproportionate numbers of males and minorities were being placed in special 

education programs. The panel eventually determined that the more important question was 

why overrepresentation should be viewed as problematic if, in fact, special education 

SCTvices were truly "special". The final document of the NAS pand called into question 

practices in special education referral, assessment, placement, and programming. 

Multidisciplinary teams that label and place children in special education were charged with 

clearly demonstrating that differential labels lead to prescriptive programs, which in turn 

lead to improved outcomes for children. The panel also argued that, prior to evaluation by a 

multidisciplinary team, "it is the responsibility of teachers in the regular classroom to 

aigage in multiple educational intervoitions and to note the effects of such intervoitions on 

a child experiencing academic failure before referring the child to special education 

assessmait" (p. 95). Additionally, the panel implicitly moved away from the medical model 

by emphasizing that "the contribution of the teaching/learning environment to the child's 

observed difficulties in the classroom must be systematically explored before the child 

receives a comprehensive individual assessment for special education placement" (p. 95). 

The Definition and Purpose of Intervention Assistance Models 

Alternative intervention assistance models are known by a number of names, some 

of which include prerefaral intervention, intervention assistance, instructional consultation, 

the teachCT assistance team model, the mainstream assistance team model, and the village 

assistance team model (Bonner, Koch, Nordness, Montie, Vandercook, & Abery, 1995; 

Chalfant &, Pysh, 1989; Fuchs, Fuchs, & Bahr, 1990; Graden, 1985; Graden, 1989; 

Rosaifield, 1987). Although these models each differ from one another to some degree, all 

can be defined broadly as a systematic collaborative effort to assist general education 

teachers (Pugach & Johnson, 1989) and provide support systems for solving problems 

within the regular classroom (Ross, 1995). 
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Additionally, all have a similar purpose, that is, "to reduce the number of 

inappropriate special education placements while identifying interventions which will 

enable students to remain in the least restrictive setting, usually the regular classroom" 

(Carter & Sugai, p. 299). These approaches emphasize a major shift in the fimctions of 

special services po^nnel from assessment and placement activities to the development, 

implementation, and evaluation of interventions in the regular classroom (Curtis, Zins, & 

(jraden, 1987). 

The overarching goals of these intervention assistance models include (a) reducing 

the need for special education services by providing assistance to students in the general 

education classroom, (b) deaeasing the over identification of students as having handicaps, 

(c) facilitating the int^;ration of students with handicaps into the genaal education 

aivironmait, and (d) increasing the abilities and improving the attitudes of teachers 

towards such students (Nelson, Smith, Taylor, Dodd, & Reavis, 1991). Additionally, 

Pugach and Johnson (1989) state that problem solving teams within intervention assistance 

models are meant to provide immediate informal assistance to teachers as a means of 

solving mild learning and behavior problems in the classroom, and provide a screening 

mechanism for determining which referrals should be forwarded formally for a 

comprdiaisive evaluation. 

Most funding agencies and local education agencies have been particularly 

interested in patterns of referral and evaluation which evolve out of alternative service 

delivery models. To some degree, this interest is bom out of the costliness of current 

diagnostic procedures which emphasize standardized testing, but usually yield little more 

than placement-no placemait decisions (Ross, 1995). One of the goals in creating 

alternative intervention assistance programs has been to provide more services to more 

children while at the same time referring fewer children to special education. The 

anticipated pattern as well as the goal is that more childroi are referred for assistance 
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through consultative and collaborative channels or teams, but fewer are referred for formal 

evaluation for placemait purposes. Theoretically, of those children who are formally 

refenied, the proportion found to qualify should be higher than when prereferral 

intervention assistance does not occur (Rosaifield, 1992; Sindelar, Griffin, Smith, & 

Watanabe, 1992). 

Assumptions of Intervention Assistance Models 

IntCTvention assistance models are evolving as a more time- and resource-efficient 

method for intervoiing with student problems while maximizing inclusion of these students 

in regular classrooms. The problems of many students who are identified and placed as 

special education studaits could be dealt with as effectively, efficiently, and with less 

stigma, in regular classrooms if teachers had the knowledge, skills, and support to do so 

(Carlyon, 1995). 

Graden, Cas^, and Christenson (1985) discuss implementation of an alternative 

model (prereferral intavention) that is based on a consultation model of service delivery. In 

their view, there are several assumptions which underlie a consultation-based model of 

service delivery and are esseitial to successfiil implementation of a prereferral intervraition 

model. Shared power and collaborative decision making is the principal assumption 

underlying a consultative prereferral intervention model Consultants and consultees must 

work logger in a relationship in which power is equal between them. However, it is also 

assumed that the final decision regarding intervention selection must lie with the consultee 

(teacher) in order for the teacher to have "ownership" of the intervention. A third 

assumption put forth by Graden et al. is that in an alternative prereferral intervention model, 

service to studaits may be indirect, that is, a consultant (e.g., school psychologist or 

special education teacher) wiU work with a consultee (e.g., regular education teacher) who 

in turn works with the client (i.e., the student). 
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Curtis et al. (1987) affirmed the previous assumptions of alternative service 

delivery models. In addition, they discuss another critical assumption underlying 

intervration assistance models—the importance of a shift in the underlying conceptualization 

of students' problems. Rather than viewing problems that students display in the classroom 

as the result of internal causes or home factors (problems not under control of the teacher), 

a consultative intervoition assistance approach assumes that a wide range of factors may 

affect student performance, and that what is important to consider is the interaction of the 

student and the classroom environment. 

Pugach and Johnson (1989) argue that these initial assumptions and 

conc^ualizations of prereferral intervaition assistance may not offer genuine alternatives 

to the assumptions upon which legislated practice is based. Th^ claim that "if prereferral 

activity is to provide a significantly different method of problem solving for teachers, it will 

have to address more directly the relationship between general and special teachers" (p. 

223). Because of this viewpoint, Pugach and Johnson put forth somewhat different 

assumptions upon which prereferral intervention assistance models should be based. Their 

first assumption is that prereferral is a function of general education. This assumption is 

based on the premise that if prereferral activity is seen as "owned" by special education, 

classroom teachers likely will not gain independence in identifying resources and expertise 

among themselves, working effectively with their peers, reflecting on and monitoring their 

own practice as a source of problems, and developing solutions to which they can be 

committed. The second assumption by Pugach and Johnson regarding alternative models is 

that consultation is a multidirectional activity. Because of this, the hierarchical relationships 

betweoi gaieral and special education teachers must be broken down, and consultation 

should be based on a collaborative rather than an expert model. The third assumption 

discussed by Pugach and Johnson is that classroom teachers have adequate expertise to 

solve many classroom problems in the absence of specialists, givai the time and structure 



to do so. Expert models, on the other hand, assume that all problems require the presence 

of specialists, although perhaps not formalized testing. A final assumption of intervoition 

assistance models from Pugach and Johnson's viewpoint is that all problems do not require 

the same configuration of teachers to develop solutions. Under this assumption, 

membership on problem solving teams might well be expeaed to change according to the 

nature of the particular problem to be solved. 

In a follow-up response to Pugach and Johnson's (1989) article, Graden (1989) 

argued that, although Pugach and Johnson claim that intervention assistance should be 

owned by r^ular education in order for teachers to independently identify problems and 

resources, problem-solve with colleagues, and implement interventions, altemative 

approaches must instead be implemaited with the full participation by all teachers and not 

"owned" by one system or another. She asserts that "in an ideal situation, collaboration 

would occur throughout the school, across all roles, as needed for a particular situation in a 

'collaborative school'" (p. 229). 

Although there is disagreement regarding some of the assumptions which undergird 

intervention assistance models, all appear to agree upon the three critical assumptions 

delineated by Rosenfield and Gravois (1996). The first of these three assumptions is that all 

students are learners. This most basic of assumptions is based on the belief that schools' 

focus should be on facilitating learning for students, not on documenting failures. Attention 

should be focused on the classroom environment and the delivery of instruction rather than 

predominantly on the deficits of individual studoits. If a student is not making acceptable 

progress, the match between the student, the task, and the instructional setting should be 

examined. 

Secondly, it is assumed that teachers' and education's focus should be on 

instructional match, not place. "Placement in special education or remedial reading or 
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retention is not an intervaition" (Rosenfield & Gravois, 1996, p. 16). Instead, a match 

between a student's skill level(s) and instructional and management strategies should be 

the focus of problem solving. 

The third assumption discussed by Rosenfield and Gravois (1996) is that there 

must be shared responsibility for student learning and bdiavior outcomes based on 

continuous professional discussion. Schools themselves should become problem solving 

learning communities for both studaits and staff. Conversely, schools should not be 

conceived "like the 'egg carton' metaphor. . .in which teachers all work in sqjarate 

compartments called classrooms, and students are sent to other compartments when they 

are labeled as defective. . ."(p. 17). 

Criticisms of Intavention Assistance Models 

Ross (1995) has framed criticisms of altemative models as "potential obstacles and 

disincaitives", and delineates 12 such obstacles. These obstacles fit into three broad 

categories: fmancial concems, job-related concerns, and paradigm change concerns. 

Several concems related to alternative models relate to funding structures and 

financial costs of new models. First, current funding structures in many states tie financial 

remuneration to the number of students classified as disabled and placed in special 

education. If fewer studaits are placed in special education, admiaistrators may find 

themselves in the position of attempting to serve stud^ts with less financial assistance than 

they would otherwise have received were those students "on the special education books". 

Second, altemative models cost mon^ to start and, to some d^ee, to maintain. Because it 

may take several years to set up a successful program, administrators may be unwilling to 

use fimds to support a model which they perceive as yet unproven. A third financial 

concern relates to expectations. It may be that expectations about the job that schools can do 

in providing a fiill range of services to special needs students may have to be scaled down 
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to be commensurate with the cost-containment expectation for alternative intervention 

assistance models. 

Another area of criticism linked to intervoition assistance models concerns job-

related issues. Although part of the reason for the popularity of intovention assistance 

modds is that th^ promise to contain the burgeoning costs of special education, many 

special education and special services professionals fear that, if successfiil, a switch to a 

new modd may translate into lost rather than new opportunities for service delivery. In 

essaice, "protecting one's turf may take precedence over building collegial problem solving 

under such circumstances" (Ross, 1995, p. 230). Another job-rdated concern is that, 

rather than perceiving working within a new modd as an exciting opportunity to learn new 

skills and build new relationships, specialists may instead experience worries and anxiety 

r^arding learning new skills and ways of functioning under an unfamiliar model of service 

delivery. Relatedly, if the new demands and responsibilities of problem solving models are 

simply added on to the demands of traditional roles, this can be a disincentive and a barriff 

to implementation, as wdL 

The third category of potential obstacles and barriers to implementation of 

altanative models can be dq)icted as paradigm change concerns. Ross (1995) describes six 

potential criticisms related to this area. The first of these concerns a commitment to special 

education services under IDEA; that is, an intervention assistance model may be percdved 

as withholding benefidal special education services to students without better evidence of 

the effectiveness of prereferral intervention-type models. Second, some schools may 

already be implementing new programs or models and may not have the resources to 

introduce additional programs. Third, an intervention assistance program may run the risk 

or be percdved as simply adding yet another layer or bureaucracy to an already complex 

special education system. Fourth, poorly concaved plans are an obvious disincentive. 

While not an obvious disincentive, Ross' claims that a fifth potential disadvantage might be 



well conceived plans. She argues that a wdl conceived plan might be percdved to be an 

obstacle because it will by definition include a strong evaluation component, and research 

and program evaluation are typically not weU tolerated in the schools. The sixth and 

perhaps most critical problem faced by those seeking to implement an alternative 

intervaition assistance model is labeled by Ross as "resistance to change". This 

disincaitive, according to Ross "does not refer to legitimate opposition to change. Rather, 

it refers to the natural tendency of people to protect themselves from uncomfortable feelings 

of anxiety and uncertainty, typically stirred by changes to anything perceived as important, 

by resisting such change" (p. 231). 

Although these criticisms of alternative intervention assistance models are not to be 

lightly dismissed, Ross (1995) reminds her readers that, instead of criticisms, th^r can 

more productively be framed "as obstacles to successful implementation that need to be 

overcome through creative problem solving" (p. 229), the very attitude which adherents of 

alternative models take in promoting problem solving to address studait-related problems. 

Hilliard (1992) addresses critics of alternative models from a somewhat different angle. He 

argues that teacha-s must "first do no harm. Either our special services must have the high 

probability of being successful or there is no need for such savices at all" (p. 168). 

Problem Ownership and Responsibility: Teacher Percq)tions 

Reification (converting an abstraction into a concrete thing) of cathodes, 

labels, delivery systems based on test scores, and the like, too oftoi has 

diverted the attention of educators away from improving instruction... 

special education leaders contaid that students at risk of school failure in 

conventional settings are not disabled and deficient students. The problem 

lies in the misfit between their abilities and the demands made on them in an 

inflexible school situation. Teachers would do well to examine their 

teaching practices, curricular requirements, and learning environment 
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structure as a first alternative, if students are not learning and behaving 

accqjtably. (D^mer, Thurston, & Dyck, 1993, p. 388) 

Problem Ownership Under the Traditional Model 

Graden (1993) has argued that the current dual s^egated educational system has 

promoted beliefs about sqjarate ownership for difficult-to-teach children. These children 

are most often bdieved by both r^lar and special teachers to be difficult-to-teach as a 

result of some disability internal to the child (e.g., a learning disability, mental retardation, 

an emotional disability), and not because of ecological variables which are more amenable 

to change than is a disorda*. As a result, regular education teachers are ocpected to refer 

difficult-to-teach childrai to specialists to assess and perhaps to educate using "special" 

methods, curriculum, settings, or all three. 

With the formal act of referral, classroom teachers in essence "transfer ownership" 

of the problem to a team of professionals with specialized expertise. At this point teachers 

may perceive that th^ have flilfilled their responsibility; the potaitial exists for them to feel 

absolved from furthCT responsibility for intervoition (Pugach & Johnson, 1989; Shepard, 

1987). However, "conspicuously absent from many referrals is the expectation to modify 

certain aspects of the child's human or educational aivironment. Simply put, the referral 

reads 'change the child or place him/her elsewhere, don't change us'" (Prilleltoisky, 1991, 

p. 201), Witt and Martois (1988) explain why the system-wide categorical refer-test-place 

model of sCTvice delivery may have become the traditional modus operandi in the schools. 

In the following quote, th^ propose why teachers with difficult- to-teach students often 

refer them for special education evaluation, thereby "giving away" the problem: 

From an ecological point of view, it is both logical and obvious why the 

refff-test-place sequaice is relatively more popular than refer-consult-

intervene. . .intervaitions usually require a change in teacher behavior. 
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Placing a child in special education has a relatively minor effect on the 

ecology of the classroom. (Witt & Martens, 1988, p. 220) 

This may be part of the reason that alternative intervention assistance models do not 

curroitly appear to be as popular among r^ular teachers as among special teachers 

(Reschly, 1988b). This lack of popularity may also be rdated to how most teachers have 

been trained, that is, they "are encouraged not to personalize or adapt their instructional 

programs, but rather to master and improve their ability to delivCT these programs" 

(Rosenfield & Gravois, 1996, p. 5). Because of the current structure of schools, which 

focuses on the curriculum rather than the learner, and the existence of a sqjarate cat^orical 

system for students who are not succeeding in the mainstream, "teachers rarely view their 

instructional practices as a potential source of the problem in special education referral. . . 

the special education referral classification process is oriented to place the blame for feilure 

on the student rather than on the standard programs in use" (Skrtic, 1991, p. 203). 

The act of placemait of a child into special education also "represents a transfer in 

ownership of learning problems from regular to special teachers more than a change in 

instructional setting" (Gerber & Semmel, 1984, p. 145). When a student is declared 

eligible for special education and placed within that system, a within-school rearrangement 

of problem ownership occurs. Teachers and local educational agaicies have been 

reinforced for referring children into this "second" system, and public policy has foiled to 

discourage developmait of special education as a parallel educational system which 

assumes responsibility for difficult-to-teach children (GatCT & Semmel, 1984). 

Professional practice has become a matter of "pigeonholing " a studait's needs into 

one of the standard practices in a rq}ertoire of skills, a process that woiks until the 

student's needs do not match the skills that the professional has to offer. At that point, the 

student is pigeonholed into a diffwent setting with a differait professional specialist who is 

presumed to have the standard practices the student does need. Because studaits are 
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removed from general education when th^ do not "fit", teacho^ are not likely to recognize 

anomalies in their convaitional paradigm of practice (Skrtic, 1995). Instead, the ronoval of 

a student fiom general education and his or her subsequoit placement into special education 

"strengthens teachers' beliefs in both the validity of thdr conventional practices and the 

notion that school failure is a human pathology" (Skrtic, 1995, p 213). 

It can be argued that it is not only r^ular education teachers who are taught the 

pigeonhole method of education. Specialists fimction under this paradigm, as well. This 

pigeonholing paradigm ties in with Witt's argumait that there is a trend toward what 

appears to be overspecialization in education today. He has claimed that many specialists 

suffer from what he terms "precopemican logic", that is, that the universe revolves around 

one's own profession. This, in turn, leads back to how problems are framed. If a specialist 

(e.g. special education teacher, school psychologist) is trained in diagnosing pathology, 

that is very probably what she or he will look for and, hence, find when evaluating a child. 

Freedman (1995, p. 44) refers to this view as the "elevator theory" of special education. 

This theory posits that 

the floor at which the child gets off while at the hospital or clinic 

evaluation center determines the diagnosis received. . .a child and 

parent seddng to understand the learning difficulties in order to g^ 

special help need only decide which elevator button to push. The 

choices are many: psychology, speech/language pathology, learning 

disorders, neurology/attention-deficit disorders, neuropsychology, 

and so forth. Childrai who go for speech/language evaluations 

almost always come back with a speech or language deficit or 

weakness. When those same children get off on the neurology floor 

instead, th^ get a diagnosis of neurological deficits/weaknesses or 

attention-deficit disordCT. . .for which therapy, or small classes, or 
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whatever is popular at the time, is prescribed. CMdren who go for a 

diagnosis at the reading clinic instead, come back with a reading 

deficit or learning difference, requiring special help. And so on. 

Currently these diagnoses are required to obtain special education services for children but 

Freedman suggests that, in ordo- to provide these services, we are encouraging children 

themselves to believe that somrthing is wrong with them. It follows that parents, teachers, 

and even other children may also be encouraged to believe that som^hing is wrong with 

childrai who exhibit learning or behavioral difficulties or otherwise fall outside the norm. 

Perhaps this may be reframed. Perfiaps r^ular education teachers have essentially 

beai trained by specialists to "hand over" children with learning problems to them because 

th^ see themselves as b^er trained or more effective in working with difficult-to-teach 

students. Knoff (1996) argues that "in the 1970s we sold regular education a bill of goods. 

We gave them the 'statue of liberty' speech-give me your poor, your tired, your disabled. 

Now we've changed the rules." Traditional pull-out systems may send classroom teachers 

the wrong message, according to Burch and Macht (1994), the message being that they as 

teachers do not have the skills necessary to work with studaits who have been identified 

with such labels as remedial, slow, gifted, or disabled, and who are removed firom the 

classroom for part of the day. And, by legitimizing or promoting the use of labels such as 

learning disabled and emotionally disabled, "we may provide a willing teacher with an 

excuse not to teach by removing that responsibility from the teacher and convaiiently 

placing it safely within the child" (Macht, 1980, p. 29). Lentz, Allen, and Ehrhardt (1996) 

suggest that, after nearly 20 years, the typical building-level special education process has 

created expectations that an important outcome of student referral will be l^al approval for 

transferring responsibility for difficult students to special education. Witt summed up these 

views by claiming that".. .we are implicitly encouraging classroom teachers (who, along 

with chUdrai, probably have the strongest case for being the center of the education 
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universe) to abandon something very important; that is a belief that th^ have the 

responsibility to do everything possible to educate a chUd" (Witt, 1990, p. 376). 

As a result of the messages that th^r receive, many teachers have learned to prefer 

to have someone else take care of the problems created by children who do not learn 

wdl in their classrooms (Cancelli & Lange, 1990), 

In addition to system-level variables exerting an influence on teachers' beliefs 

regarding ownership of difficult-to-teach children, individual teacher characteristics may 

also mediate how teachCTS view such children. Consequently, a large d^ee of variability 

is to be expected at the individual level in terms of teachers' thinking and actions relative to 

children who are expaiaicing academic and bdiavior-related school difficulties. Teacher 

level variables such as bdiefs about problem causes, tolerance for different types of 

problems, and confidence in problem solving may ento- into a teacher's decision to refer a 

student for assessment for special education eligibility (Hughes, Barker, Kemenoff, & 

Hart, 1993). Additional teacher factors which have be«i found to be related to special 

education referral include self-efficacy (Meijer & Foster, 1988; Soodak & Podell, 1993), 

knowledge regarding special education services and eligibility requirements (Riffle, 1985), 

a teacher's assessment of a studoit's "teachability" (Gerber & Semmel, 1984), and the 

amount of reinforcement a teacher receives for referring a studait, relative to institutional 

constraints and external pressures (Christenson, Ysseldyke, & Algozzine, 1982). 

Problem Ownership Under Intervention Assistance Models 

Graden (1993) claimed that a maitality exists in the schools which may be summed 

up as the "your kids, my kids" syndrome. Regular education owns "normal" children; 

special education owns "disabled" children. Within alternative models, however, the goal is 

to create a climate where teachers talk about and work with "our kids". By accepting and 

sharing responsibility for students with special learning needs, all teachers can contribute 

not only to remediation of problems, but prevention as well (D^mer et al., 1993). 
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Perhaps the primary assumption which undergirds practice within alternative 

intervention assistance models is that a collaborative problem solving provides the basis of 

their overall structure (Graden, 1993; Reschly, 1996). The purpose of this process is to 

problem solve, not to "problem find" (Gradra, 1993) or to "problem hide" (Rosenfield, 

1989). Within a collaborative problem solving system, teacho's, specialists, administrators, 

and par^ts share the problon and, using their unique knowledge and expertise, work 

together to design, implemoit, and evaluate interventions intended to solve school-related 

learning and bdiavioral difficulties experienced by children. 

West (1990) claims that when teachCTS work in a collaborative environment where 

assistance is readily accessible, they inaeasingly come to believe that student learning is 

possible evoi with difficult students, and that th^ have access to the knowledge and skills 

needed to work with these students. This change in beliefs of the k^ players who work 

with childrai in the schools everyday is a goal of alternative intervention assistance models, 

and may be an outcome as well. Schrag and Haiderson (1996, p. 14) state that "an 

important goal of intervention assistance models is to improve attitudes, inaease tolerance, 

and enhance skills of classroom teachers and other school personnel so to that 

learning/academic and behavior needs of referred students and others in the classroom can 

be met". Perhaps as a result of belief shifts and an accompanying bdiavior change, much 

research examining the influence of prereferral intervention models on systemic functioning 

has shown that schools implementing this type of model goierally rqx)rt a deaease in 

teacher referrals for traditional assessment but an increase in referrals for consultative 

assistance (Gutkin, Henning-Stout, & Piersel, 1988; Ponti, 2^s, &. Graden, 1988). 

Another reason altanative intavaition assistance models may influence teacher 

percq)tions and beliefs is that the model itself represoits a change in "business as usual". 

In contrast to the traditional RAT model which fosters the belief that student difficulties are 

inhCTent within the mdividual, collaborative preventive models typically assume that student 
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problems arise from the interaction of the student with the environment (Gradai et al., 

1985; Christenson, 1985; Jordan, 1993; Yssddyke & Christenson, 1993). Rather than 

attempting to find, diagnose, and label a problem as a particular disability as in the medical 

model paradigm, the focus of alternative models is instead to identify the misfit between the 

child and his or her environment and then to work collaboratively to improve that fit 

(Christenson, 1993). This change in focus from problem finding in the traditional model to 

problem solving in alternative models represents a fimdamratal paradigm change, one that 

requires that teachers and othCT professionals examine their role in the child's environment, 

not merely label the child as handicapped and then "transfer" the problem. The alternative 

paradigm rqjresented by intervention assistance models requires that both regular and 

special teachCTs, as well as specialists (e.g., school psychologists, speech tho^pists), 

pCTSonally own as well as share ownership and responsibility for studait problems as well 

as student successes (Ohio State Department of Education, 1988). 

Review of Research on Intervention Assistance Models 

From a research perspective, the relative infency of intervention assistance models 

has precluded the establishmait of an extensive knowledge base. To date, relatively few 

empirical studies investigating intervention assistance models have been completed (Bahr, 

1994; Fuchs, Fuchs, Bahr, Femstrom, & Stecker, 1990). Howevo-, the initial outcomes of 

these studies have been encouraging (Nelson et al., 1991; Sindelar et al., 1992). This 

section reviews research which has investigated various types of outcomes related to the 

implemoitation of intervention assistance models. 

Research Related to Various Outcomes of Intervoition Assistance Models 

Graden, Clasey, and Bonstrom (1985) examined six schools in which a prereferral 

intervention process was implemented through the introduction of special teachers as 

consultants in three of the schools, and school psychologists as consultants in the other 

three schools. Dq>aidait variables included rates of referral, testing, and placement of 
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students in special education programs. Data were gathered over a three-year period: a 

preimplementation year, an impl«nentation year, and a postimplementation year. For the 

three schools in which special teachers acted as consultants, results varied among schools. 

In School 1, referrals, testing, and placements remained fairly constant aaoss 

preimpl^entation and implmentation, while during postimplementation, the numbo^ of 

children tested and placed increased. In School 2, there was an inaease in the use of 

consultation during the implemratation year, and the number of students referred and tested 

decreased somewhat. However, the number of students placed increased across all three 

years, and the number of studeits tested inaeased dramatically in the postimplemoitation 

year. In School 3, large numbers of studoits were referred for prereferral consultation, 

fewer students were tested, and far fewer studeits wo-e placed in special education 

compared to preimplemoitation- These results continued into the postimplementation year, 

with the number of requests for consultation and numbers of placements remaining 

constant and with the numbers of studeits tested decreasing even ftirther. In the three 

schools in which school psychologists acted as consultants, each school exhibited similar 

trends. Data for all three indicated an inaeased demand for consultation services, and 

significant decreases in the numbers of students tested and placed in special education. 

Graden et al. cautioned, however, that because results varied aaoss implemaitation 

settings, it is important to analyze system characteristics that may mediate effects. 

Ponti et al. (1988) examined systems level activities involved in implementation of a 

consultation-based prerefaral intervention modd. They used a case iUustration which 

targeted one suburban, middle to upper middle class elementary school serving 500 

children over a 5-year time period. Ponti and her colleagues analyzed implemaitation of 

this organizational intervoition according to a framework developed by Maher and 

colleagues (Maher & niback, 1985) known as DURABLE (Discussing, Understanding, 

Reinforcing, Acquiring, Building, Learning, and Evaluation). Within this 



framework, activities associated with program effectiveness included (a) conducting a 

thorough needs assessment, (b) inclusion of all staff to develop a sense of ownership, (c) 

linking the organizational intervention to the needs of the specific system, (d) making the 

intervention model part of the system's routine functioning, (e) flexibility, and (f) use of 

formative and summative evaluation. Outcomes were also examined using a quasi-

experimaital pre- post-intervaition design and multiple measures of outcome. Data 

primarily dealt with implementation e^ectiveness on a systans levd. E)q)endent variables 

included range of service delivoy offered (i.e., psychoeducational evaluation, consultation, 

counseling), referral rates, requests for consultation, and consumers' (i.e., teachers and 

parents) perceptions of consultant skills and benefits of the prerefaxal system. Results 

indicated a decrease in referrals for traditional assessment, but a large increase in referrals 

for consultative assistance. Time spait in conducting assessmoits decreased, while 

consultation and student counseling time both increased- Questionnaire data from 

consumers indicated positive percq)tions about the approach, including immediacy of 

assistance and improvements in their own problem solving skills. 

Gutkin et al. (1988) also examined the outcomes of a prereferral consultation 

delivery model within the school setting. This study looked at five schools, all within the 

same district, over six years. Data from two years prior to initiation were compared with 

data from four years during implementation. In this model, Gutkin and his colleagues 

explicitly stated "a consultative step was added to the referral process" (p. 304), implying 

that system change in this case was an alteration of traditional services rather than a truly 

alternative service. However, like the Ponti et al. (1988) study, the focus and philosophy 

of service delivery was qualitativdy different during implementation than prior to 

implementation. Outcome variables examined by Gutkin et al. were similar to those of 

Ponti et al.: number of children referred for school psychological services; percentage of 

referred children not tested because thdr specified educational objectives were met through 



consultative interventions; and the po^centage of tested children who were ultimately placed 

into special education programs. Results indicated that more children were served by 

school psychologists, a higher proportion of referred children achieved their educational 

objectives in regular classrooms, a lower proportion of referred children were tested, and a 

higher proportion of childroi tested were found eligible for special education services. 

These results occurred consistently over the four years of implementation. 

Chalfant and Pysh (1989) conducted and synthesized five program development 

studies on 96 first-year teacher assistance teams in seven states. These studies were 

descriptive in nature and examined the following questions: 

1. What kinds of intervention goals were written by teams? 

2. Can student performance be improved by a consultative school-based team 

modd? 

3. What impact do teams have on the referral and identification process for special 

education? 

4. What are teachers' reactions to the school-based teams? 

5. What factors are related to team effectiveness? 

Results indicated that, relative to intervention goals, teams formulated numerous types of 

goals including management of classroom behavior related to work habits, classroom and 

interpersonal behavior, and attention deficiencies. Additionally, teams generated 

intervention strategies which took multiple problems into account. Regarding student 

performance, teachers rated their percqjtion of intervention success and data demonstrated 

that teachers perceived improvement in most students' performance in thdr classrooms as a 

result of assistance from school-based teams. Referral and placement data indicated that the 

total number of students referred to special education decreased, and the proportion of 

those tested who were found eligible increased. Teachers' reactions to the team process 

were assessed through the use of surveys; and data indicated that, on the whole, teachers 
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were satisfied with the team approach because it enabled them to better analyze student 

bdiavior and generate interventions. Finally, factors related to team effectiveness as 

percdved by teaches were principal support, teacher support, and the professional and 

interpersonal skills of team members. If these factors were absait, teams were perceived by 

team members as ineffective. 

Fuchs et al. (1990) assessed the effects of three inaeasingly inclusive versions of a 

behavioral consultation (BQ model implemented via mainstream assistance teams on 

problem bdiavior of students in mainstream classrooms. Problem solving occurred through 

the use of a "triadic nrtwork" involving consultants, teachers, and students for the purpose 

of improving studoits* academic learning or behavior. Behavioral consultation consisted of 

four stages: problem idaitification, problem analysis, plan implementation, and problem 

evaluation (see Bergan & Kratochwill, 1990). The least inclusive BC level, BC 1, only 

problem identification and problem analysis were instituted. At the BC 2 level, plan 

implementation was added. The most inclusive level, BC 3, included all four components 

of the bdiavioral consultation model. These three BC levels wa-e compared against a 

control group which did not implemoit BC. Data on the fidelity of consultation processes, 

fidelity of classroom intervoitions, student achievement relative to team-specified goals, 

and consumer satisfaction were collected as outcome measures. Results indicated that 

"more is better" (p. 507). That is, the more inclusive versions of behavioral consultation 

(BC 2 and BC 3) promoted more positive results on all outcome data than did BC 1 and no 

BC (controls). 

Rosenfield (1992) discussed and reported on a form of intervention assistance 

refared to as instructional consultation, and cited evidence of its effectiveness based on its 

implemaitation under the name Early Intervention Project in the late 1980s. Data indicated 

that post-implanentation referral rates for special education in the eight districts involved in 

the project varied from 11.6% to 17.5%. However, referral rates of the pilot schools using 



instructional consultation ranged from 0 to 1.7%. Additionally, Rosenfidd presented data 

from an urban pilot school serving 700-800 students, 71% of whom were minority 

childr^ This paiticular school evidenced a change over a four -year period of 73 referrals 

to special education and 53 placements starting with the year prior to implemoitation to 156 

requests for consultation, 9 of which resulted in special education placements. 

Kovaleski, Tucker, and Duffy (1992) examined the impact of a prereferral 

intervention modd implemaited through Instructional Support Teams. In 1990, 

Pennsylvania began an effort to revise its special education program in order to change its 

focus from the percaved defidts of children to thdr educational and instructional needs. A 

major component of this reform effort included instituting Instmctional Support Teams 

(1ST). The goal of the Instructional Support Team concept was to assist any elementary 

student experiencing academic, sodal-emotional, or bdiavior problems r^ardless of 

spedal education status. The state allowed for a five-year phase in period of the new 

program, after which time all elementary schools in Pomsylvania wa-e to have an 

Instructional Support Team in place. Kovaleski et al. presented outcome data for one year 

which compared the first three phases of implementation (i.e., first-year schools, second-

year schools, third-year schools). Results indicated that non-IST schools referred 

approximately 3% of the student population for spedal education evaluation during the 

targded year, while teachers in 1ST schools referred 2% or less of the population. This 

represoits a total decrease in initial referrals of between 33% and 46%. An examination of 

placement rates revealed that 1ST schools placed bdween 38% and 48% fewer students in 

spedal education than did non-IST programs. Another interesting result of the use of 

Instructional Support Teams was that substantial decreases in the use of retention in grade 

(as much as 67%) were documoited for 1ST schools during implemoitation compared to 

their preimplementation rates. 



Beck (1993) implemented an intervention assistance model known as Project RIDE 

(Responding to Individual Differences in Education) in which a team composed of regular 

teachers collaborated to resolve problems commonly found among at-risk students. 

Outcome data related to implanentation of this model were collected from 1982-1993 in 

school districts in Montana, Texas, Maryland, Utah, and Wyoming. Reductions in studoit 

referrals for special education ranged from 33% to 56%. Special education referrals were 

also found to be more appropriate; e.g., pre-RIDE implementation, 54% of students 

referred to special education were found to be ineligible; post-RIDE, 20% were found to be 

indigible. Additionally, survqrs indicated that those teachers in Project REDE schools in 

Montana, Utah, and Texas had increased their skills necessary for successful resolution of 

classroom problems. 

Marston and Heistad (1994) compared the delivery of special education services to 

students with mild disabilities through collaborative teaming arrangements in inclusive 

settings with the more traditional "pull-out" model in 26 schools. This study differs 

somewhat from those previously described in that students included in this study had 

already beoi classified as disabled and were currently receiving services, either in a pull-out 

(traditional) model or in a collaborative inclusive (CI) model. The CI model was grounded 

on the premises that (a) schools would provide instruction for students with disabilities in 

r^ular education classrooms when appropriate, (b) special and r^ular education teachers 

would collaborate to plan instruction for disabled students in inclusive classrooms, and (c) 

special education teachers' function would be to provide direct instruction to included 

students and/or to provide consultation to these studoits' regular education teachers. 

Marston and Heistad examined three outcome variables: student achievemait as evaluated 

by curriculum-based measurement procedures, the impact of the Q model on quality of 

SCTvice and time needed for implementation as perceived by teachers, referral rates, and 

attitudes of goieral and special education teachers towards Q. Results indicated that 
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studoit achievement, as evaluated by reading achievement growth rates, did not differ 

between students in a pull-out model and those in a Q modeL Overall, both regular and 

special teachers in CI schools percdved that the quality of services had improved, but also 

that more of their time was needed for implementation. However, regular and special 

education teachers differed in their perc^ons of these variables rdative to specific 

educational decisions (e.g., idaitifying academic needs, providing academic instruction, 

comparisons to peffs). Refiaral data were also analyzed for the one year prior to 

implemoitation and during the year of implementation. In CI schools, referral rates 

dropped by 53% from the preimplementation year to the implementation year, while in non-

Q schools the referral rate remained approximately the same as during the 

preimplementation year. Finally, teacher attitudes wo^e assessed qualitatively. The five 

most firequaitly cited advantages of a CI model cited by teachers in Q schools were that (a) 

special education students receive support in the mainstream, (b) the needs of more 

studaits may be met, even if thQ^ are not identified as needing or receiving special 

education services, (c) students are exposed to two types of teaching styles, (d) a decrease 

in behavior related problems, and (e) th^ are more able to serve at-risk students. The five 

most frequaitly cited problems included that there is/are (a) a lack of time for cooperative 

planning, (b) inadequate physical space, (c) less time devoted to special education students, 

(d) scheduling conflicts, and (e) diffo-ent teaching philosophies. 

Project ACHIEVE (Knoff & Batsche, 1995) is a comprehensive school reform 

process intended to help schools work more effectively with at-risk and difficult-to-teach 

students. Included in Project ACHIEVE are intervaition assistance components based on 

the principals of consultation. Specifically, Project ACHIEVE uses problem 

solving/referral question consultation (see Knoff & Batsche, 1991) and instructional 

consultation, along with organizational analysis and development, staff development, 

curriculum-based assessment, parent training and support, and research. Outcome data 



wCTe collected for one year pre-implemoitation at one elementary school (JKES) and for 

three years post-implementation. The same data were collected during the second year of 

JKES's Project ACHIEVE implementation in a comparison school fimctioning under a 

traditional modd. Results indicated that the number of special education referrals at JKES 

declined firom a high of 10% of the student body population during the pre-implementation 

year to a low of 2% during the third year of implemaitation. The referral rate for the 

comparison school was 10%. Placanent rates followed a similar pattern. Placements at 

JKES declined from 6% of the studait population during pre-implementation to 2% during 

the third year of implementation. The placanent rate at the comparison school was 7%. 

Student grade retentions dropped at JKES as well. During pre-implementation, 6% of 

JKES's population were retained, but by year two of the project, there were no student 

retentions at that school. In contrast, the comparison school retained 5% of its students. 

Knoff and Batsche also examined disciplinary referrals as an outcome measure in 

evaluating Project ACHIEVE's efficacy. Data indicated 73 referrals per 100 studaits during 

the pre-implementation year which declined to a low of 48 incidents during year two of 

implemaitation. The comparison school rate was 51 incidoits per 100 students. To 

summarize the data on the impact of Project ACHIEVE on JKES comparing pre- to post-

implementation, referral rates declined by 75%, placements into special education declined 

by 67%, disciplinary referrals declined by 28%, and grade retentions declined by 90%. 

Research Related to Teacher Perceptions of Problem Ownership and Restx>nsibilitv 

Although teachers may have to accq)t new roles and adopt new attitudes to work 

effectively within an alternative problem solving oriaited paradigm (Gradoi, Casey, & 

Christenson, 1985), little research to date has investigated this area. This section reviews 

studies which have examined teacher beliefs relative to their percqjtions of problem 

ownership and responsibility towards difficult-to-teach children in the schools. 
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As a part of the Classroom Strategy Study, Brophy and Rohikempe- (1981) 

investigated the influence of problem ownaship on teachers' perceptions of and strategies 

for coping with problem stud^ts within an attribution theory framework. In this study, the 

concept of problem ownership pertains to the frustration or attainment of an individual's 

needs satisfaction. Within this concqitualization, teacher-owned problems occur when 

studoit behavior interferes with a teacha's needs, shared problems occur when a teacher 

and student interfere with each other's needs, and student-owned problems occur when a 

students' needs are frustrated by people or events other than a teacher. During individual 

interviews, participating teachers wa^ asked to read 2 vignettes each rq)resenting diffo-ent 

types of problem children and thai to respond verbally about how they would handle that 

child in their own classroom. Subsequently, teachers were interviewed again and presented 

with 12 genoal descriptions of student problem behavior. Th^ were asked to discuss how 

they conceptualized the problem behavior and to state the full range of problem solving 

strategies th^r would implement. Results indicated that, in goieral, teachers tended to not 

see themselves as the cause of problems, but more typically viewed problems as internal to 

the student. Additionally, teachers' attributions regarding their own ability to influence 

student behavior covaried with the three problem ownership levels. Students with teacher-

owned problems (e.g., fighting, arguing) were seoi by teachers, especially teachers with 

the least self-efiicacy, as able to control their bdiavior and were therefore considered to 

blame for their problems. Conversely, students with student-owned problems (e.g., low 

ability) were perceived as victims rather than responsible individuals who intentionally 

caused classroom problems, particularly by teachers with the most self-efficacy. Teachers 

attributed shared problems to unintentional carelessness on the part of the studoit, and 

needing to learn self-control. These attributions, in turn, influenced coping strategies which 

teachers reported they would use to problem-solve solutions to the scenarios presented in 

the vignettes. Although the Brophy and Rohrkemper study concqjtualizes problem 
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ownership somewhat differently than has been previously discussed, it highlights the 

importance of examining issues related to responsibility at the individual level. 

Safran and Safran (1987) analyzed whaher teachers' perceptions of problem 

behavior are influenced by differences in teacher group affiliation (i.&, regular versus 

special) and classroom context (i.e., disruptive versus nondisruptive). Teachers viewed a 

series of seven short videotaped vignettes filmed either within a disruptive and a 

nondisruptive context Outcome variables included teacher percq)tions of tolerance (how 

bothersome the behavior is), severity of the behavior, manageability, and bdiavioral 

contagion (to what d^ree the behavior incites similar bdiavior or disrupts others). Results 

indicated that regular teachers and special education teachers differed on the severity and 

tolerance measures, with regular teachers rating bdiaviors more severely and being less 

tolerant overall than were special education teachers. However, regular and special teachers 

did not differ significantly on the manageability and contagion measures. Finding related to 

the classroom context condition revealed that both r^jular and special education teachers 

viewed the target student as causal in the disruptive context, indicating a fear of behavioral 

contagion. Additionally, both teacher groups were less accepting of problems behaviors in 

the disruptive context. The Safran and Safran study, like that of Brophy and Rohrkemper 

(1981) examines teacher percqjtions primarily at the level of the individual, although it also 

addresses the level of the classroom. 

Hughes et al. (1993) conducted a study the purpose of which was to determine 

wh^er teachers' intervention choice-child referral, consultation, or handling the problem 

without assistance-could be predicted by their ratings of causes of classroom behavior 

problems and/or their perceptions of their self-efficacy and control over the problem. 

During the course of individual interviews, teachers were presented with the same 12 

vign^es that were originally developed by Brophy & Rohrkemper (1981). After each 

vignette was presented, teachers were asked to explain why the problem was occurring and 



then to describe the student in their own words. Each teacher's causal attributions, self-

efficacy, and intervaition choice for the problem WCTe coded for each of the 12 vignettes. 

Hughes et al. discovered that the level of perceived importance assigned to rqx>ited causal 

factors of presenting problems did not predict teachers' subsequent intervention choice, 

with the exception of helpless academic behavior. For a child exhibiting this problem, 

teachers WCTe more likely to refCT the child than to sedc consultation or solve the problem 

on thrar own if the problem was attributed to low intellectual ability. Teachers' self-efficacy 

for resolving the problem, on the other hand, was found to predict their intervention 

decisions. Teachers who had higher self-efficacy for resolving the problem were more 

likely to attempt to handle the problem on their own than to refer the child or request 

consultative assistance. An examination of teachers' perceptions of control over presenting 

problems indicated that teachers viewed both consultation and referral as appropriate for 

problems which they perceived to be outside of their control. Finally, although Hughes et 

al. found that teaches' self-efficacy, perceptions of control, and attributions did not predict 

teachers' decisions to seek consultation versus referring a child, results did show that more 

experienced teachers selected referral more oftoi than did less experienced teachers, 

Jordan, Kircaali-Iftar, and Diamond (1993) explored teachers' beliefs about the 

needs of at-risk and excq)tional students, and their perceptions of their roles and 

responsibilities in meeting those needs. Jordan et al. characterized teacher beliefs as falling 

somewhere on a continuum of external versus internal causality. On one aid of this bipolar 

continuum are restorative beliefs, which assume that problems reside within a child; at the 

other Old of the continuum are preventive beliefs, which assume that the aivironmait plays 

a part in the problem. Jordan et al. hypothesized that teachers hold differing but consistent 

and coherent belief systems about student problems which in turn lead to differing views of 

their ownCTship of various student problems. These authors also hypothesized that 

differences in restorative-preventive beliefs might be related to teachers' assumptions about 
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the locus of responsibility for addressing student problems, and therefore, to teachers' 

sense of self-efficacy. Teachers were individually interviewed using a structured interview 

covering five belief topics: (a) rrferral and assessment, (b) programming, (c) review (i.e., 

progress monitoring), (d) communication with staff, and (e) communication with parents. 

Teachers also completed two questionnaires, one designed to elicit their preferences for 

resource^support services, the other to measure their sense of efficacy. Interview results 

indicated that teachers could indeed be differoitiated and "scored" according along the 

preventive-restorative dimension, and that teachers consistently responded to each of the 

five interview topics based on their overall orientation. Additionally, Jordan et al. found 

that teachers who scored low on the restorative-prevaitive scale (i.e., at the restorative end) 

were more likely to prefer the withdrawal of a difficult child from their classrooms and that 

those teachers who were rated as holding prevaitive beliefs preferred in-class consultative 

support Related to teacher self-efficacy, preventive beliefs and efficacy were significantly 

correlated, suggesting that teachers who hold prevoitive beliefs also believe they 

themselves can effect student change. Conversely, teachers who hold restorative beliefs 

would be more likely to bdieve that th^r are not particularly able to solve studait learning 

and behavior problems because th^ perceive these difficulties to be out of their control. 

Soodak and Podell (1994) investigated teachers' decisions regarding difficult-to-

teach studaits, their causal beliefs, and their sense of efficacy. Of specific interest was the 

relationship b^ween teachers' spontaneous suggestions to either request outside services 

(e.g., referral to special education) or promote classroom-based interventions, and the 

factors which might influence those suggestions. Participants responded to a four-page 

questionnaire which included a teach^ efficacy scale, demographic questions, and a case 

study. The case study depicted a student with reading and occasional self-control problems. 

Information was provided about the student, his family, and classroom parameters. Three 

questions in a free response format followed the case study which instructed teachers to list 



all the ways they could think of to address the situation, select which of these solutions 

they think would be the most effective, and state what th^r perceived to be the cause of the 

student's problems. Results indicated that teachers were able to offer a wide variety of 

techniques to address, as well as numerous explanations to explain the case study studait's 

problems. However, they were reluctant to claim that their suggestions wctb effective. 

Additionally, of the suggestions offered, teachers more frequently mentioned non-teacher-

based into^^entions than teacher-based ones, suggesting that they were more likely to look 

to others ratha: than to themselves for solutions. Genaally, outside services, particularly 

assessment, counseling, remedial reading, and consultation with professionals other than 

teachers were viewed by participants as more effective than teacher and classroom based 

strategies. Interestingly, consultation with colleagues was suggested by few respondents. 

Soodak and Podell suggest that "teachers appear to want other professionals to solve 

student problems, rather than have the professionals help the teachers to effect change 

themselves" (p. 50). Data also indicated that teachers' perceptions of the cause of the 

problem was related to their intervention choice. For example, those teachers who 

perceived the home to be influential in the etiology of the problem often sought to involve 

the parent in problan solving. Finally, Soodak and Podell found that efficacy was related 

to the types of problem solving suggestions made by teachers, with more teacher-based 

strategies suggested by those teachers with higher self-efficacy. 

Carlyon (1995) conducted an exploratory study at the school level which analyzed 

the effeas of organizational climate and staff experiaitial variables on schools' prefa-oice 

and motivation to solve moderate student behavior problems in the classroom. Teacher data 

were aggregated at the school level. The use of a path analytic model allowed for the 

investigation of predicted causal relationships of exogenous variables (school size, class 

size, teaching experience, and student SES) thought to have influences on first-order 

endogenous variables (consultation experiaice, school social climate), second-order 
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endogenous variables (perception of consultant availability, satisfaction with consultation), 

and the outcome variable-preference and motivation for consultation. Results indicated that 

teaching staffs that perceived higher levels of openness in the professional social climate 

also perceived greater availability of a consultant, were more satisfied with consultation, 

and exhibited greater prefwence and motivation for consultation than did staffs perceiving 

lower levels of openness. Logically, consultation experience tended to enhance satisfaction 

with consultation which, in turn, was found to have powerful positive effects on preference 

and motivation for consultation. However, school size had a sizable negative effect on the 

same variable. Qass size did not have the same effect on preference and motivation for 

consultation, but did have n^ative effects on school social climate and consultant 

availability. Teaching staffs in lower SES contexts tended to be more satisfied with 

consultation and showed greater preferaice and motivation for consultation. Finally, effects 

of general teaching experience were mixed. Data indicated that more expaienced teaching 

staffs reported more previous consultation experioice in the past year, yet pCTceived a 

consultant as less available to them and were less satisfied with consultation. 

Thompson, Boyle, Franklin, Sabers, and Wasserman (1995) conducted an 

investigation of teachers' perceptions of problem ownership related to difficult-to-teach 

children. Teachers from two of the three districts rqwesoited in this study worked in pilot 

districts that were part of a statewide project design to pilot a prereferral intovention model. 

Teachers from a third district worked within a traditional refer-test-place model of service 

delivery. Teacher perceptions of problem ownership were assessed via written narrative 

responses to three vignettes. Each vignette described a student whose behaviors indicated 

that mild academic and/or behavioral problems were occurring in the classroom. Teachers 

wQ-e instructed to pretaid that each of the students represoited by a vign^e was a studait 

in his or her own classroom, and were then asked to explain what actions he or she would 

take to address the problems of those students. Narrative data for each vignette were 
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independently coded by ratas and a code was assigned to each vignette indicating which of 

the following of three problem ownership orientations it best represented: (a) transferring 

the problem (referral to outside personnel or agencies), (b) sharing the problem (initiating 

collaboration with colleagues or other staff), or (c) owning the problem (attempting to solve 

the problem on his or her own and/or initiating parrat contact). Thompson et al. used 

genoalizability theory to evaluate variance components related to different fecets and 

interactions of facets included in thdr design. Although it was hypothesized that the largest 

source of variance would be model facet, with prereferral model teachers being more likely 

to own and share problems and less likely to refer problems than refer-test-place model 

teachCTS, no variance at all was accounted for by this facet. Instead, the main sources of 

variance were rq)resented by the individual teacher facet (31.9%), and by the interaction of 

the teacher with the type of student to which he or she was responding (46.5%). Teachers 

working within a prereferral intervention model were just as likely to refer the difficult-to-

teach children rq)resented by the vign^es as were teachers working within the traditional 

refer-test-place model, and they were no more likely to share and own problems. 

Furthamore, as indicated by the variance attributable to the teacher by vignette interaction, 

teachers' intervention suggestions varied with the nature of the student problems 

rqjresented by the three diffaent vignettes. These results suggest that teachers may 

respond very personally to students based on their own notion of "the right thing to do" 

and "the right child to do it to" regardless of within which model they woric and in spite of 

paradigmatic system level changes which may have been implemented from the top-down. 

Summary 

"At the heart of much educational research are hypotheses about the influence of 

policies on practices implemented at the school or district level on processes occurring 

within schools" (Raudenbush &. Bryk, 1986, p. 1). As can be seen from the preceding 

literature review, rates of referral for special education eligibility assessment and placement 



rates of those students who are assessed have been the primary focus of much of the 

current research on practices rdated to intervention assistance models. Although it has been 

argued that educating children with learning problems is a shared responsibility (Will, 

1986), less research has been conducted which examines issues of problem ownership and 

teachers' percq)tions of their responsibility to work with difficult-to-teach students. The 

traditional dual system of r^ular and special education may contribute to the lack of 

problem ownership and responsibility which a teacher may feel towards working with 

difficult-to-teach childrai. Teachers have implicitly been encouraged to transfer problems 

by refaring children who fall bdiind their classmates to "specialists" (Jordan, Kircaali-

Iftar, & Diamond, 1993). The present study examined both teachers' perceptions of 

prdilem ownership and the referral and placement rates in schools implemaiting an 

intervention assistance model and in schools implementing a traditional refer-test-place 

model of special education service delivoy. 

Etefinition of Terms 

Problem ownership for the purpose of this study was conceptualized as the global 

manner in which teachers describe how th^r would intervene to address the problems of 

students experiencing mild academic and/or behavioral difficulties. Teachers may primarily 

perceive their responsibility to work with or intervene on the bdialf of difficult-to-teach 

students in one of three ways: 

1. Th^ may own the problem. This problem ownership orientation is 

evident when a teacho- rqxjrts that he or she would initiate and implement 

interventions independently and/or with parental input. 

2. They may share the problem. This problem ownership orientation is 

evidoit when a teacher indicates that he or she would consult with other 

professionals within the school to solve student problems (e.g., counselor, 

colleague, school psychologist). Parent contact may or may not occur. 
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3. Th^ may transfer the problem. This problem ownership orientation is 

evident whai a teacher describes interventions related to referring the 

problem for outside sovices, such as assessment for special education 

eligibility or a referral to outside counseling services. 

This concq)tualization of problem ownership is the same as that used in the Thompson et 

al. (1995) study and closely parallels that described in the Hughes et al. (1993) study. 

Although Hughes and her colleagues did not use the terminology "own", "share" and 

"transfer the problem", the teacher-selected intervaitions they described-handling the 

problem without assistance, consultation, and child referral-are virtually identical to 

those defined here. 

Additionally, rates of referral for special education eligibility evaluation, rates of 

placement into special education programs, and the proportion of those referred studaits 

who are subsequently placed was examined at the model level. For purposes of the present 

study, these variables were defined as follows: 

1. Referral is defined as a formal request for a multidisciplinary 

psychoeducational evaluation conducted for the purpose of determining a 

student's eligibility for special education services. In thepresait study, the 

term referral is limited to initial referrals only, and does not include referrals 

for reevaluations of students who have previously qualified for and received 

special education services. 

2. Placemait occurs after a referral and evaluation upon the determination 

that a student meets the qualifying criteria for a legally-defined educational 

handicapping condition and is subsequently placed in special education. 

3. The proportion of placements to referrals is the percentage of students 
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referred for an evaluation to determine their eligibility for special education 

who qualify for services and are subsequaitly placed in a special education 

program. 

Purpose of the Present Studv 

The primary purpose of the present study was to expand upon the current literature 

on intervention assistance models, particularly in the area of teachers' percq)tions of 

problems ownership. Specifically, the present study was designed to extend the Thompson 

al. (1995) study. Previous research has typically focused on outcome variables such as 

referral and placement rates for special education at the school or occasionally the model 

level, or has concentrated on teacher variables related to beliefs, percq)tions, and problem 

ownership issues at the level of the individual teacher or sometimes the school level. In the 

present study, information pertaining to multiple levels was obtained by multiple methods, 

and was used to examine referral and placement rate data at the model level and teacher 

perceptions of problem ownership at the model and individual levels. Data from schools 

implemaiting an intervention assistance model were compared with data from schools 

implementing a traditional model of special education service delivery. 

To summarize, 1 investigated teachers' perceptions of problem ownership for 

difficult-to-teach children in addition to examining referral and placement rates. Because 

many alternative models are implemented at a school, district, or even state level via "top 

down" directives, it is critical to examine the effects such directives may have on the 

teachers who function within those systems. While it is important to examine behavioral 

indicators of change such as referral and placement rates under the structure of an 

alternative model, it is also necessary to begin to assess variables which rq)resait beliefs 

and percq)tions. Teachers* behaviors in the classroom are likely to be influenced by their 

beliefs, percqptions, and judgmoits (Pajares, 1992) and a paradigmatic change at the 

systems level may be influential in altering those bdiefs and perceptions (Fullan, 1991). 
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However, is a paradigm change at the system level r^arding perceptions of difficult-to-

teach children and who is responsible for teaching them actually related to individual 

teachers' perceptions of problem ownership? This question remains to be answered. The 

present stu(fy rq)resents an initial stq) in that direction. 

Research Questions 

I have put forth research questions rather than a priori hypotheses as I consider the 

problem ownership component of this study, in particular, to be an exploratory study 

designed to aid in theory-building and to direct subsequent research efforts. Kreft and 

Yoon (1994) state that variance components are useful in theory building, and Taylor and 

Spencer (1989) argue that by not making an a priori assumption about the sources of 

"error" (i.e., variance) in a design, theory testing and development are promoted. In a 

soise then, the research allows the variance to fall where it may. Because the intervaition 

assistance literature has primarily examined dependent variables such as referral rates and 

placement rates, and because few studies in this literature which investigate teaches' 

perceptions have employed multilevel design and analysis, I have no a priori hypotheses 

about the distribution of variance at different leyels of analysis. 1 will let the variance fall 

where it may. The following five questions were addressed in the present study: 

1. How much variance in teachers' percqjtions of problem ownership is 

accounted for by different service delivery models? 

2. How much variance in teachers' percq)tions of problem ownership is 

accounted for by individuals, regardless of within which model they work? 

3. Are referral rates to detmnine initial special education eligibility different 

in intervention assistance model schools versus traditional model schools? 

4. Are special education placement rates among students evaluated for 

special education digibility diffoent in intervention assistance model 

schools versus traditional model schools? 



5. Does the proportion of placements to referrals differ between schools 

implementing an intervention assistance model and schools implementing a 

traditional modd of service delivery? 



CHAPTERS 

METHODS 

The Thompson et aL (1995) research described in the previous chapter was a pilot 

study for the present stucfy. This chapter b^ins with a detailed description of the pilot 

study, and is followed by a description of the m^ods for the present study. 

The Pilot Stucfy 

Purpose 

The primary purpose of the pilot stutfy was to examine teacher perceptions related 

to problem ownership of mild academic and behavioral difficulties in children, and to 

determine if these perceptions varied as a function of district type (i.e., prereferral 

intervention or traditional). A secondary purpose of this study was to ©camine referral and 

placement rate data from the participating school districts. 

Method 

Participants. Participants included teachers and other educators (e.g., counselors, 

speech therapists, nurses) in three neighboring school districts near a large metropolitan 

area in New Jersey (N = 236). These three districts are all within ten miles of each other, 

and each encompasses a broad range of socioeconomic levels. The ethnic composition of 

this area is approximately 90% Caucasian and 10% ethnic minorities, primarily Afncan-

American. The leading industries are casinos, resorts, and farming. At the time of the 

study, one of the three districts was functioning under a traditional refCT-test-pIace model, 

while the other two districts were participating in a pilot project to revise special education 

service delivery in New Jers^ through the use of a prereferral intavention model (New 

Jersey State Etepartment of Education, 1986). Table 3.1 presents demographic data and 

return rates for each of the three districts which participated in the pilot study. 
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Table 3.1 

Pilot Study District Demographic Information 

District Service Deliver 
Model 

Grade Levels 
Served 

Student Body 
Population 

Return 
Rate 

#1 Traditional K-12 4,400 27% 

n Prereferral 
Intervention 

K-12 1,800 34% 

#3 Pro-eferral 
Intervention 

K-8 3,000 28% 

Across all school districts, 58% of participants taught at the elementary level (K-6) and 

42% taught at the secondary level (7-12). Regular educators comprised 42% of the sample; 

special educators, 18%; support personnel, 4%; and content area teachers, 28%. "Content 

area" refers to those teachers who described themselves as history teachers, math teachers, 

and so on. The mean years of teaching experience across all participants was 14 years 

(SD = 7.8). The overall return rate across districts was 29%. 

Instrument. The instrumait used in this study was designed to assess the 

percq)tions that teachers hold regarding their role and responsibility in working with 

difficult-to-teach children. Vignettes dq)icting students with mild academic and/or 

behavioral difficulties were developed and used to elicit writtai narrative problem solving 

responses from teachers. The use of vignettes to assess teachers' beliefs, perceptions, 

attributions, and other related variables has previously been rqx)rted in the literature (e.g., 

Brophy & Rohrkemper, 1981; Hughes « al., 1993). Vign^es and other forms of analog 

studies (e.g., diagnostic decisions based on referral and assessment data, see for example 

O'Reilly et al., 1989) are an indirect source of information yet, according to Pajares (p. 

315), "it is unavoidable that, for purposes of investigation, beliefs must be inferred". 
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Hud)ner (1991) has argued that analog research can be used successfully to make 

important contributions to the literature, and that one of its strengths is providing a measure 

of control over rdevant and extraneous variables. Goodman (cited in Pajares, 1992) claims 

that a teacher's "guiding image" (Le., belief system) can be assessed through intentionality 

and responses to dilemmas. The "dilemmas" in the pilot study were the student problems 

presented in the three vign^es, and the types of strategies that teachers reported they 

would use to solve these student problems were construed as evidence of their perceptions 

about problem ownership. 

The vignettes for the pilot study were collaboratively developed by a team 

composed of myself, a professor of educational measurement, two school psychologists, 

and a special education administrator. The three vignettes were designed to dq)ict students 

with problems which occur commonly within a school siting. The vign^es were 

intentionally writtai using studoit names which may interpreted as either male or female, 

and without the use of gender-identifying pronouns. The researchers wrote short vign^es 

which could be variably interpreted by teachers regarding the severity of the problem and 

possibilities for intffvention. Finally, the vignettes. Vignette ifl in particular, were written 

so that they would match the language of that used by teachers in the study districts. 

Appaidix A is a copy of the vignette questionnaire to which teachers responded. 

Vignette #1 describes a student who is a withdrawn "loner" who has few friends, and who 

is inattentive and fidg«y during class activities. Vignette #2 depicts a student who scored 

below grade level on the annual district standardized achievemait test, and who has poor 

grades, inadequate homework, and attendance issues. Vign^e #3 presents a student who 

bothers other students, rarely completes homework, and is suspected of being absent 

without reason. Following each vign^e was a single question: "What action or actions 

would you take to address this student's problems?" Teachers were instructed to read each 

vignette carefully and then respond as if each student was one with whom th^ were 
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currently working. Additionally, thqr were instructed to respond in the space provided 

following each question and on the back of the page if more space was needed. 

Procedure. Data were collected during the spring of 1992 and 1993. A two-page 

packet was placed in the school mailbox of each teacher in the three participating school 

districts. The packets included a cover letter printed on district letterhead and signed by the 

appropriate district superintendent (see Appendix B), along with the vignette questionnaire. 

Because several minor variations of Vignette #2 were created to better match student and 

teacher grade levels, standardized instructions were designed to fecilitate packet distribution 

(see Appendix C). Participants were instructed to return their completed questionnaires by 

the date indicated to the person or location specified in the cover letter. 

Data Analvsis 

Vi^ette Ctoding. Teachers' responses to the vignettes were coded by three raters, 

one of whom was me. Each rater coded each participant's response to all three vignettes. 

Thus, the research design was a fully crossed, random effects, naturally nested design 

which yielded the following model: raters x vignettes x (teachers:districts). The notation 

(teachCTs:districts) indicates that teachers are "naturally nested" within districts. This 

particular design was fiilly aossed because all raters rated each of the three vignettes 

responded to by all of the participants. It was a random effects model and therefore 

assumed that three raters represented a random sample of raters, thus making results of this 

study more generalizable. Finally, this model was naturally nested because each teacher 

appears in one and only one school district. 

The coding scheme was developed through a collaborative effort on the part of the 

same research team that developed the vignettes. Responses were analyzed independently 

by each rater and coded with one of three l^er codes: O, S, or T. The definition and 

coding critCTia for each of these codes was as follows: 
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1.0 = Own the Problem. The teacher attempts resolution on his or her own 

without accessing other school support staff (e.g., counselor, principal, 

another teacher). This cat^ory may include but does not require initiation of 

parent contact. 

2, S = Share the Problem. The teacher attempts some intervention(s) and 

also solicits assistance from other school personnel (e.g,, counselor, 

principal, another teacher). This category may includebut does not require 

initiation of parent contact. 

3. T = Transfer the problem. No attempt is made by the teacher to develop 

an intervaition. Referrals are made to school support staff or a community 

agency as the only option. 

Prior to coding the vignette responses, raters discussed the coding scheme, randomly 

selected several questionnaires to code, and then discussed their coding decisions until 

consensus was reached. All subsequent coding was conducted independently. 

Genoalizabilitv Theorv. Coded responses were analyzed using generalizability 

theory (G theory). G theory is a statistical theory about the dependability of behavioral 

measurements. A primary purpose of a G study is to provide as much information as 

possible about the sources of variation in the measurement. The researcher using G theory 

attempts to identify and estimate the magnitude of the potoitially important sources of 

variation in a social science measurement (Shavelson & Webb, 1991). Indeed, "estimated 

variance components are the most important empirical results of conducting a G study" 

(Brennan, 1992, p. 3). The strength of G theory is that multiple sources of variation in a 

measuremait can be estimated separately in a single analysis (Shavelson & Wd)b, 1991). 

The term "facet" is used in G theory to specify a particular source of variation. A 

facet is simply a similar set of measurement conditions (Brennan, 1992) such as items or 

occasions. G theory enables the researcher to derive a variance component for each facet 
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and for the interactions of facets specified by the study design. G theory applies analysis of 

variance to partition the total sums of squares. Expected mean squares then provide 

weighted sums of variance components or equations related to each facet and interaction in 

the design. Which fecets are included in any particular study is the decision of the 

researcher. For example, in the pilot study, it was possible to estimate the variance in the 

data that was attributable to the vignettes themselves, as well as the variance that was 

attributable to the interaction of the raters and the vignettes. 

Results 

G Studv. Table 3.2 presents the results of the pilot G study. Included are sources 

of variability, which include each facet and the interactions of the facets specified by the 

research model, the estimated variance componaits, and the percent of total variance 

accounted for by each source of variability. The percait of variance accounted for is 

obtained by taking the sum of the variance components and creating percentages of this 

sum that each estimated variance component accounts for. Percent of variance accounted 

for is a useful heuristic in interpreting the relative magnitude of estimated variance 

components (Shavenson & Webb, 1991). 

The variance components related to ratos are very small, indicating that little 

variance in the data was attributable to rating discrepancies among the three rata-s. Looking 

at the percent of total variance accounted for by district type, it can be seen that this facd; 

did not account for any variance in the data which indicates that teacher responses did not 

differ as a function of district type. That is, there was no variability in the responses of 

participants who worked in prereferral districts versus those who worked in the traditional 

district. The largest percentage of total variance was attributable to the vignette-by-

teachendistrict interaction, indicating that data variability in this study was primarily due to 

individual teachers responding differaitially to different smdent problems. The second 
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largest percoitage of total variance was attributable to the teachendistrict facet, indicating 

that individual teachers differed in their responses, regardless of the type of district within 

which they worked. 

Table 3.2 

Pilot Study G Studv Results 

Sources of Variability Estimated Variance 
Component 

Percent of 
Total Variance 

Rater (r) .00166667 0.4 

Vignette (v) .01287380 2.9 

District (d) -.00038933 0.0 

TeachCT:District (t:d) .13936052 31.9 

Rater x Vignette (rv) .00004801 0.0 

Rater x District (rd) .00070190 0.1 

Vignette x District (vd) -.00223085 0.0 

Vign^e X TeachenDistrict (vt:d) .20324594 46.5 

Rater x TeachenDistrict (rt:d) .00843390 1.9 

Rater x Vignette x District (rvd) -.00037052 0.0 

Rater x Vignette x TeacherDistria 
(rvt:d,e) 

.06729783 15.4 

To summarize, the results of the pilot study showed that, in this case, individual teachers 

are diffaait, and individuals differ in their beliefs about problem ownership relative to 

different types of student problems. 
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Referral and Placement Rates. Data were also collected post-hoc on rates of referral 

for special education eligibility evaluation and on rates of subsequent special education 

placement for those students who were refared for each of the three districts involved in 

the pilot study. The referrals column in Table 3.3 rq)resents the percaitage of studoits of 

each district's total enrollment who were referred for evaluation for special education 

eligibility. Placements rq)resaits the percaitage of those referred studaits who were 

classified as having a disability and subsequently placed in some type of special education 

program. In each of the three districts, whether it was a traditional or a prereferral 

intervention district, between 3 and 4% of studaits were referred for special education 

eligibility evaluation. In District §\, a traditional refer-test-place district, every student who 

was referred was subsequaitly placed in special education. District #3, a prereferral 

Table 3.3 

Pilot Studv Referral and Placement Rates Bv District 

District Service Delivery Model Referral 
Percentage 

Placement 
Percentage 

#1 Traditional 3.0 lOO.O 

#2 Prereferral Intervention 3.3 52.8 

#3 Prerefeiral Intervention 4.0 89.5 

intervention district, had placemait rates rivaling those of District #1 with nearly 9 out of 

10 referred students placed in special education. Interestingly, although District ffl and 

District fH) were both prereferral intervaition districts, their placements rates were quite 

different, with District #2 placing just over half of studaits who were referred for 

evaluation. These results are dissimilar to most previous findings in the literature, which 
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suggest that referral rates in districts or schools implemaiting intervention assistance 

models will be lower than those in traditional settings but that the proportion of those 

referred students who are labeled and placed will be higher. 

The Present Study 

The intent of the present studjy was to extend the findings of the pilot study by 

evaluating the impact of an intervention assistance model this is philosophically and 

pragmatically similar to New JersQ^'s prereferral intervaition model. Unlike the pilot 

study, however, all participating schools in the presait study were in the same district. Half 

of these schools were implementing an intervention assistance model and the other half 

were functioning under a traditional model of service delivery during the time period 

encompassed by the study. 

Like the pilot study, the present study investigated teacher' pa-ceptions of problem 

ownership as measured by their responses to vign^es. In addition, the present study 

extaided the examination of referral and placemoit rates to include tests of their diffo-ence 

in different models. Generalizability theory and a nonparametric statistical technique were 

employed to compare intervaition assistance models with traditional models of special 

education service delivery. This chapter first discusses the method used for the problem 

ownCTship portion of the presait study and is followed by a discussion of the method used 

to examine referral and placement rates. 

Participants 

Participants included teachers and other educators (e.g., counselors, speech 

pathologists, librarians) fiom 20 schools in a large, urban school district in the 

southwestern United States (N=67). This school district serves approximately 63,000 

students. The neighborhoods in which participating schools are located encompass a broad 

range of socioeconomic levels. The ethnic composition of the area is approximately 68% 

Caucasian, 24% Hispanic, 3% African-American, 3% Native American, and 2% Asian. 
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The leading industries of the city in which the school district is located are the service 

industry, trade, and government-related positions. 

Ten schools implementing an alternative service delivery model were selected to 

participate in this study based on their involvemait in Project Breakthru, an intervaition 

assistance model Ten schools implementing a traditional service delivery model were 

selected as comparison schools. The participation of the toi Project Breakthru schools was 

ensured because of administrative support at the district-wide level for research on this new 

model, while the participation of comparison schools based on the voluntary participation 

of the principal. 

Project Breakthru. TOT schools which were implementing an intervention assistance 

model at the outset of this study invited to participate. All t«i schools were part of "Project 

Breakthru", a local intervention assistance model developed and facilitated by two school 

psychologists, one a former and one a current school psychologist in the school district. 

These ten Project Breakthru schools rq)resented all of the schools that were involved in the 

project during the initiation of this study, with the excq)tion of one school. That school 

was the only middle school involved in the project to date and, according to the project 

facilitator, has not yet begun implementing the model with consistency nor integrity. As a 

result, it was excluded from this study. The following paragraph presents a brief 

description of Project Breakthru, 

Project Breakthru (Burch & Macht, 1994) is an intervention assistance model being 

implemented at number of school sites within one school district in the southwestern 

United States. The goal of Project Breakthru is to use the principles of consultation and 

collaboration, along with the m^odology of curriculum-based assessment, to provide 

services for any studoit in need of academic and/or social-emotional assistance. Specific 

purposes of Project Breakthru include (a) to provide all studoits with immediate academic 

and social-emotional assistance without need for a formal referral, (b) to provide all 



teachers with immediate academic and/or social-emotional assistance without having to 

process a formal referral, (c) to provide opportunities for support staff assigned to schools 

to work directly with all teachers and students, and (d) to provide opportunities for teachers 

to improve curriculum-based assessment skills, as weU as develop pertinent instructional 

experiences from the results of their assessmaits. Additionally, the project has adopted a 

non-deficit, non-categorical, prevention philosophy of service delivery. 

Comparison Schools. Ten schools functioning under a traditional service delivery 

model were selected to be solicited for participation. Several additional schools were 

identified as alternates in case any of the initially seleaed schools declined to participate. 

Comparison schools wCTe selected through consultation with an ecperienced district school 

psychologist who had been the Project Breakthru facilitator for approximately four years. 

Comparison schools were nominated by the facilitator based on his extaisive knowledge of 

district schools, and on his judgment regarding which schools best simulated the 

characteristics of Project Breakthru schools relative their student body size, «hnic 

proportions, and neighborhood income. 

The mean years of teaching expaience of participants was 15.63 years (SD = 

8.24). R^ular educators comprised 76% of all participants; special educators, 8%, and 

support personnel (e.g., speech pathologists, librarians), 11%. Aaoss all schools, 

approximately 49% of participants taught at the primary level (grades K-3), 30% taught at 

the intermediate level (grades 4 through 6), and 21% identified themselves as working with 

students at all grade levels (K-6). The overall return rate across all participants at both 

Project Breakthru and comparison schools was 12.9% . The return rate for participants in 

Project Breakthru schools was 13.9%, while the return rate for those in comparison 

schools was 11.6%. 
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Instrumgit 

The vignettes used to assess teacher perceptions of problem ownership in the 

present stucfy were developed for the previously explicated pilot study conducted by my 

colleagues and me (Thompson et al., 1995). Some of the language used in Vignette ifl 

(academic problems) in the pilot study which was specific to the districts involved in that 

study was changed slightly for the present study. Vignettes #1 and #3 remained 

unchanged. Additionally, Vign^e #2 previously contained information r^arding the grade 

level of the child, and vignette questionnaires in the pilot study were distributed to teachers 

in a maimer which best matched the grade level of the child and the grade level at which the 

teacher taught. In the current study, however, all participants received idoitical 

instruments. See Appendix D for a copy of the questionnaire which was distributed to 

teachers who participated in the presait study. See Appendix A for a copy of the original 

questionnaire used in the pilot study. The demographic questions included on the vignette 

questionnaire which was distributed in the presait study included the questions asked in the 

pilot study along with several additional ones. 

Regarding the characteristics of the instrument (i.e., vignettes), the G study 

analysis of sources and magnitude of variance components showed little rater variance 

(.4%) in the pilot study, indicating that the vignettes can be coded very reliably across 

raters. Additionally, each facet which contained raters (e.g., rater x vignette) showed 

negligible amounts of variance. On the other hand, results also revealed that the variance 

accounted for by the vignette x teacher:district interaction was substantial (46.5%), 

demonstrating that individual teachers responded differentially to each of the three 

vignettes. This suggests that these vignettes function well as separate "items". Finally, a 

qualitative examination of the responses of teachers in the pilot study indicated that the 

vignettes and question prompt generated, with very few exceptions, written responses 



70 

ranging from several sentences to several paragraphs, thus providing adequate contoit from 

which to derive codes. Each response contained at least one and more commonly several 

actions that participants rqxHted they would take to address the student problems described 

in the vignette. 

Procedure 

Vignettes. Individual packets were assembled, each of which included a cover letter 

(see Appendix E), a vign^e questionnaire (see Appendix D), and a stamped preaddressed 

aivelope. To encourage participation, the cover letter explained that participants would be 

entaed into a drawing for $1(X) by returning thdr questionnaires along with the TICKET" 

from the bottom of the cover l^er with their phone number on it. Note that no information 

was requested from teachers which would allow them to be individually identified. 

Additionally, teachers were assured in the introductory and explanatory paragraphs of the 

questionnaire that their responses would be anonymous. This anonymity was designed to 

encourage teachers to respond freely to the vignettes and to avoid possible response bias. A 

deadline approximately ten days afta* distribution was stipulated in the cover letter in order 

to facilitate timely responses and to allow conduct of the $100 drawing on a particular date. 

Subsequoit to securing the permission of regional administrators to include the 

selected schools, either the fecilitator or I contacted the principal at each site to obtain 

permission to solicit the voluntary participation of his or her teaching staff. Once principal 

permission was obtained, I met individually with the principal of each participating school 

to explain the study and to obtain his or her signature on required district documentation. 

Packets were distributed to each teacher's mailbox at all 20 schools on the same day in 

April of 1996, with the excq)tion of one school. At the request of that principal, packets 

were delivered there approximately three weeks prior to the others so that they could be 

distributed at a faculty meeting. 



Because teacher responses were anonymous, it was unnecessary to obtain consent 

forms for this study. However, due to this condition of anonymity, no follow-up 

redistribution of questionnaires to nonrespondants was possible. 

Referral and Placement Rates. Rates of referrals for special education eligibility 

evaluation and placement rates of those studoits evaluated were collected for each of the 20 

schools included in the present study. During the 1996-1997 school year, while 

functioning as an intern in the stucfy district, I gathered archival referral and placement data 

pertaining to the 1995-1996 school year. These data were collected from various 

knowledgeable district personnel, including a compliance monitor, several pending clerks 

(i.e., special education secretaries who process special education paperwork), and an 

administrator in the plarming and assessment department. Student data from all special 

education eligibility categories were included, with the exception of those studaits only 

referred to and placed in programs for the gifted and talented. 

Data Analysis 

Vignette Data. The same coding scheme was used for present study as that of the 

pilot study (see code descriptions on page 62). Additionally, teachers' responses to the 

vignettes were coded by the same three raters who previously coded vignettes for the pilot 

study. Each rater coded each participant's response to all three vignettes. Coded responses 

were thai analyzed, as thq^ were in the pilot study, using generalizability theory (G 

theory). This allowed for the analysis of how much variance was attributable to each facet 

and to the interaction of facets in the specified model. Estimated variance components were 

obtained through the use of VARCOMP in SAS (SAS Institute, 1979). 

The generalizability design for the present study was the same as that of the pilot 

study—a fully aossed, random effects, naturally nested design which yielded the following 

design: raters x vignettes x (teachers;model), denoted as r x v x t:m. The only difference 



betweai the design for the present study compared to the pilot study design was that 

teachers were nested within models rather than within distrias in the presoit study. The 

notation (teachers:model) indicates that teachers were naturally nested within a particular 

type of service delivery model—intervaition assistance or traditional. Total variability was 

partitioned into sq)arate sources and all possible interactions, resulting in the estimation of 

variance components for 11 sources: r, v, m, t:m, rv, rm, vm, vt:m, rt:m, rvm, and 

[rvt:m,e] (residual or error variance). The first four variance estimates are for the four main 

effects for raters, vignettes, models, and teachersrmodel. The next five estimates designate 

variance due to all possible two-way interactions among the fac«s. The next variance 

estimate represents the three-way intaaction among facets, and the final estimate is for the 

variance known as the residual. The residual is the rater-by-vignette-by-teacher.model 

intaaction confounded with other unidaitified sources of variance, denoted by the letter e. 

Referral and Placement Rate Data. Referral and placemait rate data wa-e analyzed 

using a nonparametric technique knov/n as the Wilcoxon-Mann-Whitn^ test. This test is 

used to determine whether there is a difference between the medians of two indq)endent 

groups. According to Siegel & Castellan (1988), it is one of the most powerful of the 

nonparametric tests and is a useful alternative to the parametric t test when the assumptions 

required by that test are not met or when it is not known if the assumptions have beai met. 

The diffCTence between the median number of referrals and the differoice betweoi the 

median number of placements in Project Breakthru schools and comparison schools were 

tested. The differoice between the median proportion of placements to referrals in Project 

Breakthru versus comparison schools was also tested. 



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

This chaptCT presents the results of analyses I conducted to address the five research 

questions delineated in Chapta* 2. Chapter 4 is divided into two sections. The first section 

presaits results that address the fint two questions concerning teachers' perceptions of 

problem ownership. The second section presents results which address the final three 

questions concerning referral and placemait rates. 

Teacher Perceptions of Problem Ownership 

The first two research question address teacher percq)tions of problem ownership 

relative to individual differences and to the influence of models on percq)tions. 

Question #1: How much variance in teachers' perceptions of problem ownership is 

accounted for by diffCToit service delivery models? 

Question #2: How much variance in teachers' perceptions of problem ownership is 

accounted for by individuals, regardless of within which model th^ work? 

Both of these questions are addressed by the G study. Table 4.1 displays the sources of 

variability, types of variation, and variation notations for the present study. In analysis of 

variance parlance, constant effects may be thought of as main effects. Inconsistencies, for 

example in ratas' codes across vignettes or teachers, may be thought of as interaction 

effects. 

The variance component for raters (a doiotes how much variability there was in 

code assignments among the three raters across all teachers and vignettes. The vignette 

variance componoit (a indicates how differently each of the three vignrttes was coded 

across all teachers and both models. In a saise, the vignettes functioned as "items" in this 

respect. The model variance component (a shows how similar or different teachers' 



Table 4.1 

Sources of Variability 

Source of 
Variability 

Type of Variation Variance 
Notation 

Rater 

Vignette 

Model 

TeachenModel (t:m) 

Rater x Vignette (rv) 

Rater x Model (rm) 

Vign^e X Model (vm) 

Vignette x Teacher:Model (vt:m) 

Rater x TeachenModel (rt:m) 

Rater x Vignette x Model (rvm) 

Rater x Vignette x TeachenModel 
(rvt:m,e) 

Constant effect for all teachers 
related to interrater variability 

Constant effect for all teachers 
related to variability of coding 
across vignettes 

Constant effect for all teachas 
related to model membership 

Constant effect related to 
differences among teachers 

Inconsistencies of raters' coding 
from one vignette to another 

Inconsistencies of raters' coding 
from one model to another 

Inconsistencies of responses to 
vignettes from one model to another 

Inconsistencies of responses to 
vignettes from one teacher to 
another 

Inconsistencies of raters' coding 
from one teacha- to another 

Inconsistencies of raters' coding 
from one vignette and one model 
to anothff 

Residual consisting of the unique 
combination of r, v, t:m, and e 
(error, i.e., unmeasured facets 
and/or random evaits) 

a 

a" 

O' 

o' 

o 

a • 

a 

a' 

a rvtime 



responses were based upon their membership in either an alternative intervoition or 

traditional model. The variance componait for teachers (a shows how much individual 

teachers differed in their responses to the three vignettes, regardless of within which model 

they worked. 

The interaction effects include the rater-by-vignette interaaion (a J, the rater-by-

model interaction (a J, the vignette-by-model interaction (a J, the vign^e-by-

teachCT:model interaction the rater-by-teachermodel interaction and the 

ratff-by-vignette-by-modd interaction (a Additionally, there is the residual or error 

variance (a ̂ vunuo)' which consists of the interaction of all facets confounded with the 

effects of unspecified facets and/or randomly occurring events (error variance). Table 4.2 

presoits the variance component estimates and percent of total variance for each source of 

variance specified by the design. 

Table 4.2 includes the estimated variance componaits and corresponding 

percentages of total variance for the facets and interactions of facets specified in this G 

study. Shavelson and Webb (1991, p. 30) state that "as a heuristic in interpreting the 

relative magnitude of estimated variance components, we can take the sum of the variance 

components.. .and create percentages of this sum that each estimated variance component 

accounts for". Consequently, Table 4,2 includes the percentages as well as the estimated 

variance components. 

The variance componait for the model facet provides information which addresses 

the first research question: how much variance in teachers' perceptions of problem 

ownership is accounted for by different service delivery models? As can be seoi in Table 

4.2, the variance accounted for by this facet is 0%, which indicates that model differences 
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Table 4.2 

Variance Component Estimates 

Sources of Variance Variance 
Component 

Estimated 
Variance 
Component 

Percent 
of Total 
Variance* 

Rater (r) .00017715 0.05 

Vignette (v) .00315334 0.82 

Model (m) -.00479629 0.00 

TeachenModel (t:m) .13528807 34.99 

R x V  -.00010629 0.00 

R x M  -.00050784 0.00 

V x M  -.00517421 0.00 

VxT:M .16967960 43.89 

RxTrM 'rum .00925926 2.40 

R X V X M -.00081228 0.00 

R X V X rvtnuc .05151382 13.33 

*Percaitages do not sum to 100 due to rounding error. 

(i.e., Project Breakthru versus comparison schools) contributed no variance to the data srt. 

The variance component for the teacher:modeI facet provides information which 

addresses the second research question: how much variance in teachers' percq)tions of 

problem ownership is accounted for by individuals, regardless of within which model they 

work? As Table 4.2 indicates, this fac^ was one of the primary sources of variance in this 
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study, accounting for 34.99% of the total variance. This shows that much of the variability 

in the data was due to differences among individual teachers' responses to the vignettes, 

irrespective of thdr model affiliation. 

Relatedly, the largest source of variability in this data set was the vignette-by-

teachenmodel interaction at 43,89%. This means that individual teachers differed not only 

fix)m one another in their responses, but that individuals responded differentially to the 

types of academic and bdiavioral difficulties being experiences by the three students 

described in the vignettes. That is, individuals did not simply suggest the same problem 

solving avCTues for each of the three vignettes. Individuals would somrtimes transfer the 

problem, sometimes own the problem, and som^mes share the problem. Taken together, 

the teacherrmodel facet and the vignette-by-teachenmodel interaction make up a substantial 

portion of the total variance accounted for by this G study model (78.88%). 

The residual component shows the variance that was related to the three way 

interaction between raters, vignettes, and teachers:model confounded with other 

unsystematic or systematic sources that were not specified in this study. This variance 

component comprised 13.33% of the variance accounted for by this G study, which is a 

small amount relative to the variance accounted for by the largest component 

(Vignette x TeachenModel at 43.89%). Otha minor sources of variance include raters 

(.05%), vignettes (.82%), and the rater-by-teacher:model interaction (2.4%). In addition to 

the model facet, other components which contributed no variance include the rater-by-

vign^e, rater-by-model, vignette-by-model, and rater-by-vignette-by-model interactions. 

Referral and Placement Rates 

The next three research questions address differences rdated to referral and 

placement rates between schools implementing an intervention assistance model (i.e.. 

Project Breakthru schools) and comparison schools. 



Question #3: Are referral rates to determine initial special education 

eligibility differmt in intervention assistance model schools versus 

traditional model schools? 

Question #4: Are special education placement rates among studaits 

evaluated far special education eligibility different in intervention assistance 

model schools versus traditional model schools? 

Question #5: Does the proportion of placanents to referrals differ between 

schools implementing an intervention assistance model and schools 

implementing a traditional model of service delivery? 

Table 4.3 displays the actual numbers of referrals and placements for each of the 20 

participating schools, and the percentage of students at each school who were referred for 

special education eligibility evaluation and subsequentiy placed in special education. 

Differences in referral rates, placement rates, and the proportion of placements to 

referrals between Project Breakthru schools and comparison schools were tested using the 

Wilcoxon-Mann-Whitney test For referral rates, there was a significant difference 

(2 = .0089) between the 10 Project Breakthru schools (Mdn = 4.00) and the 10 comparison 

schools (Mdn = 31.00). For placement rates, there was a significant difference (2 = .0073) 

brtweai the 10 Project Breakthru schools (Mdn = 3.00) and the 10 comparison schools 

(Mdn = 15.50). For the proportion of placements to referrals, a significant difference was 

not found (p = .4454) baweai the 10 Project Breakthru schools (Mdn = .45) and the 10 

comparison schools (Mdn = .63). 
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Table 4.3 

Referral and Placement Data for Participating Schools 

School School 
Population 

Project 
Bieakthm 
Schools 

Number of 
Referrals 

Number of Percentage of 
Placements Referred Students 

Who Were Placed 

B1 

B2 

B3 

84 

B5 

86 

87 

88 

89 

BIO 

650 

564 

390 

400 

725 

402 

275 

419 

625 

250 

12 

1 

10 

4 

20 

4 

4 

1 1  

1 

3 

6 

0 

4 

1 

5 

4 

1 

11 

1 

1 

50 

0 

40 

25 

25 

100 

2 

100 

100 

66 

Percentage 
of Total School 
Enrollment 
Referred 

1.8 

.18 

2.6 

1.0 

2.8 

l.O 

1.5 

2.6 

.16 

1.2 

Comparison 
Schools 

CI 

C2 

C3 

C4 

C5 

C6 

C7 

C8 

C9 

CIO 

365 

320 

475 

425 

492 

301 

630 

273 

600 

410 

14 

6 

32 

17 

33 

58 

54 

1 

42 

30 

5 

4 

18 

12 

26 

13 

32 

1 

22 

30 

36 

66 

56 

71 

79 

22 

59 

100 

52 

100 

3.8 

1.9 

6.7 

4.0 

6.7 

19.3 

8.6 

.37 

7.0 

7.3 
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CHAPTERS 

DISCUSSION 

"Special education is a concq>t. As with all abstract constructs, its 

operationalization is difficult and ftaught with complex problems and issues" (Adelman, 

p. 96). Traditionally, student entry to special education has been through the refer-test-

place gate. A regular education teacher with concerns about a student exhibiting academic 

and/or bdiavioral difficulties is expected to refer that student Typically, the studoit is 

evaluated to determine whether he or she meets the eligibility criteria for an educationally-

related handicapping condition and thus qualifies for assistance via the special education 

system. Regular education and special education have essentially functioned as two 

sqjarate systems, and students are commonly defined by educators as either "regular ed 

kids" or "special ed kids". . . "my kids" or "your kids" (Graden, 1993). 

Currently, however, educational reform movements are changing the face of many 

school structures (Stainback & Stainback, 1996). Within this climate of reform, the ways 

that services are provided to studaits who require additional support to experience 

educational success are changing as well. In effect, the traditional "operationalization" of 

special education appears to be changing. One such change is an increase in the number of 

school systems that are implementing intervention assistance models. Although the specific 

form these models take may vary to a degree firom state to state, district to district, or even 

school to school, the overarching goals of all intervention assistance models are the same. 

These goals include providing assistance to studaits in the general education classroom, 

decreasing the over idoitification of studoits as having handicaps, facilitating studait 

integration into r^ular education, and increasing the abilities and improving the attitudes of 

teachers towards difficult-to-teach students (Nelson et al., 1991). 

Many authors present cogait argumaits for reforming special education practice in 

the direction of intervention assistance models (e.g., Burch & Macht, 1994; Graden et al.. 
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1989; Rosenfield & Gravois, 1996). However, in spite of widespread support for the 

implementation of these models (Carter & Sugai, 1989), this support exists with somewhat 

limited empirical inquiry into their nature and effectiveness. Without such empirical 

documentation, the intervoition assistance model may be at risk of being perceived as just 

another educational "fad". 

What is presaitly known about intervoition assistance models based on previous 

research is that, in many of the schools which implemait them, special education refenal 

and placemoit rates exhibit a deaease from their preimplemaitation levels. Concurrently, 

the proportion of referred students who are subsequaitly placed in special education 

goierally inaeases (Nelson et al., 1991), suggesting that referrals become more 

appropriate. Appropriate in this context means that only those students with the most sevo-e 

needs and who are likely to meet handicapping condition critaia are referred. The literature 

also suggests that a variety of teacher variables may impact the implementation process. For 

example, teachers' perceptions regarding their control over a presenting problem (Hughes 

et al., 1993), the severity of a behavior (Safran & Safran, 1987), or the cause and 

malleability of a studait's problems (Jordan et al., 1993) all may function to influence the 

implementation of a nontraditional special education service delivery model. 

In much of the literature on intervoition assistance models, schools or districts have 

served as their own comparisons or controls, and data are compared over time. 

Comparisons between data from schools implementing intervention assistance models and 

traditional models are rare in the literature. In the present study, I took the latter approach 

by comparing 10 intervention assistance model schools with 10 traditional refer-test-place 

model schools. I have extoided the knowledge base related to intervaition assistance 

models by addressing questions related to percq)tions of problem ownership and 

responsibility in addition to referral and placemait practices. 
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Summary and Discussion of Findings 

The following section examines the findings related to each of the five research 

questions addressed by this study. Conceptually similar questions are grouped together for 

summary and discussion. 

Questions #1 and #2 

1. How much variance in teachers' percq)tions of problem 

ownership is accounted for by different service delivery models? 

2. How much variance in teachers' percq)tions of problem 

ownership is accounted for by individuals, regardless of within 

which model th^ work? 

These two research questions both address teachers' perceptions of problem 

ownership for students expaiencing school-related difficulties. No variance in teachers' 

perceptions of problem ownership was accounted for by the model within which teachers 

worked. That is, teachers' perceptions did not vary as a function of whether they worked in 

Project Breakthru schools or in comparison schools. However, a substantial portion of the 

total variance accounted for in the G study was due to differaices among individuals. This 

indicates that an individual's perceptions of problem ownership were not influenced by the 

type of model within which he or she worked, but instead were dependent on his or her 

own perceptions about the best avenue of intffvention to assist a studrat. The largest 

source of variance in the G study was the interaction of the individual with the vignette. 

This means that not only did individual teachers differ from one another in their reports of 

how they would intervene to assist a difficult-to-teach child, but individual teachers 

responded differentially to different studait problems. That is, an individual taided to 

suggest different avenues of intCTvaition for each studait depending on the nature of that 

particular student's difficulties. 
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To illustrate, a teacher working in School 1 under Project Breakthru was just as 

likely as a teacher working in School 2 under a traditional model to suggest refening a child 

with academic difficulties for an evaluation. However, other individuals in School 1 

suggested strategies which involved collaborating with colleagues, while others suggested 

implementing a self-designed classroom intervention. Additionally, individuals in both 

Project Breakthru and comparison schools perceived their responsibility to intervaie on a 

student's behalf as dq)endrat upon the nature of that student's difficulties. For example. 

Teacher A decided to refer the studait with academic difficulties, but alternatively 

suggested consulting with the counselor or school psychologist regarding the withdrawn 

studoit. Teacho" B, on the other hand, suggested a classroom-based intervention for the 

student with academic difficulties, but referred the withdrawn student. 

The philosophical underpinnings of Project Breakthru and other intervaition 

assistance models promote owning and sharing the educational problems of all students. 

The results of this study as well as the pilot study indicate that individuals in both 

intervention assistance and traditional models, not only intervention assistance models, do 

just that-sometimes. However, these same results suggest that individuals in differait 

models perceive that it is also som^imes appropriate to refer difficult-to-teach students, a 

practice which is discouraged in the Project Breakthru model. Individuals across and within 

models, however, did not agree on which student problems warrant which avenue of 

intervention-ownership, sharing, or transfer (i.e., referral). 

Although the intervention assistance literature suggests that teachers working in 

intervention assistance models should be more likely than teachers working in traditional 

models to share and own problems than to transfo- them, the literature addressing teacher 

variables does not. Rather, this literature points out that there are numerous teacher-level 

variables which serve to affect a teacher's decision to transfer the problem via referral For 

example, variables such as teacher beliefs and attributions regarding problem causes, 
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tolerance for different types of problems, and confidaice in problem solving all may enter 

into a teacher's decision to refer a student for a special education eligibility evaluation rather 

than develop problem solving strat^es (Brophy 8c Rohrkemper, 1981; Hughes &. aL, 

1993; Jordan d; aL, 1993; Safiran & Saftan, 1987). Additional teacher factors which have 

been found to be related to special education referral include teaching and personal efficacy 

(Meijo" & Foster, 1988; Soodak & Podell, 1993), knowledge and training r^arding 

special education so^ices and eligibility requirements (Riffle, 1985), a teacher's beliefs of 

how teachable a student is (Gaber & Semmel, 1984), percq)tions of control over 

presenting problems (Gutkin & Hickman, 1988), and the amount of reinforcement a 

teacher recdves for referring a student, relative to institutional constraints and external 

pressures (Christenson, Ysseldyke, & Algozzine, 1982). 

Because individual teachers differ from one another on these characteristics, a large 

degree of variability is to be expected at the individual level in terms of teachers' thinking 

and actions relative to childrai who are experiaicing academic and behavior-related school 

difficulties. This is consistent with the findings in both the pilot study and the presait 

study. Additionally, any or all of these teacher variables may interact with student 

characteristics or the nature of a student's difficulties, as was also demonstrated by both the 

pilot study and the present stucfy. 

Although it has been claimed that "policies codify orioitation" (Ruiz, 1995), this 

assumption may not apply so simply to the oriaitation of an individual. The theoretical 

literature proposes that changes in teachers' beliefs and percq)tions will follow fi-om 

changes in policies and practice (Christenson, 1993; Schrag & HendCTSon, 1990; West, 

1990). While this may be the case, it has not beai directly tested The results of both the 

pilot and present studies, though not designed to allow causal conclusions, suggest that 

policy and practice changes may not alter the problem ownership perceptions of 



individuals. Rather, individual teacher characteristics may be stronger mediators than 

system-level variables of teachers' percq)tions of their personal responsibility to 

intervoie on the bdialf of difiicult-to-teach children. 

Questions #3. #4. and #5 

3. Are referral rates to determine initial special education eligibility differoit 

in intervention assistance model schools versus traditional model schools? 

4. Are special education placement rates among students evaluated for 

special education eligibility different in intervention assistance model 

schools vCTsus traditional model schools? 

5. Does the proportion of placements to referrals differ between schools 

implementing an intervention assistance model and schools implementing a 

traditional model of service delivery? 

These three questions address special education referral and placemoit practices in 

Project Breakthru schools versus traditional model schools. Results indicated that there 

were statistically significant differences in referral rates and placement rates between these 

two groups of schools, with fewer overall numbers of referrals and placements in Project 

Breakthru schools. This finding is consistent with the literature. With few exertions, 

previous research using referral rates and placement rates as dependait variables have 

found that lower rates of each nearly always followed the institutionalization of an 

intervention assistance model (Beck, 1993; Chalfant & Pysh, 1989; Gutkin et al., 1988; 

Knoff & Batsche, 1995; Marston & Heistad, 1994; Ponti et al., 1988; Rosenfieid, 1992). 

An exception to these results was found by Graden et aL (1988). Graden and her 

colleagues studied six schools over a three year period of time, and data were inconsistent 

among schools. In some schools, rates rose, in others thqr fell, while in still others they 

remained stable across all three years. 
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With r^ard to the proportion of placements to referrals, there was not a statistically 

significant differaice b^een Project Breakthru schools and comparison schools in the 

present study. Theoretically, of those children who are formally referred, the proportion 

found to qualify for special education services should be higher in schools implementing an 

intervention assistance model than those implementing a traditional model of service 

delivery (Rosenfield, 1992; Sindelar et aL, 1992). This outcome would indicate that 

refenrals are more appropriate, in that those with more severe needs who are likely to meet 

criteria for a special education handicapping condition are the primary students referred for 

evaluation- This phenomenon has been empirically documented in the literature (Beck, 

1993; Chalfant & Pysh, 1989; Gutkin et al., 1988), but the results of the presait study did 

not support it. The present study provided no evidence of a difference between Project 

Breakthru and comparison schools in the percentage of referred children who qualified for 

and were subsequently placed in special education. Although the actual numbers of 

referrals and placements were lower overall among Project Breakthru schools than among 

comparison schools, there is no evidence to suggest that referrals were more appropriate in 

Project Breakthru schools than in comparison schools. I did not address referral and 

placement-related practices beyond looking at thdr rates, however, and as such cannot 

address the reasons behind this finding based on tiie presait study. 

Implications for Future Practice and Research 

Much of the literature promoting the philosophy underlying intervaition assistance 

models suggests that teachers who work in schools employing intervention assistance 

models learn new problem solving skills and sedc alternatives to the traditional refer-test-

place avenue of assistance for difficult-to-teach students. Relatedly, one of the primary 

goals of an intervention assistance model is to increase the abilities and improve the 

attitudes of teachers towards students who might normally become those "special ed kids" 

(Nelson et al., 1991). This view presumes that all teachers will react the same to new 



practices and paradigms. Perhaps as a result of this presumption, organizational changes 

designed to promote new skills and attitudes in teachers are oftai instituted at the district or 

building levels (Henning-Stout & Conol^, 1989; Knoff, 1995; Kruger, 1989) in a top-

down fashion, rather than at the grass-roots level of the individual. Then, after a new 

systonic model is in place, individuals within that system are expected to line their pock^ 

with new percqjtions and beliefs, much like the expectations in the "trickle down" theory 

of economics. 

In neither the pilot nor the presait stu(fy did this "trickling down" occur. Variance 

in problem ownership perceptions was associated with the level of the individual teacher 

but was not associated with the broader model level. Although care must be taken not to 

generalize the findings of these two studies beyond their boundaries, the fiact that the results 

of the pilot and the present studies were nearly identical argues that this may not be an 

isolated phenomenon. Consequently, the pilot study and the presait study have 

implications for policy, practice, and research. 

As stated previously, organizational changes designed to promote these new skills 

and attitudes in teachers are often instituted at the district or building levels. While such 

broad-based program dissemination may be practical and efficient, this method may not be 

particularly effective in the implemaitation of an intervoition assistance model. Results 

suggest that a "top-down" approach with mandates and directives emanating firom 

centralized offices and administrators, while common practice, may not be the most 

effective way to encourage teachers to accq)t the philosophy and practices inherait in an 

intervention assistance service delivay model. In the same way that the philosophy 

underlying intervention assistance models encourages an individual to assume and share 

ownership of difficult-to-teach students, that aicouragemait must be extended the 

promotion of that individual's ownership of the model itself. In their efforts to implement 
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an intervention assistance model in Iowa, Tilly, Grimes, and Reschly (1993, p. 2) came to 

the conclusion that "change must be created and owned by the parties directly affected by 

the results". How to effectively accomplish this particular goal would be a helpfiil topic of 

future research. 

Relatedly, results of the pilot and present studies have implications for teacha 

training-both inservice and preservice. Often "inservice training and staff developmait by 

consultants are based on our assumption as educators that improvement will result, but 

many woiicshops and programs are conducted without any evidence that they actually 

impact on teacher bdiavior" (Rosenfield & Rubinson, 1985, p. 283). Training and staff 

devdopment related to intervention assistance models, apparraitly must go beyond 

information dissemination and model description in a group setting to the more personal 

level of the individual The participation of individuals needs to be solicited at all levels 

whai a school or district decides to implemoit an alternative model such as Project 

Breakthru, including the actual decision whether to implement an intervention assistance 

model at all. To reiterate Tilly et al. (1993, p. 2), "change must be aeated and owned by 

the parties directly affected by the results". 

A change in preservice teacher education might also be in order. Pugach (1996) 

encourages the unification of teacher education programs whose traditional design sqjarates 

the prq)aration of regular education teachers from that of special educators and, 

consequently, the education of regular education students from that of special education 

students. She argues that "the problem of an increasingly diverse and heterogeneous 

student population applies no less to programs of teacher education than it does to how 

practitioners respond to the challenges they face in the schools" (p. 239). Global change in 

teacher education might be construed as a systemic change rather one which is focused on 

the perceptions of individuals. However, such a change could conceivably promote self-

reflection among preservice teachers r^arding their individual perc^tions of problem 
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ownership related to difficult-to-teach students rather than assume~or be taught—that these 

students will be the responsibility of the special education system and its specialized 

teachers. 

Another implication pertains to the interactions of support staff (e.g., school 

psychologists, counselors) and teachers. It would appear that support staff need to remain 

flexible in their interactions with teachers, as different teachers are likely to respond 

differentially to consultation and collaboration based on their perceptions of problem 

ownership. Gresham & KoidaU (1987) noted that the consultation literature is heavily 

weighted towards group research designs. In these designs, outcomes rdated to between-

subjects variability (i.e., consultation vs. no consultation) are typically the focus of 

investigation while within-subjects variability is considered error. This focus, argue 

Gresham and Kendall, is based upon the questionable assumption that consultees are more 

alike than th^ are diffo-enL The pilot and present studies suggest that this within-subjects 

variability should not be considered error but should instead be considered the norm. 

Gresham and Kendall also acknowledge that such variability is the norm and recommaid 

that we expect it. 

Results indicating that fewer referral and placements occurred in Project Breakthni 

schools than in comparison schools during the present study are convergent with the 

current literature. However, the presoit study did not provide evidence to support a 

differaice betweai Project Breakthni schools and comparison schools in their proportions 

of referrals to placements. However, this does not mean that proportions were identical 

between models. Nor does it mean th^ were the same among individual schools. A close 

examination of the data represaiting referral rates, placement rates, and percentages of 

refared students who were placed depicted for each of the 20 participating schools in Table 

4.3 raises more questions than it answers about what is actually occurring at the school 

level. These data suggest that more may be going on than meets the eye. This would not be 



the first time that more was going on than met the ^e. In one Minnesota school which 

implemented a "village assistance team model", Bonner et aL (1995) found that evai 

though referrals decreased as expected once the model was in place, the impetus for this 

deaease was not a shift in teachers' perceptions of problem ownership. Instead, it was tied 

to their perception that fewer referrals was a desirable outcome from their principal's point 

of view. Teachers shared with Bonner and his colleagues during qualitative interviews that 

th^ feared rq)ercussions from administration for referring students in spite of their beliefs 

that this was at times the appropriate course of action. 

In the present study, referral and placement rates were lower in Project Breakthru 

schools than in comparison schools and were more similar within models than th^ were 

between models. However, rates among individual schools within each model varied 

widely. Why? Further research must be conducted to address this question, and a logical 

and informative extension of the present study would be qualitative inquiry designed to 

investigate the beliefs and perspectives of teachers which are related to referral and 

placemait practices in each school. In addition, direct observation of the relationship 

between teachers' rqxjrted problem solving strategies and their actual b^vior is an 

important area for future inquiry, and could provide further information related to referral 

and placement practices. Extending the G study to include a school level facet (which was 

not feasible in the presait study based on return rates) would also serve to provide 

information about the variance in problem ownership perceptions at that level. 

The present study focused primarily on the percq)tions of teachers and did not 

include the pa'cq)tions of administrators, parents, or students. In the foreword to 

Rosenholtz's (1989) book on the social organization of schools. Good concluded that 

Rosenholtz "provides prima facie evidence that variation in school organization affects the 

lives of all participants (administrators, teachers, and students) in cumulative and reciprocal 
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ways. . (p. ix). The shift to an intervention assistance model of service delivery and 

away from a traditional one certainly represents a variation in school organization. 

Consequently, further research should investigate the perceptions of other participants in 

the schools such as administrators, parents, and students in addition to teachers, and 

should examine the intended and unintended social consequences associated with the 

implementation of an intervention assistance model. 

Future research should also include longitudinal studies of teachers in both 

intervention assistance models and traditional models for the purpose of assessing the 

stability of individuals' percq)tions of problem ownership. Neither the present study nor 

the pilot study assessed teacher perceptions over time and, consequently, neither allows for 

conclusions regarding changes in problem ownership perceptions related to long-term 

model membCTship. Perhaps teachers in the intervention assistance models represented by 

the pilot and present studies had not functioned under the philosophy of an intervoition 

assistance model sufficiaitiy long to shift dieir percq)tions to the extent that th^ differed 

from those of teachers in traditional models. A longitudinal study of participant perceptions 

over time could prove helpfiil in assessing the relative malleability of teachers' perceptions 

of problem ownership and its relationship to model-level variables. The inclusion of 

refotal and placement data in longitudinal research is also recommaided in order to 

investigate long-term troids related to model implementation. 

A limitation of the present study, one with implications for future research, is the 

definition of problem ownership. In the present study, problem ownership coding 

categories were derived from teacher-reported strategies designed to solve student problems 

presented in the vign^es. However, the manner in which problem ownership was 

concqjtualized in the present study may rq)resent too large a leap from strategy rqjorts to 

interpretations of ownership. Future research should unpack this definition and refine or 

expand it. It may be that problem ownership as defined in the present study may better be 
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operationally defined as problem strat^. Additional variables which may mediate problem 

ownership (e.g., teacher self-efficacy or teacher responsibility for implementing a particular 

solution) should also be examined. 

Finally, although not a componait of the research design, an opportunity arose 

which allowed me to expand my knowledge beyond the scope of the present study. 

Additional information obtained in the field provided an initial glimpse of the perspectives 

of teachers and special education support staff r^arding Project Breakthru and similar 

models. This information is presented here not as data, but rather as knowledge which 

enhances the present stucfy and points the way to important avenues of further study. 

The opportunity I referred to in the previous paragraph was my employment by the 

study district. I was hired as an intern during the 1996-1997 academic year and, while 

functioning in this role, I participated in numerous professional meetings as well as 

informal conversations with colleagues. During these discussions, colleagues oftai 

expressed pragmatic concerns about the currait and potential impact of Project Breakthru 

on studaits, other staff, and themselves. Three primary concerns regarding intervention 

assistance models consistentiy surfaced. These concerns were related to changing job 

responsibilities and job security under Project Breakthru; what service provision to 

difficult-to-teach studaits would look like under Project Breakthru; and the desire to 

understand, via testing, the underlying reasons for poor student behavior and academic 

performance. 

Issues regarding reconcqjtualized professional roles and worries about job security 

under Project Breakthru were of particular concem. To place these issues in context, the 

professional roles of special education staff under a traditional model are structured by 

referrals and placemaits. Referrals directly trigger many of the day-to-day responsibilities 

of support staff such as school psychologists and social workers. Conducting evaluations, 

interviewing femily members, and participating in multidisciplinary conferences are all 



activities which flow fiioni the referral of a studait for a special education eligibility 

evaluation. Placements also directly impact the jobs of special educators in terms of the 

numbers of students th^ serve. In the district under study, funding for special education 

teaching positions is highly dq)endent on casdoad counts. If a teacher's student caseload 

drops below a predetermined number, he or she could be assigned to an additional school. 

Under Projea Breakthni and similar intervaition assistance models, the traditional and 

familiar refer-test-place structure disappears but job-related concerns may appear as a 

result. 

A second area of concern was how difficult-to-teach studaits would receive 

assistance outside the traditional model of special education service delivery. From the 

perspective of teachers and other staff, this appeared to be not so much a philosophical 

issue as a pragmatic one. Regular education teachers indicated that they would certainly be 

willing to work with students who needed more assistance, but were limited by factors 

such as a lack of time and large class sizes. Pull-out programs were and still are a common 

organizational strategy used to work with "special ed kids", and continue to be used as a 

viable strategy under Project Breakthni. In many meetings, more time was spait discussing 

where, when, and with whom a student would receive assistance rather than on the 

particular form that assistance would take. 

A third area of concern was related to the desire of teachers to understand the 

underlying reasons for poor student behavior and/or academic poformance, and 

psychoeducational testing was typically viewed as the path to that understanding. Regular 

education teachers often expressed fiaistration whai they described unsuccessful attempts at 

intervening with a student difficult-to-teach studait. Th^ commonly expressed a desire to 

have the student tested in order to determine the nature of his or her difficulties (e.g., 

learning disability), suggesting that the studait's needs could be more successfully 

addressed if this were known. 



Although broad, complex, and interrelated, these three areas are some of the 

primary concerns expressed by teachers and support staff. As such, these concerns should 

also represent some of the lines of subsequent research on Project Breakthm and similar 

models. These concerns are particularly important for directing future research because they 

rq)resent issues which teachos and support staff themselves consider critical. It is likely 

that these pragmatic concerns expressed by teachers in the school context are linked to their 

perceptions of problem ownership for difficult-to-teach students. Further research is 

needed to d^ermine if this is indeed the case and to investigate the nature of that link. 

In closing, the results of both the pilot and the present studies suggest that the 

implementation of a new model of special education service delivery within the schools is 

highly complex. Teachers rq)resent the front line of this implementation process and those 

teachers are individuals, each with her or her own perceptions of how to best assist a 

difficult-to-teach studait. In the final analysis, "all teachers hold beliefs, however defined 

and labeled, about their work, their students, their subject matter, and their roles and 

responsibilities. . (Pajares, 1992, p. 314). Maries claims that "the school culture is 

bigger than any individual". While this may be the case, it must also be remembered that 

the building blocks of that culture are individual teachers. These individuals can wield 

tremendous influoice in the lives of the studaits with whom th^ work because... 

teachers are the final arbiters of classroom practice, givai that thqr 

work in relative isolation from adult surveillance and the norm of 

autonomy operates among teachers to effectively minimize the 

impact of outside influences. Real change in teacher behavior. . . 

requires continuous involvement, choice, and a commitment by the 

teacher" (Rosenfield & Rubinson, p. 284). 
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What is your position? (Ex: 4th grade re. ed. teacher, K-3 P.K teacher. Chapter I reading teacher, music or 
art teacher, etc.) 

In which district do you teach ? Wuu grade level do you teach ? 

How many years have you taught? How many years in this district? 

Please read the following vignettes carefully and respond as if each student is 
one with whom you are currently working. Answer the question following each 
vignette in the space provided. If you need extra space, please complete your answer 
on the back of this sheet, labeling your response according to the number of the 
vignette which it addresses. 

1. Chris is a student in your classroom who is a loner, appears withdrawn, and has few friends at school. 
Chris's grades are average, but during class activities Chris is inattentive and fidgety. Chris brings in 
homework claiming to be finished, but you notice that usually many items are left incomplete. Attendance 
is not a problem. Chris has only missed one day of school this year. In a recent conversation with Chris's 
mother, she, like Chris, appeared withdrawn. 

What action or actions would you take to address this student's problems? 

2. Casey is a sixth grader in your classroom \^o scored at the 6.2 level on the district standardized 
achievement test wliich was administered in the spring of this year. On a recent report card, Casey received 
grades of C, D, and F in basic skills courses. Homework is a problem It is incomplete or of poor quality 
when turned in, if it is turned in at all. Casey's mother has stated that she is not surprised by Casey's 
academic difficulties, as she herself had low grades as a student. Attendance is also a problem. Casey has 
been absent 18 days so far this year. Casey appears to be close fiiends with several classmates. 

What action or actions would you take to address this student's problems? 

3. Pat is a student in your classroom who gets an occasional B, mostly C's, and a few D's in basic skills 
subjects. Pat was retained once, most students at school seem to avoid Pat, because Pat either makes fiin of 
them, calls them names, or pokes and pushes them. When Pat turns in homework, which is rare, it is 
usually of poor quality and appears in the homework basket as a wadded up ball of paper. E^at is absent from 
class on average about 4-5 days per marking period, but other students report that Pat is not really ill. You 
have heard from another teacher that Pat has a sibling who has been in trouble with the law. 

What action or actions would you take to address this student's problems? 
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(Date) 

Dear QjUeagues: 

Our district has been selected to participate in a national study regarding teacher response to 
studoits who exhibit difficulties in school On the following page you will find vignettes of 
three studaits who are experiencing various school-related difficulties. We are interested in 
your input regarding ways of dealing with these difficulties. Please take some time out of 
your hectic schedules to give us your feedback on each of these three students by 
answering the question which follows each vignette. Thank you very much for your 
cooperation. When you have completed the questionnaire, please return it to 

by (date). 

Sincerely, 

(the supaintendent of each school distria) 
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INSTRUCTION PAGE 

Directions: 

Please distribute these questionnaires to the teaching staff in your district. Vignette ifl 
contains the information which will allow you to distribute the appropriate vign^e version 
to the appropriate staff member. 

•For all teachers who teach a particular grade level (for example, a fourth grade regular 
education teacher), please give them the particular version which contains the vignette 
depicting the student at that grade level 

•For all specialist staff who teach more than one grade level, such as Qiapter 1 reading 
teachCTs, special education teachers, P.E. teachers, art teachers, etc., distribute the 
questionnaires as follows: 

At the elemoitary level: give all specialist staff the vignette which depicts the third 
grade studait. 

At the middle school level: give all specialist staff the vignette which depicts the 
sevaith grade student. 

At the high school level: give all specialist staff the vignette which depicts the toith 
grade student. 

Thank you very much for your assistance! 
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I am conducting a research project designed to examine the actions wliich teachers report that they take in 
order to solve problems experienced by students. Study results will provide the district with information 
regarding provision of assistance to students who are experiencing academic and/or b^vioral problems. 
Additionally, results of this study will be the basis of my doctoral dissertation. 

Responses of individual teachers are anonymous, and will be kept confidential. Any reports generated with 
these results will not refCT to school or the district by name. Your participation is voluntary. You may 
refuse to answer any question. If you complete this questionnaire, it will be assumed that you have 
consented to participate in this study. 

Should you choose to participate, please take time to complete the following questionnaire. Please answer 
the questions independently. The questiotmaire contains two sections, one containing eight demographic 
questions, and one containing three short vignettes. Directions for completion of the questionnaire may be 
found at the beginning of each section. 

Thank you for your participation. As a former teacher myself, I appreciate the fact that you are taking some 
of your valuable time to provide me with your input and expertise. 
Sincerely, 

Sandra Thompson, M.A. 
Doctoral student 

Parti: Demographic Information 
Please answer the following questions. 

1. What is the name of the school site at which you currently teach? 

2. How many years have you taught at this school? 

3. If you have taught at this school less than three years, at what school were you 

previously teaching? 

4. What grade level(s) do you currently teach? 

5. What is your current teaching position? (e.g., 4th grade regular education, K-1 regular education, 

K-3 PE, Title 1, resource, music, etc.) 

6. How many years have you been a teacher? 

7. What other type(s) of teaching positions have you held previously, if any? (Please list.) 

8. What degree or degrees do you hold, and w^at was your major for each listed degree? (Please list.) 
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Part II: Vignettes 
Please read the following vignettes carefiilly and respond as if each student is one with wiiom you are 
currently working. Answer the question following each vignette in the space provided. If you need extra 
space, you may complete your answer on the back of this sheet. Please include the vignette number. 

I. Chris is a student in your classroom who is a loner, appears withdrawn, and has few firiends at 
school. Chris's grades are average, but during class activities Chris is inattentive and fidgety. Chris brings 
in homework claiming to be finished, but you notice that usually many items are left incomplete. 
Attendance is not a problem. Chris has only missed one day of school this year. In a recent conversation 
with Chris's mother, she, like Chris, appeared withdrawn. 

What action or actions would vou take to address this student's problems? 

2. Casey is a student in your classroom who scored below grade level on a district standardized 
achievement test administered this past fall. On a recent report card, Casey received grades of C, D, and F in 
basic academic courses. Homework is a problem. It is incomplete or of poor quality when turned in, if it is 
turned in at all. Casey's mother has stated that she is not surprised by Casey's academic difficulties, as she 
herself had low grades as a student Attendance is also a problem. Casey has been absent 18 days so far this 
year. Casey appears to be close friends with several classmates. 

What actioD or actions would vou take to address this student's problems? 

3. Pat is a student in your classroom wlio gets an occasional B, mostly C's, and a few D's in basic 
academic subjects. Pat was retained once. Most students at school seem to avoid Pat, because Pat either 
makes fun of them, calls them names, or pokes and pushes them. When Pat mms in homework, which is 
rare, it is usually of poor quality and appears in the homework basket as a wadded up ball of paper. Pat is 
absent from class on average about 4-5 days per semester, but other students report that Pat is not really ill. 
You have heard from another teacher that Pat has a sibling \dio has been in trouble with the law. 

What action or actions would vou take to address this student's problems? 
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Dear (district name) Teacher 

WOULD YOU UKE A CfiLU^CE AT 

WIl^n«IVG $100?! 

^our help is needed... and 9 am willing fo pay $iOO for if! 

Recentiy there has been increased concern among parents, teachers, and administrators related to the numbo-
of students exhibiting behavioral and academic difficulties in the schools. As a result, there is increased 
interest in finding ways to assist these students. 

As a fiarmer special education teacher v/ho is currently a doctoral student in Educational Psychology at the 
University of Arizona, I am particularly interested in this issue. I am requesting your expertise as a teacher 
in gathering information related to addressing students' problems. 

Because I know your time is valuable, I would like to show my appreciation for your taking the time to fill 
out the attached questioimaire. At the bottom of this letter is a ticket that has two parts. Write a telephone 
number where you can be reached on both the TICKET and the CLAIM COUPON. Then, in the attached 
self-addressed stamped envelope, send the TICKET portion back with the completed questionnaire before 
FRIDAY, APRIL 19 and you wiU have a CHANCE TO WIN $100 IN CASH! Keep the part of the 
ticket that says CLAIM COUPON, because vou will need this part to claim vour prize if your ticket is 
drawn. One winning ticket, worth $100 cash, will be drawn on FRIDAY, APRIL 19. Your odds of 
winning are at least I in 380 or better (depending on how many teachers participate)! The winner 
will be notified by telephone on APRIL 19. Remember, to be a winner your completed questionnaire and 
"TICKET" with telephone number must be received no later than FRIDAY, APRIL 19. 
Questioimaires/tickets received after APRIL 19 will not be included in the drawing. 

The winner will receive information as to where and ulien the $ 100 prize can claimed be upon notification 
of winning. There will be ̂  attempts to match participant identity with individual questionnaires/tickets. 
Results of the study will be available through myself or the district. Your assistance is greatly appreciated. 
If you have any questions, please feel free to call me at 743-3899. 

Respectfully, 

Sandra Thompson 

I 

TICKET I CLAIM COUPOl^ 
Telephone #: | Telephone #: 
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