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This study was designed to ascertain whether group 

achievement test data can determine special education 

referral accuracy. One hundred eighty-nine special 

education referrals from four school districts in Texas were 

examined. The demographics were limited to group achieve-

ment test data: grade equivalents and percentiles in the 

subject areas of reading, spelling, language arts, and 

mathematics. Also examined were referral and eligibility 

outcomes to special education. The data were analyzed using 

a chi-square test of independence and multiple regression. 

Based on the findings of this study the following conclu-

sions were drawn: 

1. Group achievement test data are presented in less 

than half the referrals made to special education. This 

objective data, when presented, allows pre-referral 

committees to identify students who are functioning at a 

lower level in the academic subject areas. 

2. Analysis using the chi-square test of independence 

revealed that the presence or absence of group achievement 



test data on referral forms had no significant relationship 

with referral or eligibility outcomes. 

3. Multiple linear regression testing revealed 

marginal significance when the quantitative values of the 

group achievement test data were examined and used. 

Evidence indicated that the probability for special 

education eligibility increased when achievement test scores 

became more severe. The probability for finding eligibility 

was less than 50 percent, even when academic functioning 

levels approached -3.00 z. scores. 

4. Chi-square testing revealed that a statistical 

relationship exists between the subjects of reading, 

spelling, language arts, and mathematics and eligibility for 

special education as determined by group achievement test 

data. Both language arts and mathematics were major 

contributors to that relationship. 

5. The forms used in the special education referral 

process determined the quality and quantity of data 

considered by pre-referral committees. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The practice of referring, testing, and evaluating 

students has become routine for many educators. The belief 

exists that students who have difficulty in learning or 

retaining basic skills should be referred for testing. This 

testing is to determine if the students have a handicapping 

condition that makes them eligible for special education 

services. 

In Texas, the State Board of Education Rules for 

Special Education Services is published under the authority 

of the State Board of Education (Texas Education Agency 

1989). The rules are the state's written policy on matters 

of public education. Included in the board's rules, are 

those that pertain to special education and the referral 

process. 

One of the rules mandates that referrals to special 

education be initiated by a district screening system. The 

rule reads, "Referral of students for possible special 

education services shall be a part of the district's overall 

regular education referral or screening system" (Texas 

Education Agency 1989, sec. 89.232 (a)). However, state 



guidelines fail to interpret what the system is. One may 

rightly assume that the "regular education referral or 

screening system" is a committee. 

Although the rules specify the requirements for a 

regular education referral system, they fail to outline the 

system's role and responsibilities in the referral process. 

Federal regulations also appear lacking on the procedural 

responsibilities or the specific functions assigned to this 

system. 

The intent of the rules is to ensure that the decisions 

made in the referral process are a result of collaborative 

efforts between educational professionals and parents or the 

adult student. In reality, it is difficult to determine the 

number of districts that use a committee in the pre—referral 

screening process. Although the law is not specific on the 

requirements of committee membership, the minimum require-

ment for a referral system or a committee, is two individu-

als. Ideally, a regular education referral and screening 

system involves school administration, counseling, regular 

education, school health services, parents, and others if 

needed. 

What, then, is the committee's function? The rules are 

unclear on what kinds of information or data the committee 

should review. The intent of the law appears to suggest 

that the function of the committee is to review all 



available and pertinent data about a student. This may 

include a list of the strategies and interventions tried by 

the teacher. The teacher should present a cumulative file 

of language surveys, achievement and ability test data, 

retentions, promotions, grades, medical and health assess-

ment reports, and other pertinent data. 

Once the committee reviews and considers the data 

collected and presented by the teacher, members should 

deliberate and reach a consensus on the right action to 

take. Committee members may suggest interventions not yet 

considered, or other remedies and options. Committee 

members may decide to refer the student for medical 

attention, counseling, an English proficiency evaluation, or 

for placement into a Chapter I program, a remedial basics 

program, or a similarly designed program. After other 

options have been ruled out, the student can be referred to 

special education. 

Recent studies have targeted referrals and the 

effectiveness of pre-referral committees. Some feel that 

referral committees make arbitrary decisions based upon the 

characteristics of students rather than upon hard objective 

data. James Ysseldyke and Bob Algozzine (1981), who 

investigated referral data and how data bias classification 

decisions, concluded that 



Diagnostic decision makers should make data-based 
decisions. They should be able to shed stereotypes 
engendered by referral information, and make classifi-
cation decisions on the basis of objective data 
regarding pupil performance. In this study, decision 
makers placed considerable weight on information 
presented before assessment data were available, and 
failed to reject stereotypes engendered by that 
referral information regarding the type of problem the 
referred child was thought to exhibit. To some extent, 
then, decision makers were influenced by the child's 
characteristics in spite of average performance in the 
assessment. (Ysseldyke and Algozzine 1981, 434) 

If a pre-referral screening committee decides that 

referral is necessary, members must complete referral forms 

with the information that is requested. The rules spell out 

the kinds of written information that must be submitted with 

a referral to special education: 

(1) The student's current educational status, including 
attendance records, grades and achievement data, 
student's use of the English language, and classroom 
observation; 
(2) results of the home language survey conducted in 
accordance with Texas Education Code Section 
21.455(a)(1), if any; 
(3) documentation of previous educational efforts and 
strategies provided or considered for the student and 
the results of those efforts, including participation 
or consideration for other special and compensatory 
education programs operated by the district; 
(4) documentation of recent vision and hearing 
screening, including available reports from evaluations 
done by vision or hearing specialists; 
(5) an updated general health history inventory or 
documentation from any available recent medical 
evaluation identifying health or medical conditions 
that may be affecting the student's current educational 
achievement; and 
(6) information reported or provided by parents. 
(Texas Education Agency 1989, sec. 89.232(b)) 



Additional items required in special education 

referrals are (1) a signed form showing that the parents 

understand their rights as presented in the booklet, Student 

and Parents Rights for Special Education (Texas Education 

Agency 1991), (2) a copy of the pre-referral committee's 

deliberations and decisions, (3) a copy of the notice of 

intent to conduct individualized testing, and (4) a consent 

form signed by the parents giving the school permission to 

conduct individualized testing. 

Once completed, the referral documents are sent to 

special education by the committee. Special education 

personnel then check referrals to determine if the requested 

data are in compliance with state guidelines. If in 

compliance, the referrals become special education refer-

rals. For this study, the definition of a special education 

referral is all of the written documents received by special 

education that contain information required by the State 

Board of Education. 

with increased job responsibilities, deadlines, 

paperwork, and conflicting schedules, referral committees 

often find it difficult to identify students who need 

referral. The easy solution to this problem is to refer 

students as a matter of routine. However, committee members 

must take time to examine the objective and subjective data 

that are available to them. Objective data that is often 



available includes group achievement test data, classroom 

observations, anecdotal records, informal tests and 

inventories, medical documents, and academic grades. 

Achievement data provide grade equivalents and percentile 

scores which indicate the student's academic competencies 

and functioning levels. 

According to State Board of Education rules, referral 

committees must include grades and achievement data in a 

special education referral. It is necessary to determine 

whether achievement test data are included and have value 

toward predicting referral and eligibility outcomes. If 

achievement data are valuable, then each pre-referral 

screening committee can confidently use the data to make 

better, informed decisions. If not, then they must consider 

other objective data. 

Statement of the Problem 

This study will address special education referral 

inaccuracy and will determine if the accuracy of the 

referral process can be determined through the use of group 

achievement test data. 

Purposes of the Study 

There were five purposes for this study. The first 

purpose was to determine if special education referrals 

include group achievement test data. The second purpose was 



to determine if group achievement test data have a 

statistical relationship with referral and eligibility 

outcomes. The third purpose was to determine whether group 

achievement test data can predict special education referral 

and eligibility outcomes for students with mild to severe 

academic problems. The fourth purpose was to determine if 

the subject areas are related to referral and eligibility 

outcomes. The fifth purpose was to provide information to 

the designers and developers of group achievement tests to 

enable them to improve the utility and accuracy of group 

achievement tests for students referred to special educa-

tion. 

Research Questions 

The following research questions were developed: 

1. Do the documents of special education referrals 

include group achievement test data? 

2. Does the presence or absence of group achievement 

test data relate to referral and eligibility outcomes? 

3. Is there a significant difference in special 

education referral and eligibility outcomes for students 

with mild to severe academic deficiencies as presented by 

group achievement test scores? 

4. Is there a significant relationship between special 

education referral and eligibility outcomes for the subjects 



of reading, spelling, language arts, and mathematics as 

determined by group achievement test data? 

Significance of the Study 

This study was significant for the following reasons. 

First, this research revealed the extent to which special 

education referrals contain group achievement test data. 

With this information, an understanding can be developed of 

how much the pre-referral screening committee values group 

achievement test data in the decision-making of referrals. 

Although this research could not determine whether the use 

of group achievement test data influenced which decisions to 

refer, it did reveal whether those data were important 

enough to gather and report in the documents of special 

education referrals. 

Second, the results of this study indicate whether the 

presence of group achievement test data is statistically 

related to referral and eligibility outcomes. 

Third, study results indicate whether group achievement 

test data can predict referral and eligibility outcomes by 

examining the values of the test scores and whether students 

with poor academic skills have a higher chance for becoming 

eligible for special education than do students with higher 

academic skills. If group achievement test data can 

determine referral and eligibility outcomes, then the use of 



such data can improve the pre-referral process by evaluating 

the appropriateness of a referral before it is considered by 

the pre-referral screening committee. The referral process 

is expensive and time consuming because school personnel 

must gather objective and subjective data, sit in committee 

meetings, and complete forms. 

Assumptions and Limitations of the Study 

The following are assumptions of this study: 

1. The individuals who initiated the referrals in this 

study were representative of the larger population of 

individuals who initiate referrals. 

2. The referrals made were products of the pre-

referral screening system or committee. Members' decisions 

to refer students to special education were based upon 

subjective and objective data available to the committee. 

3. The districts and referrals used were naturally 

randomized and represent special education referrals made in 

districts with equal characteristics. 

4. The group achievement tests used were representa-

tive and typical of all group achievement tests used in 

Texas schools. 

5. The referrals used were in compliance with the 

rules of the Texas State Board of Education. 
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6. Admission, review, and dismissal committee 

decisions regarding student eligibility for special 

education services represented all admission, review, and 

dismissal decisions, and these decisions were in compliance 

with state guidelines. 

The following limitations were identified for this 

study: 

1. The referrals in this study were actual special 

education referrals; thus, unknown variables could have 

influenced the decision to initiate the referrals. This was 

an archival, ex-post facto study. The variables were not 

manipulated. The advantage of this type of study is that 

referrals can be examined in their natural setting in the 

context of real life occurrences. 

2. A limited number of files were available for 

examination in each district. 

3. The validity and reliability of the group achieve-

ment tests reported in the referrals were limited with 

reference to use in special education. 

Definition of Terms 

Admission, review, and dismissal committees are 

established by the school district or special education 

cooperative and make decisions concerning the educational 
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programs of students who are referred for consideration for 

special education (Texas Education Agency 1989). 

Comprehensive Individual Assessment (CIA) is a written 

assessment report to determine whether a student has one or 

more handicapping condition and meets eligibility for 

special education services. "A written report of a 

comprehensive individual assessment of a student for 

purposes of special education shall be completed no later 

than the 60th calendar day following the date on which a 

referral of the child for assessment was initiated" (Texas 

Education Code 1990, sec. 21.5031). 

Group achievement tests are published, group adminis-

tered, norm-referenced or criterion-referenced tests that 

are used to measure and identify students' academic and 

developmental functioning levels. 

Handicapped students are "students between the ages of 

three and 21, inclusive; with educational handicaps whose 

disabilities are so limiting as to require the provision of 

special services in place of or in addition to instruction 

in the regular classroom" (Texas Education Code 1990, 

sec. 21.503) . 

Intelligence describes the intellectual functioning 

level expressed in an intelligence quotient achieved on a 

norm-referenced, standardized, intelligence scale. "It must 
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include an assessment of verbal ability or performance or 

both" (Texas Education Agency 1989, sec. 89.233 (d)(6)). 

Learning disabilities describe 

A disorder in one or more of the basic psychological 
processes involved in understanding or using language, 
spoken or written, which disorder may manifest itself 
in imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, 
write, spell, or do mathematical calculations. Such 
disorders include such conditions as perceptual 
disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, 
dyslexia, and developmental aphasia. Such term does 
not include children who have learning problems which 
are primarily the result of visual, hearing, or motor 
disabilities, of mental retardation, of emotional 
disturbance, or of environmental, cultural or economic 
disadvantage. (Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act 1990, vol. 20, sees. 1401(a)(15)) 

Learning disabled students are students 

(A) who demonstrate a significant discrepancy between 
academic achievement and intellectual abilities in one 
or more of the areas of oral expression, listening 
comprehension, written expression, basic reading 
skills, reading comprehension, mathematics, calcula-
tion, mathematics reasoning, or spelling; 
(B) for whom it is determined that the discrepancy is 
not primarily the result of visual handicap, hearing 
impairment, mental retardation, emotional disturbance, 
or environmental, cultural, or economic disadvantage; 
and 
(C) for whom the inherent disability exists to a degree 
such that they cannot be adequately served in the 
regular classes of the public schools without the 
provision of special services other than those provided 
under compensatory education programs. (Texas 
Education Code. 1990. Sec. 21:503(b)(7)(A)(B)) 

Referral accuracy is the validity and reliability of 

the identification of handicapped students. 

Pre-referral or screening committee or system is the 

regular education system or committee that evaluates 
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referral data, recommends interventions, remedies and 

strategies to address the needs of each referred student, 

and develops the special education referrals when appropri-

ate. "Each school district and regional education service 

center shall maintain a system for identifying handicapped 

children who are in need of special education" (Texas 

Education Agency 1989, sec. 89.231). 

Special education referrals are the written documents 

received by special education that contain Texas Education 

Agency-required information. "Referral of students for 

possible special education services shall be a part of the 

district's overall regular education referral or screening 

system." It is the "information that is submitted in 

writing with the referral to special education" (Texas 

Education Agency 1989, sec. 89.232 (a)(b)). 



CHAPTER II 

PERSPECTIVES ON THE SPECIAL EDUCATION 

REFERRAL PROCESS 

A review of the literature regarding group achievement 

tests and the special education referral process is 

presented in this chapter. The review begins with a brief 

historical description of the development of group achieve-

ment tests. A presentation of the issues that relate to 

assessment and the use of standardized group tests follows. 

Modern group achievement testing appears to have begun 

near the turn of this century. "The modern achievement-

testing movement was initiated in 1904 when Thorndike 

published the first textbook on educational measurement" 

(Stanley and Hopkins 1972, 161). Thorndike developed tests 

in spelling, reading, and writing. 

Individual testing was also popular. Individuals such 

as Edward L. Thorndike, Alfred Binet, Lewis M. Terman, 

Victor Henri, Theodore Simon, and James Cattell made 

significant contributions to the improvement of tests. 

In his book, The Measurement of Intelligence. Lewis M. 

Terman (1916) describes the need for assessment instruments. 

He suggests that one of the purposes for testing is to 

identify students with learning problems. Terman adds, 

14 
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Without scientific diagnosis and classification of 
these children the educational work of the special 
class must blunder along in the dark. In such 
diagnosis and classification our main reliance must 
always be in mental tests, properly used and properly 
interpreted. (Terman 1916, 5) 

During World War I, individually administered intelli-

gence tests were not practical in testing large groups of 

men. Such tests were highly verbal, expensiva, difficult to 

administer and score on a large scale, and required too many 

personnel to administer. To remedy this problem, a team of 

psychologists headed by Robert M. Yerkes, who borrowed from 

the works of Arthur S. Otis, developed an intelligence test 

called the Army Alpha. This new test could be administered 

to a large group of enlistees in a short time and could be 

scored by clerks. The success of the Army Alpha led to the 

development of the Army Beta. These tests were effective 

and efficient for identifying potential candidates to 

receive officer training. 

According to Julian C. Stanley and Kenneth D. Hopkins, 

"It was inevitable, a large number of group intelligence 

tests based on the principle of the Army Alpha were soon 

made available to educators" (Stanley and Hopkins 1972, 

329). "The decade before 1920 represented a period of slow 

but substantial development of printed, objectively scored, 

and standardized instruments for achievement testing in a 

number of subject areas" (Stanley and Hopkins 1972, 162). 
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"By the end of the decade of the 1920's, more than 1,300 

tests were available to teachers and educators. By 1940, 

more than 2,600 achievement tests were available (Stanley 

and Hopkins 1972, 163). "By 1990, it was conservatively 

estimated that each year elementary and secondary students 

take 127 million separate tests as part of standardized test 

batteries mandated by states and districts" (Madaus and Tan 

1993, 60). It is not known how many of these tests are 

designed and administered individually or in group settings. 

Even so, educators have come to understand that it is not 

possible to assess all children with individually adminis-

tered tests; however, the need for individually administered 

tests continues. 

By the end of World War II, Buros' Mental Measurements 

Yearbook (1989) was published regularly, machines were 

scoring test protocols using the IBM 305, and an eight-year 

study was underway. In describing the eight-year study, 

Glatthorn (1987) points out that adequate testing of pupil 

progress requires devices capable of measuring broad areas 

of learning. 

After the war, the Educational Testing Service replaced 

the College Entrance Examination Board, which developed and 

continues to publish several well-known tests such as the 

Stanford Achievement Tests. Metropolitan Achievement Tests. 

Iowa Every Pupil Tests. Iowa Test of Basic Skills, and the 
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California Achievement Tests (Stanley and Hopkins 1972, 164-

152) . 

A review of laws regarding assessment and special 

education referrals reveals that federal laws that address 

these areas first appeared in Public Law 94-142 (Education 

of All Handicapped Children Act 1975, vol 20, sec. 33). 

Signed into law by Gerald Ford, the Education of All 

Handicapped Children Act of 1975 outlined the steps and 

requirements for the overall referral process. Public Law 

94-142 mandated comprehensive individualized assessments to 

identify handicapped students within specific time lines. 

The law mandated that a multidisciplinary team, composed of 

teachers and assessment personnel, must determine whether a 

referred student is handicapped in the area of learning 

disabilities. 

Public Law 101-336 (Americans with Disabilities Act 

1990, 28 CFR, part 35) reinforced civil rights protections 

for the disabled. This act neither addressed group 

achievement testing nor the special education referral 

process. 

Another recent law was Public Law 101-476 (Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Act 1990, vol. 20, sec. 33). 

This law changed the name of Public Law 94-142, the 

Education of the Handicapped Act, to the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (1990). 
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After investigation, Congress reported that discrimina-

tion against the disabled was taking place. Congress found 

that current assessment practices and methods were failing 

to identify disabled children and their specific educational 

needs. In the United States, more than eight million 

children with disabilities had special education needs that 

were not being fully met. In addition, one million disabled 

children were excluded from public schools, the educational 

process, and their peers. Therefore, Congress acted to 

protect the educational rights of the disabled (Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Act 1991, sec. 1400(b)). 

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act focused 

on two goals related to assessment: (1) the elimination of 

discriminatory practices in assessment methodology and 

(2) the improvement of assessment techniques and tests to 

accurately identify the disabled. For the first goal, the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act provided funding 

in the form of grants to states for improving assessment 

techniques and practices to remedy discriminatory practices. 

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

states: 

Procedures to assure that testing evaluation 
materials and procedures utilized for the purposes of 
evaluation and placement of children with disabilities 
will be selected and administered so as not to be 
racially or culturally discriminatory. Such materials 
or procedures shall be provided and administered in the 
child's native language or mode of communication, 
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unless it clearly is not feasible to do so, and no 
single procedure shall be the sole criterion for 
determining an appropriate educational program for a 
child. (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
1990, vol. 20, sees. 1412(3)(c)) 

For the second goal the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act provided grants to improve the ability of 

assessment instruments and tests to identify disabled 

students. Consider this statement: 

The development of assessment techniques, 
instruments (including tests, inventories, and scales), 
and strategies for measurement of progress and the 
identification, location, and evaluation of infants, 
toddlers, children, and youth with disabilities for the 
purpose of determining eligibility, program planning, 
and placement for special education, related services, 
and early intervention services. Particular attention 
should be given to the development of alternative 
assessment procedures for minority individuals and 
those with limited English proficiency. (Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act 1990, vol. 20, sees. 
1441(a)(1)(G)). 

Current federal law does not provide specific require-

ments for data collection which includes group achievement 

test data at the pre-referral or referral stage. Therefore, 

the devices and practices of educational referral systems 

are at the discretion of local and state agencies. 

Educational law in Texas does not address the use of 

group achievement test data as a part of the pre-referral 

screening stage. It does require that a pre-referral 

screening system be in place to review data and determine 

whether special education referrals should be initiated. 

Recent developments in Texas have resulted in the 



20 

introduction of new achievement tests. Both the Texas 

Assessment of Academic Skills and the Norm-Referenced 

Assessment Program for Texas are used to assess students' 

skills across the state. State law does not address group 

achievement testing at the pre-referral or referral stage 

other than mandating achievement test data in the documents 

of referrals. 

Review of the literature identified several issues that 

relate to assessment and the use of standardized group 

tests. The following seven issues are presented. 

1. What is the purpose for assessment? 

2. Are group tests used to screen referrals? 

3. Do teachers and referral committees look only at 

group achievement test data or do they look at a constella-

tion of data? 

4. Is the referral process accurate? 

5. Are group tests and individual tests accurate? 

6. Are teachers accurate in the referral process? 

7. Can the pre-referral process be standardized? 

The first issue concerns the purpose for assessment. 

The general purpose of assessment is to satisfy members of 

society's need to know how they compare with others and with 

their own self-imposed standards. We seek assurance that we 

know. Assessment and standardized tests permeate society 
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and are a part of the American culture. Rieneke Zessoules 

and Howard Gardner (1991) state that, 

In our view, American society has embraced 
standardized testing to an excessive degree. Indeed, 
these measures form a underlying "testing" culture 
throughout schools and school systems, one that 
sustains an equally standardized approach to learning 
and evaluation. Despite the universality of this 
testing culture, there is a reason to question its 
legitimacy. (Zessoules and Gardner 1991, 48) 

The literature suggests several specific purposes for 

assessment. The first purpose of assessment is to identify 

children "as either able to benefit or not able to benefit 

from the public school's services" (Potter et al. 1983, 

146). A second purpose is to gain information for program-

ming in various classroom settings (Gauthier 1988, 296) or 

to determine "specific treatment procedures" (Hofmeister 

1979, 74). The final purposes for assessment is "for 

identification or eligibility purposes" (Potter et al. 1983, 

146) . 

The last specific purpose for assessment, which relates 

to eligibility for special education is found in several 

citations. Stanley and Hopkins (1972, 371) state that, "One 

of the chief uses of standardized achievement and intelli-

gence tests is to identify students who need special 

attention." Ysseldyke and Algozzine (1982, 223) agree: 

"Public school personnel regularly assess students for 
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deciding the extent to which they are eligible for special 

education services." 

Laurence Lieberman (1985, 62) asserts that assessment 

is used to determine if a student is handicapped. He states 

that, "Most of the evaluations conducted in schools are for 

determining the need for help, rather than for existence of 

a genuine handicap." Lieberman adds, 

A major aspect of this complex problem is that one part 
of this two-part process is often neglected. In order 
to receive special education, a child must be declared 
handicapped and be considered to be in need of special 
services. It is usually the former condition that is 
forgotten and the result is a tautology. The defini-
tion of a special education child (no longer a 
handicapped child) is a child in need of special 
education. Most of the evaluations conducted in 
schools are for determining the need for help, rather 
than the existence of a genuine handicap. (Lieberman 
1985, 62) 

This specific purpose for assessment is in congruence with 

both federal and state laws since these laws mandate that 

schools appropriately identify handicapped children. 

The second issue presented in the literature is whether 

group achievement test scores are used to screen referrals. 

Some researchers suggest that decisions are not based on a 

collection of referral data; but that data are used to 

support decisions already made. 

Referrals received by special education departments 

usually lead to the administration of a comprehensive 

individual assessment to evaluate the students' skills and 
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abilities. This occurs in about 92 percent of all referrals 

(Harrington and Gibson 1986). Considering this rate, the 

question is, Why screen when they all get referred anyway? 

Ysseldyke and Algozzine (1981, 429), who examined "the 

extent to which classification decisions are influenced by 

data provided at the time of referral," found that "subjects 

ignored standardized test information indicative of average 

performance, and retained the stereotype created by the 

referral information." Subjective, rather than objective, 

data, then, becomes the rationale for making referrals. 

Currently, group achievement test data appear to be ignored. 

The third issue presented in the literature concerns 

whether teachers and referral committees look only at one 

type of data or at a constellation of data. The literature 

suggests that teacher referrals may well reflect the 

reaction to a "constellation of student behaviors or 

characteristics, only some of which are obviously related to 

the reason for referral (reading achievement, in this 

particular study)" (Shinn, Tindal, and Spira 1987, 38). The 

constellation idea, supported by the requirements of the 

law, mandates that special education referrals must include 

certain items of information, including achievement scores. 

The fourth issue concerns the accuracy of the overall 

referral process. Mixed reports related to this issue were 

found. Some researchers indicate that the referral process 
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is not accurate because it does not improve the instruc-

tional program to address student needs. Student difficul-

ties are the result of poor teaching, poor planing, and 

mismanagement in the instructional programming for students. 

Hammill and Bartel state that, 

The possibility always exists that the managerial and 
programming skills of the adult may be as incompetent 
as the compliance skills of the child. In other words, 
there are those educators and psychologists who, given 
an option as to program types, would select the program 
for adults with programming disabilities, rather than 
one for children with learning disabilities. (Hammill 
and Bartel 1971, 172) 

The assessment instruments used in the process also 

affect the accuracy of the referral process. The literature 

suggests that concerns are present regarding assessment 

validity and reliability. According to Vance et al. (1988, 

444), "stepwise discriminant analysis revealed that only 3 3 

percent of the variance was accounted for by the battery of 

assessment instruments in deciding whether to place a 

student in a learning disabilities classroom." In another 

study, Wilson et al. (1986, 553) found Comprehensive 

Individual Assessment testing did little to discriminate 

between non-handicapped slow learners and students with 

learning disabilities. They reported that "96% of the 

scores obtained by the two groups fell within a common 

range," and "seriously questioned the efficacy of 
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differential diagnosis between these two groups" (Wilson 

et al. 1986, 553). Shinn, Tindal, and Spira state that, 

For every referred student, a substantial number of 
others in the normative population performed similarly. 
This contradicts what might be expected if "mildly 
handicapped" connotes a quantitatively distinct 
population. It is possible that, although the referred 
students, by definition, perform within the normal 
range of achievement, pupil differences do exist on 
other dimensions, including classroom behavior, 
motivation, or ability, and that it is these differ-
ences that result in the decision to refer. (Shinn, 
Tindal, and Spira 1987, 39) 

In contrast, while accuracy may not be absolute, some 

researchers suggest the idea that the referral process, 

including assessment, is sufficient since the standards of 

accuracy are mandated and accepted by law. "Federal law and 

most state laws require that the decision to provide special 

education services must be based on an individual psycho-

educational assessment of the child" (Potter et al. 1983, 

147) . 

In addition, a comprehensive individual assessment is 

seen as a necessary part of the referral process. Compre-

hensive individual assessment confirms the suspicions raised 

by the referral, and provides data for the admission, 

review, and dismissal committee. It Satisfies federal and 

state guidelines by determining whether a student has a 

handicapping condition that requires an individualized 

educational plan. The referral process may be adequate to 
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become law, but may not be effective in determining whether 

or not students are handicapped. 

Similar to the fourth issue, the fifth issue raised in 

the literature concerns the accuracy of individual- and 

group-administered achievement tests. The issue is 

relative. How accurate is accurate? Some researchers 

believe that achievement tests cannot reliably evaluate 

students' skills or provide the basis for making placement 

decisions. "These results indicate that standardized test 

data may have little utility in making placement decisions 

for students with learning disabilities" (Vance et al. 1988, 

447). According to Friedrich, Fuller, and Davis (1984, 

205), "no generally accepted diagnostic instrument existed 

which could singly identify children with specific learning 

disabilities." 

Other researchers agree that tests cannot bring about 

change until they affect the school culture in the class-

room. As pointed out by Zessoules and Gardner, 

assessment cannot be only a matter of building fancier, 
better, or truer tests. As should be evident, such 
rich modes of assessment cannot be activated in a 
vacuum. Just as standardized tests have produced a 
testing culture, educators interested in reform must 
recognize and examine the need for a classroom culture 
that will sustain the values, merits and practices of 
more authentic forms of assessment. (Zessoules and 
Gardner 1991, 49) 

They warn that, 
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unless new modes of assessment reach deep into school 
culture, incorporating pedagogical approaches, 
expectations and standards of performance, and the 
education of students' own capacities for self-critical 
judgment, new forms of testing will be as discontinuous 
with teaching and learning as they have ever been. 
(Zessoules and Gardner 1991, 50) 

On the positive side, three points should be made 

concerning the validity of assessment instruments. First, 

Buros' (1989) Mental Measurements Yearbook documents the 

fact that test instruments have improved over the years. 

Both group and individual tests have improved in validity 

and reliability. Test designers have improved their skills 

in designing tests; have worked to ensure that norms are 

complete, accurate, and unbiased; have field tested the 

instruments; and have performed stricter item-by-item 

analyses. In addition, assessment professionals have 

improved their skills in test administration according to 

stricter test standards. 

The critical reviews and research of practitioners 

which provide a check and balance relationship with test 

designers is the second point in defense of the validity of 

assessment instruments to be considered. Their discriminat-

ing reviews help to improve tests. Several researchers have 

investigated individually administered comprehensive 

individual assessment achievement tests, such as the Wide 

Range Achievement Test (Friedrich, Fuller, and Davis 1984) 

and the Woodcock-Johnson Tests of Achievement. Part II 
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(Vance et al. 1988). Critical reviews continue to inform 

test designers of the strengths and weaknesses of their 

instruments. 

The testing market, which operates under the law of 

economics and, thus, allows accurate and effective tests to 

survive, and weak, ineffective tests to be discarded, 

provides the third point in defense of the validity of 

assessment instruments to be considered. For example, 

Riverside Publishing is currently developing a new form of 

the Iowa Test of Basic Skills and is offering a total 

program of tests to assess ability, achievement, perfor-

mance, and vocational skills throughout all grades. In 

addition, states, such as Texas, that are motivated to 

improve student scores are developing their own series of 

achievement and performance tests. "By 1990, every state 

had some kind of mandated testing program. Naturally, with 

every state mandate, the number of students tested, and 

hence the number of tests administered, increased" (Madaus 

and Tan 1993, 61). 

The sixth issue presented in the literature concerns 

the accuracy of teachers in the referral process, and 

compares their accuracy with group achievement tests. The 

literature suggests that teachers should assume the initial 

responsibility for spotting students with learning problems. 

Gerber and Semmel (1984) suggest that teachers may be more 
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accurate than assessment instruments. Harrington and Gibson 

(1986, 538) report from a study that there is a "high 

probability that teacher referrals will be certified by 

special education personnel, probabilities estimated to be 

75% to 90%." 

In a later study involving 570 students, Mark Shinn, 

Gerald Tindal, and Deborah Spira (1987, 38) found "teachers 

to be accurate and biased in identifying low achieving 

students for possible special education services." Their 

study revealed that 75 percent of the students referred fell 

into the bottom 10 to 20 percent in mean academic standings 

when compared with the larger normed sample. "In all 

grades, the students referred for special education 

performed at a level of achievement lower than those not 

referred" (Shinn, Tindal, and Spira 1987, 37). Shinn, 

Tindal, and Spira note that Gerber and Semmel's (1984) 

premise has partial merit; that is, the "eligibility process 

should explore the use of the 'teacher as the test,"1 but 

qualify their statement by adding, "with respect to the 

certification of students as academic problems" (Shinn, 

Tindal, and Spira 1987, 36). 

In contrast, other researchers raised concerns 

regarding teacher accuracy. Shinn et al. (1986) found that 

teachers had a difficult time distinguishing between 

students who were learning disabled and low achievers. 
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Even in the best of classrooms, students sometime 

demonstrate overt behaviors that negatively affect the 

learning environment. Better teachers tolerate and extend 

patience to students who try to correct their own problems. 

The more atypical students' behavior or academic difficul-

ties become, the quicker teachers try to find help for the 

student or relief for themselves. When a student appears 

unwilling to improve, a teacher may react by referring the 

student out of frustration, resentment, and a sense of duty. 

Some researchers have called this the teacher tolerance 

factor. 

The teacher tolerance factor does appear to influence 

teachers' decisions to initiate referrals. Bob Algozzine 

and James E. Ysseldyke point out that, 

Teachers typically refer students who demonstrate 
bothersome behaviors in the classroom (e.g., short 
attention span, hyperactivity, slowness in work), and 
the reason for referral (e.g., academic or behavior 
problems) is a good predictor of subsequent special 
class placement (e.g., LD or ED) for many students. 
(Algozzine and Ysseldyke 1986, 395) 

Additional comments regarding the teacher tolerance factor 

are presented by Mark Shinn, G. A. Tindal, and D. A. Spira 

(1987) who explain that, 

consistent with Gerber and Semmel's (1984) speculation, 
it appears that the referral process may best be 
characterized as an index of teacher tolerance and an 
attempt on the teachers' part to reduce the variance of 
students in their classrooms. Three-quarters of 
referred students earned reading scores that place them 
below the 15th percentile of the normal population. 
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Given the relative consistency of the performance of 
students referred and the high rates of subsequent 
placement (also at about three-fourths of referred 
students). We join Gerber and Semmel in their serious 
doubts about the incremental validity of the 
assessment-eligibility process as it is currently 
employed. (Shinn, Tindal, and Spira 1987, 39) 

If the teacher tolerance factor is the motivation behind a 

referral, the decision to refer may or may not be the result 

of serious deliberations regarding the needs of the student 

or the result of evaluating the context of the instructional 

setting in which the student was placed. 

Other concerns center on the tendency of teachers to 

use subjective information and to inject bias into their 

decision-making. Shinn, Tindal, and Spira (1987, 38), found 

that teachers were "accurate and biased in identifying low 

achieving students for possible special education services." 

Their study also revealed that the bias centered on 

ethnicity and sex: "Significant differences as a function 

of ethnic background were found in grades 4-6 and as a 

function of sex in grades 2 and 3" (Shinn, Tindal, and Spira 

1987, 35). However, no significance was established between 

the groups as a function of grade level. 

Another point made in the literature regarding teacher 

accuracy is that teachers approach their work as artists 

rather than as scientists. Teachers sometimes need to act 

as scientists. When teachers have access to information 

regarding their students, they need to know how to interpret 
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students' group achievement test scores. Teachers must 

determine if students are having difficulty and need to be 

referred. 

Responsibility for identifying students' needs often 

rests on the shoulders of classroom teachers. Classroom 

observations and interactions alone may be insufficient for 

making a decision regarding a referral. Previous research-

ers suggest that teachers cannot accurately identify a 

handicapped student with learning disabilities without the 

aid of formal testing. Thus, with the scientific philoso-

phy, teachers would be motivated to investigate other forms 

of data including formal testing. Without this philosophy, 

"Decision-making in the educational system remains more an 

art than a science" (Potter et al. 1983, 147). 

The seventh issue pertains to the standardization of 

the pre-referral process. Motivated by state and federal 

rules over the past two decades, emphasis has been placed 

upon standardizing the assessment and evaluation practices 

in the post-referral stage when a referral is received by 

special education. This emphasis has resulted in the 

standardization of the comprehensive individual assessment. 

Review of the literature suggests a need to standardize 

the pre-referral stage. Some researchers have explored the 

use of a pre-assessment team to aid the teacher by clarify-

ing the referral problem and by making suggestions for 
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improving instruction or classroom management interventions. 

Harrington and Gibson (1986, 538) found that about half of 

the teachers did not want a pre-assessment team's objective 

consultations. Teachers determine which students are having 

difficulties. "Students themselves cannot be responsible 

for seeking help since they are unable to determine their 

academic weaknesses" (Alvarez and Adelman 1986, 567). 

Specific standardized procedures to be used in the classroom 

to identify special students are not emphasized in the 

literature, although interventions used to help students 

have been extensively explored (Sevcik and Ysseldyke 1986). 

The historical development of group achievement tests 

has been traced in this review of the literature. The seven 

issues that have surfaced in regard to assessment and the 

use of standardized group achievement tests in the referral 

process have also been presented. 

This review of the literature has shown, first, that 

one of the major purposes for assessment is to establish 

eligibility for special education. Second, group achieve-

ment test data appear to be used less often than subjective 

data. Third, group achievement tests are appropriate for 

screening students in the context of a constellation of 

other objective and subjective items of information (Gavelek 

and Palincsar 1988, 279). Fourth, because most students who 

are referred are tested, the referral process does not 
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adequately discriminate between students that need to be 

referred from other students performing at their potential 

ability levels. Fifth, although research suggests that 

group and individual tests are continuing to improve in 

validity and reliability, critics argue that they are 

insufficient in determining (or predicting) eligibility and 

placement decisions. Sixth, the literature suggests that 

teachers are accurate in identifying students with academic 

difficulties, but have difficulty distinguishing between 

learning disabled students and slower learners. It also 

appears that about half of the teachers do not seek the help 

of a pre-assessment team to help them with a particular 

student. For some teachers, a tolerance factor influences 

decisions on whether a student is or is not referred. 

Objective data available to teachers may not be as important 

as subjective information when making decisions for 

referring students. In relation to the referral process, 

teaching appears to be more art than science. The litera-

ture lacks sufficient information regarding the need to 

improve and standardize the pre-referral stage. Finally, 

assessment and evaluation must look beyond scores to the 

context in which students dwell. 

This review of the literature adds credibility to the 

need for this study. The need to determine the use and 

effectiveness of group achievement tests in the referral 
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process appears timely and needed. If the movement toward 

improving and standardizing the pre-referral stage contin-

ues, a study about objective data should be made to 

determine the value of group achievement tests in the 

referral process. 



CHAPTER III 

PROCEDURES FOR DATA COLLECTION 

AND ANALYSIS 

The design of this study and a description of the 

selection of the sample are presented in this chapter. The 

procedures used to collect and analyze the data are also 

explained. The three hypotheses developed for this study 

and the criteria used to test the hypotheses are described. 

Selection of Sample 

During September and October 1992, 189 special 

education referrals were selected from four suburban school 

districts. These districts were located in North Central 

Texas near a large metropolitan area. District 1 had an 

enrollment of 4,282 students; 67 percent were white, 21 

percent were black, and 12 percent were of other ethnic 

origins. The total district tax base was $894,507,000, with 

a tax rate set at $1.26 for each $100 valuation. District 2 

had an enrollment of 10,008 students; 65 percent were white, 

25 percent were black, and 10 percent were of other ethnic 

origins. The total district tax base was $2,161,153,000, 

with a tax rate set at $1.04 for each $100 valuation. 

District 3 had an enrollment of 2,661 students; 88 percent 
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were white, 2 percent were black, and 10 percent were of 

other ethnic origins. The total district tax base was 

$645,513,000, with a tax rate set at $1.19 for each $100 

valuation. District 4 had an enrollment of 4,216 students; 

48 percent were white, 41 percent were black, and 11 percent 

were of other ethnic origins. The total district tax base 

was $781,159,000, with a tax rate set at $1.48 for each $100 

valuation. 

Each participating district granted permission for the 

examination of the special education referrals contained in 

their special education eligibility files. Two of the 

districts were members of a special education cooperative 

with neighboring districts which provided special education 

services to eligible students. 

In district 1, the number of eligibility files that met 

the criteria for selection was 86. District 2 had 29 

eligibility files, and district 3 had 23 eligibility files. 

This was not true for district 4. 

In district 4, the director of special education had to 

obtain authorization from district officials and permission 

from parents. Copies of a cover letter and a consent form 

were mailed to parents of the students who met the selection 

criteria. Of 116 possible files that met the selection 

criteria, 29 consent forms were returned. This restricted 

the district's contribution to only those files. 
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According to the criteria selected at the onset of this 

study, the eligibility files of third-, fourth-, and fifth-

grade public school students who were referred to special 

education during the 1990-1991 and 1991-1992 school years 

were examined. The pre-referral screening committee had 

referred the students to their district's special education 

department. These referrals were for academic concerns 

rather than for behavioral concerns. Each special education 

referral was examined to determine whether referral 

committees used and included group achievement test data in 

their referrals. 

The number of files examined was narrowed to three 

grade levels for several reasons. First, the study was 

focused on the grades from which many of the special 

education referrals were initiated because of academic 

concerns. Second, these grade levels provided access to 

group achievement test data since such data become available 

by the time students reach the third grade. Third, after 

fifth grade most students spend their school day in several 

different classrooms with several different classroom 

teachers. Because these students change classes throughout 

the day, teachers have many students and, thus, limited time 

and exposure to individual students. As a result, teachers 

often have difficulty identifying the needs of individual 

students to the degree that they feel comfortable in 
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deciding to refer students for evaluation. The narrowing of 

the sample also helped to control for unknown variables and 

to provide the study with a more homogeneous group of files 

for examination. 

There were two reasons for selecting and studying 

actual referrals. First, actual referrals are a reliable 

source for determining what special education referrals 

contain. These eligibility files were archival in nature. 

Second, tracking referrals through the referral process is 

very expensive, time consuming, and logistically difficult 

when using more than one district. 

In this study, the mean age of the referred students 

was nine years, nine months. Their chronological ages 

ranged from a low of seven years, eight months to thirteen 

, zero months. Thus, the range in chronological age of 

the sample group was five years, four months. 

Collection of Data 

The data collected from the 189 special education 

referrals were recorded into a computer database program. 

The data collection involved four procedures. First, the 

referral documents were examined to determine whether group 

achievement test data were included. Second, if included, 

the data were recorded into the database. Third, the 

subject area or areas in which the student was referred was 
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recorded. Fourth, eligibility outcomes were recorded for 

each subject area. 

Subject areas were examined because many students were 

referred for one or more subject areas and found eligibility 

in other subject areas. An analysis of the subject areas as 

they related to referral and eligibility outcomes was 

included. 

In order to maintain confidentiality, students' names 

and personally identifiable data were not recorded. The 

following items were recorded into the database: (1) date 

of birth, (2) date of referral, (3) grade level, (4) group 

achievement test data (date of test, grade, subject, grade 

equivalence, and percentiles), (5) intelligence quotients 

(if available), (6) subject area(s) in which referral was 

made, and (7) subject area(s) of eligibility. 

Procedures for Analysis of Data 

To guide the analysis of the group achievement test 

data, the research questions raised in Chapter I were 

subsequently translated into three hypotheses. For each 

hypothesis, the design and procedures for analyzing the data 

were different. For each hypothesis, the critical level of 

significance was set at £ = .05. 

Hypothesis 1. There is no relationship between the 

presence of or absence of group achievement test data and 
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special education referral accuracy. This hypothesis was 

tested using the chi-square test of independence with a two-

by-two contingency matrix table. The chi-square test for 

independence was used to test whether a relationship existed 

between the presence of group achievement test data and 

special education referral accuracy for each subject area. 

The two independent variables were: (1) with group 

achievement test data, and (2) without group achievement 

test data. Eligibility was used as a dichotomous dependent 

variable. This configuration resulted in four chi-square 

calculations. 

The chi-square test of independence was also used to 

test the relationship between the presence or absence of 

group achievement test data and a second dichotomous 

dependent variable: referral to special education. This 

configuration also used a two—by—two contingency matrix 

table and produced four chi-square calculations. 

Hypothesis 2. There is no relationship between student 

academic performance levels as presented by group achieve-

ment test data and special education referral accuracy. To 

test this hypothesis, a multiple regression procedure was 

used to analyze the group achievement test data values in 

each of the four subject areas. 

The multiple regression procedure used two independent 

and one dependent variables. From group achievement test 
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data, the first independent variable was the students' level 

of academic skills as quantified by percentile scores. The 

percentiles reflected the severity of each student's 

academic deficiencies. All of the recorded percentile 

scores were converted with a normal curve distribution table 

into z scores. This was necessary in order to establish a 

continuous scale with additive properties. The z scores 

became the first independent variable. 

The second independent variable for the multiple 

regression equation was a dichotomous variable. It was 

whether or not the student was referred. The dichotomous 

dependent variable was whether or not each student was found 

eligible for special education. 

The two independent and one dependent variables were 

examined to determine whether there was a significant 

difference in eligibility outcomes (i.e., referral accuracy) 

for students who were experiencing mild difficulties in a 

subject area when compared to students who were experiencing 

severe difficulties. The multiple regression equation was 

used to determine if the changes in the independent 

variables caused changes in the dependent variable. 

Hypothesis 3. There is no significant difference 

between the subjects of reading, spelling, language arts, 

and mathematics as presented by group achievement test data 

and special education referral accuracy. This hypothesis 
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was tested using the chi-square test of independence with a 

four-by-two contingency matrix. The four independent 

variables were the four subject areas, and the dichotomous 

dependent variable was eligibility for special education. 

If the subject areas had a significant relationship with 

eligibility outcomes, additional analyses were used to 

determine the degree to which each subject area contributed 

to the significance of the relationship. 



CHAPTER IV 

PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF THE DATA 

The group achievement test data collected from the 189 

eligibility files during September and October 1992 are 

presented in this chapter. Also presented are the analyses 

of the data to test the three hypotheses. 

The mean age of the subjects used in this study was 

nine years, nine months, and subjects' ages ranged from 

seven years, eight months to a maximum age of thirteen 

years, zero months. 

Presentation of Data Findings 

In the 189 special education eligibility files 

examined, group achievement test data were presented in less 

than half of the special education referrals. The number of 

grade equivalents and percentiles according to the four 

subject areas are displayed in Table 1. As shown in Table 

1, the scarcity in the number of grade equivalents and 

percentiles among the referrals is recognized in all subject 

areas. About 39 percent of the referrals had grade 

equivalents reported, and 48 percent of the referrals had 

percentile scores recorded. Mathematics was the highest 

subject area, where 52 percent of the referrals had reported 

44 
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Table 1.—Number of Referrals with Group Achievement Test 
Data Reported 

Language 
Reading Spelling Arts Mathematics 

N GE % GE % GE % GE % 

District 1 86 48 49 5 4 55 57 57 59 

District 2 29 1 23 0 4 1 5 1 22 

District 3 23 16 15 1 1 15 15 14 13 

District 4 51 29 27 9 9 16 16 26 22 

Total 
presented 94 114 15 18 87 93 98 116 

Percentage 
of total 50% 60% 8% 9% 46% 49% 52% 61% 

Notes: GE = grade equivalent. Mean percentage of grade 
equivalents reported = 38.9. Mean percentage of percentiles 
reported =47.9. % = percentiles 

grade equivalents and 61 percent had reported percentiles. 

Only 15 grade equivalents and 18 percentiles were presented 

for the subject of spelling. Upon examination, the referral 

forms did not directly request achievement test scores for 

the subject of spelling. 

Another possible reason for the low number of scores in 

the subject of spelling is because spelling is not included 

in the federal criteria for eligibility under learning 
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disabilities (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

1990, sec. 300.541). Texas allows eligibility for spelling 

under the handicapping code of learning disabilities (Texas 

Education Agency 1989, sec. 21.503(d)(7)(A)). 

Grade equivalents are used to describe each student's 

instructional level in a particular subject. Thus, a 2.3 

grade equivalent indicates that a student is performing on a 

second-grade level at the third month. The grade equiva-

lents reported in the referrals for each subject area are 

presented in Table 2. 

Table 2.—Grade Equivalents and Values Presented in the 
Special Education Referrals 

Reading Spelling Language Mathematics 

Total number 
present 94 15 87 98 

Mean grade 
equivalent 2.3 2.3 2.5 2.6 

Median grade 
equivalent 2.3 1.9 2.5 2.3 

Variance 1.0 1.0 .9 1.0 

Minimum .2 1.4 .7 . 6 

Maximum 5.7 4.9 6.3 5.5 

As shown in Table 2, students, on the average, were 

functioning two years below grade level when compared to the 
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group's mean chronological age of nine years, nine months. 

This chronological age compares with mid-fourth-grade 

placement. The mean of the grade equivalents appears 

consistent among the four subject areas at the mid-second-

grade level. Language arts and mathematics scores were 

marginally higher than were scores of reading and spelling. 

The median of the grade equivalents were different from the 

mean in two subject areas. Ranges among the subjects did 

not appear consistent. 

Percentiles were also presented in the special 

education referrals for each subject area. Each percentile 

score was converted to z scores. Each converted z score 

describes that student's level of academic achievement when 

compared to a normed group. The converted z scores by 

subject area are presented in Table 3. 

As shown in Table 3, the z scores were lower in reading 

and spelling than in the subjects of language and mathemat-

ics. The median z scores for the subject areas were fairly 

close to the mean of the z scores, with spelling scores 

showing the greatest difference. In contrast, ranges were 

not consistent between the subject areas. As shown in 

Tables 2 and 3, the students were functioning below the mean 

of the normal population in achievement. 

In about 90 percent of the files, the achievement test 

used was the Iowa Test of Basic Skills. All four districts 
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Table 3.—z Scores and Values Presented in the Special 
Education Referral Documents 

Reading Spelling Language Mathematics 

Total number of 
z scores 114 18 93 116 

Mean of z scores - .7396 • 7955 - .6991 - .6610 

Median of z scores - .7750 * 6750 - . 6600 - .7350 

Variance .7195 « 5712 . 7291 .8777 

Standard deviation .8488 • 7558 .8539 .9368 

Minimum -3 .0900 -3. 0900 -3 . 0900 -3 .0900 

Maximum 1 .7500 0. 6450 0 .8050 2 .0500 

involved in this study had administered the Iowa Test of 

Basic Skills and had reported scores on the referral 

documents. Other tests used for assessing student academic 

skills were the California Achievement Test, the Metropoli-

tan Achievement Test, and the Gates-McGinitv Reading Test. 

For each special education referral examined, the 

subject area or subject areas that prompted the referral 

were recorded. The eligibility outcomes—whether or not the 

student qualified for special education in each subject 

area—were also recorded. The number of eligible files 

examined in this study and the results are presented in 

Table 4. 
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Table 4.—Number of Referrals and Eligible Students in Four 
Districts 

District N 
Number 

Referred 
Not 

Referred 
Number 

Eligible 
Not 

Eligible 

District 1 
Reading 
Spelling 
Language arts 
Mathematics 

District 2 
Reading 
Spelling 
Language arts 
Mathematics 

District 3 
Reading 
Spelling 
Language arts 
Mathematics 

District 4 
Reading 
Spelling 
Language arts 
Mathematics 

Total 

86 

29 

23 

51 

71 
45 
73 
43 

12 
6 

15 
6 

2 
2 
4 
1 

37 
33 
40 
31 

15 
41 
13 
43 

17 
23 
14 
23 

21 
21 
19 
22 

14 
18 
11 
20 

27 
25 
30 
13 

5 
6 

10 
6 

5 
10 
8 
1 

20 
11 
21 
15 

59 
61 
56 
73 

24 
23 
19 
23 

18 
13 
15 
2 

31 
40 
30 
36 

756 421 335 213 543 

The data presented in Table 4, however, do not reveal 

that many of the referrals found eligibility in subject 

areas other than the ones to which they were referred. For 

example, after a student was referred for a reading problem, 

comprehensive individual assessment testing revealed that 

the student had adequate reading skills, but a severe 
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disability in mathematics. This area required further 

examination. 

For the subject areas, there were four possible 

transactions for each referral initiated. First, a negative 

referral could remain as negative eligibility. Second, a 

positive referral could lead to negative eligibility. 

Third, a negative referral could lead to a positive 

eligibility, and fourth, a positive referral could lead to 

positive eligibility. Findings of the four possible 

referral to eligibility outcomes are presented in Table 5. 

Table 5.—Referral and Eligibility Outcomes 

Subject 

Possible Outcomes 

Negative Positive Negative Positive 
Negative Negative Positive Positive 

Reading 

Spelling 

Language arts 

Mathematics 

Total (N = 756) 

Percentage of 
total 

53 

80 

37 

93 

79 

57 

83 

61 

263 

34.7% 

14 

23 

20 

15 

280 

37.0% 

72 

43 

29 

49 

20 

9.5% 

141 

18.6% 
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As indicated in Table 5, only 18.6 percent of the 

possible outcomes were positive-positive. The highest 

numbers were in language arts and reading, and lowest were 

in mathematics and spelling. The negative-positive outcomes 

were highest in spelling and language arts, and lowest in 

mathematics and reading which had less than 10 percent of 

the possible outcomes. Positive-negative outcomes were at 

37 percent of the possible outcomes. The highest numbers 

were in language arts and reading, and the lowest were in 

spelling and mathematics. Negative-negative outcomes 

accounted for 34.7 percent of the possible outcomes and 

mathematics and spelling were higher than language arts and 

reading. These data show that the referral process 

discriminated eligible students from non-eligible students 

in 53.3 percent of the referrals with positive-positive or 

negative-negative outcomes. The other 46.7 percent of the 

referral outcomes were determined by special education 

testing. 

The remaining research findings are presented and 

discussed in the order of the three hypotheses presented in 

Chapter III. 

Hypothesis 1 Evaluation 

The first hypothesis was tested by examining whether a 

relationship exists between group achievement test data and 
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the dependent variables of eligibility and referral. For 

each subject area, the number of files that did and did not 

present group achievement test data were tested against the 

dichotomous variable of eligibility. Only the files that 

presented percentile scores were used for this analysis. 

The results of the chi-square (X2) test for independence for 

the subject areas of reading, spelling, language arts, and 

mathematics are presented in Table 6. 

As shown in Table 6, a significant relationship did not 

exist between the presence or absence of scores and the 

dependent variable of eligibility. The absence of a 

relationship suggests that the presence or absence of group 

achievement test data had no significant value in relation 

to the determination of eligibility for special education. 

A chi-square test of independence was conducted to 

determine if there was a relationship between the presence 

of group achievement test data and referral. The results 

are presented in Table 7. 

In all four subject areas, no significant relationship 

was identified between the presence of group achievement 

test data and referral to special education. These results 

indicate that the presence or absence of achievement test 

data on the referral documents neither positively nor 

negatively impact referral or eligibility outcomes. 
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Table 6.—Relationship Between the Presence or Absence of 
Group Achievement Test Data and Eligibility or Non-

Eligibility for Special Education by Subject Areas 

Test Data Eligibility Non-Eligibility 

Reading Present 
Absent 

29 85 
28 47 

X2 = 3.0387 
is 3.841. 
exists. 

; critical value = .05; df = l 
No significant relationship 

Test Data Eligibility Non-Eligibility 

Spelling Present 
Absent 

5 13 
47 124 

X2 = 1.6093 
is 3.841. 
exists. 

; critical value = .05; df = 1 
No significant relationship 

Test Data Eligibility Non-Eligibility 

Language arts Present 
Absent 

35 58 
34 62 

X2 = .1002; 
3.841. No 

critical value = .05; df = 1 is 
significant relationship exists. 

Test Data Eligibility Non-Eligibility 

Mathematics Present 
Absent 

20 96 
15 58 

X2 = .3246; 
3.841. No 

critical value = .05; df = 1 is 
significant relationship exists. 
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Table 7.—Relationship Between the Presence or Absence of 
Group Achievement Test Data and Referral, Non-Referral to 

Special Education by Subject Areas 

Test Data Referred Not Referred 

Reading Present 
Absent 

71 
51 

43 
24 

X2 = .6467; critical value = .05; df = 1 is 
3.841,. No significant relationship exists. 

Test Data Referred Not Referred 

Reading Present 
Absent 

10 
76 

8 
95 

X' 2 _ .8108; critical value 05; df = 1 is 
3.841. No significant relationship exists, 

Test Data Referred Not Referred 

Language arts Present 
Absent 

65 
67 

28 
29 

X2 = .0002; critical value = .05; df = 1 is 
3.841. No significant relationship exists. 

Test Data Referred Not Referred 

Mathematics Present 
Absent 

55 
26 

61 
47 

3£z = 2.546; critical value = .05; df = 1 is 
3.841. No significant relationship exists. 
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Hypothesis 2 Evaluation 

The testing of this hypothesis required looking beyond 

the mere presence of group achievement test data, to the 

values of those data. As presented in Chapter III, 

Hypothesis 2 concerns the academic levels of students who 

were referred to special education. Test scores reflect 

each student's academic performance. 

Since the group achievement test data were presented in 

percentiles, it was necessary to convert the percentiles to 

z scores. This was done to establish a continuous scale of 

z scores with additive properties. 

To test Hypothesis 2, three multiple regressions were 

performed for each subject area. The first multiple 

regression used z scores as the first independent predictor 

variable and the dichotomous referral to special education 

as the second independent predictor variable. Eligibility 

was used as a dichotomous dependent variable. The second 

multiple regression used only z scores to determine or 

predict eligibility. The third multiple regression tested 

only the dichotomous independent variable of referral to 

special education as the predictor of eligibility. 

The three multiple regression tests for the subject 

area of reading are presented in Tables 8, 9, and 10. In 

Table 8, the multiple regression ANOVA provides the findings 

for using the values of z scores and referral to special 
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education as two independent variables. Eligibility is the 

dichotomous dependent variable. The equation using only 

z. scores as the predictor is presented in Table 9. In this 

Table 8.—Determination of Reading Eligibility by z Scores 
and Referral 

Source of Variation Sum of Squares DF MS 

SSR 

SSE 

SST 

0.949734 

20.673073 

2 

111 

0.474867 

0.186244 

21.622807 113 F ratio = 4.677 

Notes: bO = .15270; bl = -.09030; b2 = .05864. 
R = .290958; R2 = .04392; adjusted R2 = .002670 (e = 4.00) 
Non-significant. 

Table 9.—Determination of Reading Eligibility by z Scores 
Only 

Source of Variation Sum of Squares DF MS 

SSR 

SSE 

SST 

0.866850 

20.755957 

1 

112 

0.866850 

0.185321 

21.622807 113 F ratio = 4.677 

Notes: bO = .18173; bl = -.10070. 
R = .20022; R2 = .04009; adjusted R2 = .03152 (£ = 4.00). 
Non-s igni f icant. 

analysis, significance was found at the critical level of 

E = .05. The equation using only referral to special 
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Table 10.—Determination of Reading Eligibility by Referral 
Only 

Source of Variation Sum of Squares DF MS 

SSR 0.322447 1 0.474867 

SSE 21.300360 112 0.190182 

SST 21.622807 113 F ratio = 1.695 

Notes: bo = .18604; bl = .109728. 
R = .12212; R2 = .01491; adjusted R2 = .00612 (g = 4.00). 
Non-s igni f icant. 

education as the only independent variable is presented in 

Table 10. For the subject of reading, z scores were used 

alone in the multiple regression equation as a predictor and 

the variable of eligibility as the criterion. When the 

independent variable of referral or non-referral to special 

education was introduced into the multiple regression 

equation, significance was not found. 

Spelling, which was the next subject area tested, had 

the fewest number of group achievement test scores. From 

the referrals, only 18 percentiles were recorded out of 189 

files that reported group achievement test scores. Thus, 

the multiple regression analyses used to test this subject 

area are weak and should not be used for decision-making. 

These results are presented for informational purposes only. 
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For the subject of spelling, Tables 11, 12, and 13 are 

presented. The independent variables of z scores and 

referral against the dependent variable of eligibility are 

combined in Table 11. Spelling z scores as the independent 

variable used to predict eligibility are displayed in Table 

12. Referral as the independent variable and eligibility as 

the dependent variable are shown in Table 13. For spelling, 

z scores were not as important to the dependent variable as 

was the independent variable of referral to special 

education. 

Table 11.—Determination of Spelling Eligibility by z Scores 
and Referral 

Source of Variation Sum of Squares DF MS 

SSR 1.210397 2 0.605198 

SSE 2.400714 15 0.160048 

SST 3.611111 17 F ratio = 3.781 

Notes: bO = -.07636; bl = -.09830; b2 = .49635. 
R = .57895; R2 = .33519; adjusted R2 = .24655 (p = 3.68). 
Non-significant. 

The subject of language arts was considered next, using 

the same format. Unlike spelling, language arts presented 

enough scores to examine. The ANOVA for these three 
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Table 12.—Determination of Spelling Eligibility by z Scores 
Only 

Source of Variation Sum of Squares DF MS 

SSR 

SSE 

0.11609 

3.49501 

1 

16 

0.116099 

0.218438 

SST 3.61111 17 F ratio = .531 

Notes: bO = .19302; bl = -.10626. 
R = .17931; R2 = .03215; adjusted R2 
Non-significant. 

= .02834 (£ = 4.00) 

Table 13.—Determination of Spelling Eligibility by Referral 
Only 

Source of Variation Sum of Squares DF MS 

SSR 

SSE 

1.11111 

2.50000 

1 

16 

1.11111 

0.15625 

SST 3.61111 17 F ratio = 7.111 

Notes: bO = .00000; bl = .50000. 
R = .55470; R2 = .30769; adjusted R2 
Non-significant. 

= .26442 (£ = 4.00). 

multiple regression analyses for language arts are presented 

in Tables 14, 15, and 16. 

The examination of the subject of language arts proved 

uneventful. No significance was found for either indepen-

dent variable. Thus, when used alone, language arts cannot 

predict eligibility outcomes. 
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Table 14.—Determination of Language Arts Eligibility by 
2 Scores and Referral 

Source of Variation Sum of Squares DF MS 

SSR 

SSE 

.414365 

21.413592 

SST 21.827957 

90 

92 

0.207182 

0.237929 

F ratio = .087 

Notes: bO = 0.34177? bl = -.07703; b2 = -.02794. 
R = -.02794; R2 = .01898; adjusted R2 = -.00282 (p = 3.15) 
Non-significant. 

Table 15.—Determination of Language Arts Eligibility by 
z Scores Only 

Source of Variation Sum of Squares DF MS 

SSR 

SSE 

SST 

0.399091 

21.428866 

21.827957 

1 

91 

0.399091 

0.235482 

92 F ratio = 1.694 

Notes: bO = .32256; bl = -.07658. 
R = .13522; R2 = .01828; adjusted R2 = 
Non-significant. 

= .00750 (p = 4.00) 

The analyses for mathematics are presented in Tables 

17, 18, and 19. Comparison of the two independent vari-

ables, mathematics scores (z. scores) and referral, with 

eligibility outcomes is provided in Table 17. Determination 

of eligibility using z scores only is shown in Table 18, and 
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Table 16.—Determination of Language Arts Eligibility by 
Referral Only 

Source of Variation Sum of Squares DF MS 

SSR .010924 1 .010924 

SSE 21.817033 91 .239748 

SST 21.827957 92 F ratio = .0456 

Notes: bO = .39285; bl = -.023626. 
R = .02237; R2 = .00050; adjusted R2 = -.01048 (£ = 4.00) 
Non-significant. 

Table 17.—Determination of Mathematics Eligibility by 
z Scores and Referral 

Source of Variation Sum of Squares DF MS 

SSR .663698 2 0.331849 

SSE 15.888027 113 0.140602 

SST 16.551724 115 F ratio = 2.360 

Notes: bo = 0.100931; bl = -.052533; b2 = .0805. 
R = .20025; R2 = .04010; adjusted R2 = .02311 (E = 3.15). 
Non-significant. 

using referral only is shown in Table 19. For the subject 

of mathematics, the multiple regression equation also 

yielded no significant relationship when predicting 

eligibility outcomes. 
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Table 18.—Determination of Mathematics Eligibility by 
z Scores Only 

Source of Variation Sum of Squares DF MS 

SSR 

SSE 

SST 

0.508184 

16.043540 

1 

114 

0.508184 

0.140733 

16.551724 115 F ratio = 3.611 

Notes: bO = .12793; bl = -.07018. 
R = .17522; R2 = .03070; adjusted R2 = -.02220 (£ = 3.15) 
Non-significant. 

Table 19.—Determination of Mathematics Eligibility by 
Referral Only 

Source of Variation Sum of Squares DF MS 

SSR 

SSE 

SST 

.427730 

16.123994 

1 

114 

.427730 

.141439 

16.551724 115 F ratio = 3.024 

Notes: bO = .11475; bl = .12160. 
R = .16075; R2 = .02584; adjusted R2 = .01730 (E - 3.15) 
Non-significant. 

Hypothesis 3 Evaluation 

The last hypothesis predicts that no relationship 

exists between the four subjects of reading, spelling, 

language arts, and mathematics and eligibility for special 
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education. A chi-square test of independence was used to 

examine the four subject areas. The chi-square test of 

independence with a four-by-two contingency table using the 

four subject areas for the rows and eligibility as the 

dichotomous dependent variable for the columns is provided 

in Table 20. 

Table 20.—Relationship Between Subject Areas and 
Eligibility 

Subjects Eligibility Non-Eligibility Chi-Square 

Reading 57 132 

Spelling 52 137 

Language arts 69 120 15.6025 

Mathematics 35 154 

Note: E = .05 > 7.815, df = 3. Significant. 

Significance is identified in Table 20. A follow-up 

analysis was conducted to determine how the chi-square test 

of independence changed when each subject area was separated 

from the other three subject areas. The changes observed in 

the chi-square as each subject was isolated are presented in 

Table 21. 

As shown in Table 21, differences were evident among 

the subject areas as they relate to the variable of 
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Table 21.—Results of Subjects Omitted from Total Group 

Subjects Included 
Subject 
Omitted DF 

Chi-
Square Significance 

Reading, spelling, 
language arts, 
mathematics none 3 15. 60 S 

Spelling, language 
arts, mathematics reading 2 15.33 S 

Reading, language 
arts, mathematics spelling 2 15.46 S 

Reading, spelling, 
mathematics 

language 
arts 2 7.42 S 

Reading, spelling, 
language arts mathematics 2 3.75 NS 

Notes: £ = .05 > 5.991, df = 2; p = .05 > 7.815, df = 3. 
S = significant, NS = not significant. 

eligibility. The subjects that contributed the most to the 

significance were mathematics and language arts. Mathemat-

ics accounted for 11.852 of the chi-square significance, 

language arts accounted for 8.174 of the significance, 

reading contributed to 0.2681 of the significance, and 

spelling contributed .1377 to the significance. 

As a follow-up analysis, a Spearman rank correlation 

was calculated for each subject area to find the degree of 

relationship that exists between the two variables of 

referral to special education and eligibility. Both of 
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these variables were dichotomous. The correlations for each 

subject area and the total group are presented in Table 22. 

Table 22.—Correlations Between Referral and Eligibility for 
the Subject Areas and the Total Group 

Subject 
Sum of 

Differences t DF 
Correlation 
Coefficient 

Reading 138,168.0 5.19 112 .44 

Spelling 292.5 3.90 16 . 69 

Language arts 91,512.0 3.19 91 .31 

Mathematics 129,311.0 6.21 1.4 .50 

Total 3,698,145.0 9.03 339 .44 

The correlation coefficients between referral and 

eligibility were less than perfect for the four subject 

areas. The Spearman correlation was highest at .69 for the 

subject of spelling. With only 18 observations, this 

correlation must be taken lightly. The strongest correla-

tion between referral and eligibility was in the subject of 

mathematics, with a correlation of .50. Reading and total 

group received a correlation of .44, while language arts was 

at .31. These correlations are low. Thus, any reliance 

upon the referral to eligibility relationship in the four 

subject areas should be taken lightly. 
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For information purposes only, intelligence quotients 

were also collected along with group achievement test data. 

Of the 189 eligibility files examined, 89 files presented a 

language intelligence quotient, 44 files presented a 

quantitative intelligence quotient, 58 files presented a 

total intelligence quotient, and 79 presented a non-verbal 

intelligence quotient. The findings of the various scores 

are presented in Table 23. 

Table 23.—Intelligence Quotients Presented in the Group 
Achievement Test Data 

N Mean Median Variance 
Standard 
Deviation 

Language 81 92.7 92.5 179 13.4 

Quantitative 44 95.8 95.5 254 15.9 

Total 58 92.8 89.5 172 13.1 

Non-verbal 79 95.4 95.3 205 14.3 

The mean intelligence quotient scores were in the low 

to mid-average range. The mean of the non-verbal intelli-

gence quotients was approximately three points higher than 

the mean of the verbal intelligence quotients. 

The group achievement test data collected from the 189 

referrals are presented in this chapter. The data were 
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collected, manipulated, and analyzed to test three hypothe-

ses that were designed to determine the value of group 

achievement test data in making referral decisions and in 

establishing eligibility for special education. 



CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, 

AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This chapter includes a summary of the study, and a 

discussion of the findings as they relate to the literature 

reviewed in Chapter II. Conclusions drawn from the 

discussion of the findings follow. Also presented are 

recommendations for the improvement of the referral process 

and for the guidance of future research. 

Summary 

This study was designed to ascertain whether group 

achievement test data can determine special education 

referral accuracy. According to Texas law, special 

education referrals are initiated by a pre-referral 

screening system or committee. Referral must contain 

specific items of information including achievement data 

which identify students' academic functioning levels in the 

subject areas. 

A need was established to determine whether pre-

referral screening committees include grade achievement test 

data as a basis for making referral decisions, and whether 

those data have value to the overall referral process. From 

68 



69 

this need came a statement of the problem which led to the 

development of four research questions. 

The review of the literature began with a brief history 

of the development of assessment and standardized achieve-

ment tests. The review included state and federal laws 

relating to assessment, achievement tests, and the special 

education referral process. From the literature review, 

seven issues surfaced. The design of the study and the 

procedures used to collect data were presented in Chap-

ter III. The design called for analyzing the data using 

three hypotheses. 

After data were collected and analyzed, the findings 

were presented and discussed; from these came conclusions 

and recommendations. The recommendations are based upon the 

information taken from the review of the literature and the 

findings developed from the analysis of the data. 

Discussion of the Findings 

Examination of the 189 special education referrals 

contained within the eligibility files revealed that less 

than half contained group achievement test data. Fewer 

grade equivalents than percentile scores were found, and 

more reading and mathematics scores than language arts and 

spelling were found. 
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These findings show that the pre-referral committee did 

not gather the objective data that were required by law to 

include in the referral documents. In addition, since more 

than half of the referrals were initiated without achieve-

ment data, it is evident that most of the referral decisions 

were based on other forms of data. The findings of this 

study support the conclusions drawn by Ysseldyke and 

Algozzine (1981). They, and others, have suggested that 

teachers base their decisions on a constellation of data 

(Shinn, Tindal, and Spira 1987, 38). In their study, that 

constellation of data did not include achievement data. It 

was also evident that the special education departments 

accepted referrals without returning the referrals or 

requiring that they be re-submitted with the data. 

Analysis of the grade equivalents and percentiles 

(converted to z. scores) indicated that the referred students 

were functioning about two years behind their peers in 

academic skills. Instructional levels were, on the average, 

at the second grade level. The mean chronological age for 

the sample was nine years, nine months. 

Previous research suggests that referred students 

perform "at a level of achievement considerably lower than 

those not referred" (Shinn, Tindal, and Spira 1987, 37). 

The results of this study confirm their findings. The 

referred students were behind their peers in both 
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intellectual abilities and in achievement scores, with means 

and medians in the low to mid-average or normal range. 

Since these students were performing below their peers and 

were referred, findings indicate that teachers may indeed 

have the ability to identify students who are having 

academic difficulties. 

In this study, special education referrals were 

initiated for one or more subject areas. The study revealed 

that eligibility did not consistently follow referral for 

each of the four subject areas. Some students referred for 

a problem in one subject area found eligibility in another 

subject area. The number of special education referrals in 

a subject area who needed referral in that subject area, 

that is, positive-positive outcome, was 18.6 percent. The 

number of referrals who were not referred in a subject area 

and did not need to be referred in that same subject area, 

that is, negative-negative outcomes, accounted for 34.7 

percent. Together, the positive-positive and negative-

negative referral to eligibility outcomes accounted for 53.3 

percent of the referrals. In contrast, the referrals made 

in subject areas that did not need to be made, that is, 

positive-negative outcomes, accounted for about 37 percent 

of the referrals. Finally, the referrals who found 

eligibility in a subject area other than the one in which 

they were referred, that is, negative-positive outcomes, 
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accounted for about 10 percent of the referrals. Analysis 

of the special education referral outcomes indicates that 

the most accurate referrals were in the subject areas of 

language arts and reading and that the least accurate 

referrals were in spelling and mathematics. 

The fact that students meet eligibility in subject 

areas other than the areas in which they are referred 

suggests that the referral process does not accurately 

identify the specific needs of students or adequately 

examine the dynamics of the learning environment. The 

finding that the schools examined find eligibility in about 

28 percent of the referrals suggests that more than 70 

percent of their testing is based upon elements of random-

ness, error, or bias located somewhere along the referral 

process, including the comprehensive individual assessment. 

No statistically significant relationship was found 

between the presence or absence of group achievement test 

data and eligibility outcomes for special education. 

Similarly, no statistical relationship was found between the 

presence or absence of group achievement test data and 

referral to special education. Harrington and Gibson (1986) 

predict that 75 to 90 percent of referrals will be certified 

by special education. The results of this study indicate 

that 28.1 percent are eligible (see Tables 4 and 5). 
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In the districts examined, eligibility was not an 

automatic outcome of special education referrals. Someone 

or something in the cases examined determined that more than 

70 percent of the students were ineligible for special 

education. It is unknown whether the comprehensive 

individual assessment or other variables were to blame. The 

relationship between group achievement test data and 

eligibility can never be strong until discriminating 

judgments are made using those data. When decisions omit 

such data, the correlation between the data and the 

decisions are low, as indicated by the findings of this 

study. Both the literature and the findings of this study 

suggest that group achievement tests cannot be used as a 

single source for making referral decisions. 

When the values—grade equivalents and percentiles—of 

the group achievement test data for each subject area, were 

examined in light of referral and eligibility outcomes, 

evidence was mixed. Significance was found in the subject 

of reading when z scores alone were used to predict 

eligibility for special education in the reading area; 

however, the correlation was very low between the variables. 

Significance was also found in the subject of spelling by 

using both z scores and referral and by using the referral 

only to predict eligibility for special education in the 

spelling area. The results of these findings in the 
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spelling area are suspicious because of the small number of 

observations. In the subject of language arts, significance 

was not found in the use of z scores of referrals to predict 

eligibility for special education. The same was true for 

the subject area of mathematics. 

Review of the literature suggests that teachers have 

some accuracy in the referral process. Because group 

achievement tests lack the ability to predict eligibility, 

the use of the "teacher as the test" has merit (Shinn, 

Tindal, and Spira 1987, 36). 

Of the 756 observations, approximately 28.2 percent of 

the referrals found eligibility in one or more of the four 

subject areas; 71.8 percent did not. Of the 189 students 

referred, 30.1 percent found eligibility in reading, 27.5 

percent found eligibility in spelling, 36.5 percent found 

eligibility in language arts, and 18.5 percent found 

eligibility in mathematics. Eligibility was highest in the 

subject of language arts and lowest in mathematics. 

The data gathered in this study indicate that the four 

subject areas were unequal regarding their relationship with 

eligibility for special education. When isolated, the 

subject area that had the strongest relationship with 

eligibility was mathematics, followed by language arts. The 

literature offers no explanation for this finding. 
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An additional finding not related to the study was that 

the intelligence quotients gathered from the referrals in 

this study were below the average of their regular education 

peers or of the normal population. The means of the 

intelligence quotients were in the mid to low 90s (i.e., 92 

to 95). 

Conclusions 

The following conclusions are based on the results of 

this study. They also provide answers to the research 

questions presented in Chapter I. 

1. Group achievement test data in the form of grade 

equivalents and percentile scores were recorded in less than 

half of the referrals to special education. The fact that 

the number of referrals reporting such data was low and 

inconsistent leads to the conclusion that those who made the 

referral decisions found little value in the use of such 

data. 

2. It is concluded that group achievement test data 

are important to the referral process only when related to 

the identification of students who are functioning lower 

than other students in the academic subject areas. This 

information, along with other data, can be used to develop a 

basis for determining whether or not students need to be 

referred. Thus, the referral process can be improved by 
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examining the group achievement test data, determining 

students' academic functioning levels, and deciding if the 

levels are low enough to warrant extra help in the classroom 

or referral to special education. 

3. Group achievement test data at this time have 

little predictive utility for discriminating between 

eligible and non-eligible students. Respectfully, the two 

groups of students scored lower and higher on such tests. 

Thus, the presence of group achievement test data at this 

time is not important because the data are not being 

examined and used. Evidence indicates that when students' 

achievement test scores increase in severity, the probabili-

ty for meeting eligibility for special education increases. 

Predictability for eligibility in a subject area failed to 

reach 50 percent, even when students' scores were severely 

deficient and z scores were below -3.00. Therefore, group 

achievement test data were of little value in predicting 

referral and eligibility outcomes, and such data, standing 

alone, should not be used for this purpose. 

4. The subjects of reading, spelling, language arts, 

and mathematics were different and unequal in the degree of 

relationship that each had with eligibility outcomes. 

Mathematics and language arts contributed most to that 

relationship. Reading and spelling contributed least to the 

relationship with eligibility. Therefore, it is concluded 
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that the subject areas are related to eligibility to a 

degree that exceeds mere chance. 

5. Eligibility was established most frequently in the 

subject area of language arts at 3 6 percent, and least 

frequently in mathematics, at 18.5 percent. The number of 

students who meet eligibility in the subject area of 

language arts suggests a need to examine the language arts 

program to determine the effectiveness of the program for 

students who score below their peers. 

6. The forms used in the special education referral 

process are important because they direct the investigation 

and collection of data. Spelling scores were usually 

omitted from the referral documents in all four districts 

because the referral forms did not require or ask for the 

data. 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings and resultant conclusions of this 

study, the following recommendations are made: 

1. Pre-referral screening committees should use group 

achievement test data with caution because the tests alone 

cannot predict special education referral or eligibility 

outcomes. At best, group achievement test data offer less 

than a 50 percent probability of predicting eligibility for 

children with severe academic skills. The data offer 
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virtually no predictive probability for normal functioning 

students. Group achievement tests can provide scores and 

other data for describing the academic functioning levels of 

the students tested. 

2. Group achievement test data should be used to 

complement other forms of objective and subjective data. 

When students are referred to a pre-referral committee, the 

committee should gather enough data and information to form 

a global or contextual picture of each student's abilities 

and needs. Thus, a constellation of data should be compiled 

and evaluated to determine if a referral is warranted. 

3. In this study, group achievement test data was 

found in less than half of the referrals. Therefore, the 

process of data gathering should be improved. The question 

to ask is, "What kinds of data are appropriate and required 

for making referral decisions?" Useful data may include a 

list of the interventions that have been attempted and used 

to help the student, classroom test scores, teacher 

observations, grades, results of parent conferences, and 

anecdotal records. The cumulative file containing the 

student's school records should also be examined. Data 

gathered from this file should include test scores, a 

history of school promotions and retentions, behavior 

referrals, socioeconomic status indicators, educational 
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opportunity indicators, medical and health information, and 

other kinds of information. 

4. Test developers should continue to work toward 

improving the validity and reliability of group achievement 

tests. Districts need to act as consumers and evaluate the 

performance and utility of the tests they purchase and use. 

Districts should test the data provided by these tests to 

determine whether the tests are appropriate for their use. 

Recommendations for a Pre-Referral System 

This study has shown that there is a need to improve 

pre-referral procedures that are used in the regular 

education program. Special education is not directly 

assigned the responsibility for the procedures or activities 

that are used at the pre-referral stage. Pre-referral 

procedures should answer two questions: (1) What steps 

should be taken prior to the time the pre-referral committee 

meets? (2) What data are required for the options to be 

considered by the pre-referral committee? 

A recent review of the literature was conducted by Ann 

Nevin and Jacqueline Thousand (1986) to present many 

interventions and instructional options that administrators 

and teachers could consider before a student is referred to 

the pre-referral committee. Some of the options that were 

listed include: (1) curricular adaption; (2) implementation 
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of effective schools correlates; (3) mastery learning, 

individualized learning, and cooperative learning systems? 

(4) applied behavior analysis; (5) peer tutoring; 

(6) accelerated learning systems; (7) teacher development 

and administrative strategies; (8) inservice training; 

(9) case management strategies/consulting teacher systems; 

(10) consulting teacher systems; (11) early intervention 

strategies; (12) parental involvement; and (13) transition 

models/generalization to other placement options. 

The following specific procedures are recommended to 

state policy makers to improve the regular education pre-

referral screening process: 

1. Before a student can be referred to a campus pre-

referral committee, the referring teacher or individual 

shall notify the building principal or the pre-referral 

committee chairman thirty days prior to the date of the pre-

referral committee meeting. 

2. The administrator or committee chairman shall 

collect, or cause the collection of, all pertinent data that 

are reguired for each option that is to be considered by the 

committee. 

3. The administrator or committee chairman shall 

review all collected data prior to the pre-referral 

committee meeting to determine if the required data are 

complete. The administrator or committee chairman shall not 
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conduct the meeting until the required data have been 

gathered. 

4. Pre-referral committee members shall have opportu-

nity to review the data no less than two schools days prior 

to any scheduled pre-referral committee meetings. 

5. The administrator or committee chairman shall 

ensure that the data considered by the pre-referral 

committee are presented in the committee deliberations and 

that such data are included in any referrals that are 

subsequently initiated by the pre-referral committee. 

Recommendations for Future Study 

Based on the findings and resultant conclusions of this 

study, the following recommendations for future study are 

made: 

1. Group achievement tests are a part of American 

culture, and will continue to be used to assess students' 

progress at both state and national levels. Recent 

developments at the national level include the proposed 

American Achievement Tests that are being developed for the 

America 2000 Project (Haney 1991, United States Department 

of Education 1991). Thus, future studies should target 

these tests to determine their value in identifying 

handicapped children. 

The State Board of Education in Texas has implemented 

the Norm-Referenced Assessment Program for Texas to assess 
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student skills across the state. Future research should 

target the program to determine its value to the referral 

process. 

2. Although a study of intelligence quotients was not 

a part of this study, future studies are recommended to 

determine whether intelligence quotients have value to the 

referral process. 

3. This study suggested that other kinds of objective 

and subjective data are used to influence pre-referral 

decisions beside group achievement test data. Studies have 

already targeted the pre-referral process in regard to 

teacher perceptions regarding the use of pre-assessment 

teams, classroom interventions, and the pre-assessment 

process (Harrington and Gibson 1986, 539). Also studied, is 

the role that student behaviors play in influencing teacher 

decisions for referral (Fremont and Wallbrown 1979, Shin, 

Tindal, and Spira 1987). 

Future studies should address other forms of objective 

and subjective data to determine their value to the referral 

process. Data that should be examined include, but are not 

limited to, the following: grades, attendance records, 

school history (promotions, retentions, years in school, 

etc.), medical health data, parent data and other such data. 

When a substantial body of research has been formed, the 

value of such data to the pre—referral process can be 



83 

established and will, in turn, improve the quality of data 

on which pre-referral decisions are made. 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Alexander, Kearn, and M. David Alexander. 1985. American 
public school law. 2d ed. St. Paul: West Publishing. 

Algozzine, Bob, and James E. Ysseldyke. 1986. The future 
of the LD field: Screening and diagnosis. Journal of 
Learning Disabilities 19 (August-September): 394-398. 

Alvarez, Vivian, and Howard S. Adelman. 1986. Overstate-
ments of self-evaluations by students with psychoeduca-
tional problems. Journal of Learning Disabilities 19 
(November): 567-571. 

Americans with Disabilities Act. U.S. Code. 1990. 
Department of Justice Regulations 28 CFR, part 35. 

Brantlinger, Ellen A. 1987. Making decisions about special 
education placement: Do low-income parents have the 
information they need? Journal of Learning Disabili-
ties 20 (February): 94-101. 

Brown, Ronald T. 1986. Teacher ratings and the assessment 
of attention deficit disordered children. Journal of 
Learning Disabilities 19, (February): 95-100. 

Brown v. Board of Education. 1954. 347 U.S. 483, 74 S.Ct. 
686. 98 F. Supp. 797 (D. C. Kan. 1951). 

Buros, Oscar K. 1989. Mental measurements yearbook. 
9th ed. Highland Park, NJ: Gryphon Press. 

Clarizio, Harvey F., and S. E. Phillips. 1989. Defining 
severe discrepancy in the diagnosis of learning 
disabilities: A comparison of methods. Journal of 
School Psychology 27 (Winter): 383-391. 

Education of All Handicapped Children Act. U.S. Code. 
1975. Vol. 20, sec. 33. 

Fremont, Theodore S., and Fred H. Wallbrown. 1979. Types 
of behavior problems that may be encountered in the 
classroom. Journal of Education 161 (Spring): 5-23. 

84 



85 

Friedrich, Douglas, G. B. Fuller, and D. Davis. 1984. 
Learning disability: Fact and fiction. Journal of 
Learning Disabilities 17 (April): 205-209. 

Gauthier, Yvon. 1988. Instructional strategies for 
children with learning disabilities in French and 
English school settings. Reading Improvement 25 
(Winter): 295-299. 

Gavelek, J. R., and A. S. Palincsar. 1988. Contextualism 
as an alternative world view of learning disabilities: 
A response to Swanson's Toward a metatheorv of learning 
disabilities. Journal of Learning Disabilities 21 
(May): 278-281. 

Gerber, M., and M. Semmel. 1984. Teacher as imperfect 
test: Reconceptualization of the referral process. 
Educational Psychologist 19 (3): 137-148. 

Glatthorn, Alan A. 1987. Curriculum leadership. Glenview, 
IL: Scott-Foresman and Company. 

Hammill, Donald D., and Nettie R. Bartel. 1971. Education-
al perspectives in learning disabilities. New York: 
John Wiley & Sons. 

Haney, Walt. 1991. We must take care: Fitting assessments 
to functions. In Expanding student assessment, ed. 
Vito Perrone, 142-163. Alexandria, VA: Association for 
Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

Harrington, Robert G., and Edward Gibson. 1986. Preassessr 
ment procedures for learning disabled children: Are 
they effective? Journal of Learning Disabilities 19 
(November): 538-541. 

Hofmeister, Alan M. 1979. Assessment and treatment 
validity. Journal of Learning Disabilities 12 (March): 
73-75. 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. U.S. Code. 
1990. Vol. 20. 

Learner, Janet W. 1976. Children with learning disabili-
ties. Boston: Houghton-Mifflin. 

Lieberman, Laurence M. 1985. Tightening eligibility 
criteria for special education services. Journal of 
Learning Disabilities 18 (January): 62-64. 



86 

Madaus, George F., and Ann G. A. Tan. 1993. The growth of 
assessment. In Challenges and achievements of American 
education: The 1993 ASCD Yearbook, ed. Gordon Cawelti, 
60-61. Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development. 

Myers, Patricia I., and Donald D. Hammill. 1982. Learning 
disabilities. Austin, TX: Pro-Ed. 

National Commission on Testing and Public Policy. 1990. 
From gatekeeper to gateway: Transforming testing in 
America. Chestnut Hill, MA: Author. 

Nevin, Ann, and J. Thousand. 1986. What administrators 
need to know about systems that limit or avoid special 
education referrals. Planning and Changing 17 
(Winter): 195-208. 

Piotrowski, Richard J., and Don J. Siegel. 1986. The IQ of 
learning disability samples: A reexamination. Journal 
of Learning Disabilities 19 (October): 492-493. 

Potter, Margaret L., J. E. Ysseldyke, R. R. Regan, and 
B. Algozzine. 1983. Eligibility and classification 
decisions in educational settings: Issuing "passports" 
in a state of confusion. Contemporary Educational 
Psychology 8 (April): 146-157. 

Sevcik, Bonita M., James E. Ysseldyke. 1986. An analysis 
of teacher's prereferral interventions for students 
exhibiting behavior problems. Psychology in the 
Schools 20 (February): 184-190. 

Shinn, Mark R., Gerald A. Tindal, and Deborah A. Spira. 
1987. Special education referrals as an index of 
teacher tolerance: Are teachers imperfect tests? 
Exceptional Children 54 (September): 32-40. 

Shinn, Mark R., J. E. Ysseldyke, S. L. Deno, and G. A. 
Tindal. 1986. A comparison of differences between 
students labeled learning disabled and low achieving on 
measures of classroom performance. Journal of Learning 
Disabilities 19 (November): 545-551. 

Stanley, Julian C., and Kenneth D. Hopkins. 1972. 
Educational and psychological measurement and 
evaluation. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 



87 

State ex rel. Beattie v. Board of Education. 1919. 169 
Wis. 231, 172 N.W. 153. 

Terman, Lewis M. 1916. The measurement of intelligence. 
New York: Houghton-Mifflin. 

Texas Education Agency. 1989. State board of education 
rules for special education. Austin, TX: Author. 

Texas Education Agency. 1991. Parent and students rights: 
Special education. Austin, TX: Author. 

Texas Education Code. 1990. Texas school law bulletin. 
Publication for the Texas Education Agency. Austin, 
TX: West Publishing. 

Thurlow, Martha L., P. J. O'Sullivan, and J. E. Ysseldyke. 
1986. Early screening for special education: How 
accurate? Educational Leadership 44 (November): 93-95, 

United States Department of Education. 1991. America 2 000: 
An education strategy. ED/OS 91-13. Washington, DC: 
Author. 

Vance, Lisa K., C. H. Bahr, T. J. Huberty, and 
B. Ewer-Jones. 1988. An analysis of variables that 
affect special education placement decisions. Journal 
of Learning Disabilities 21 (August-September): 444-
447. 

Wilson, Lonny, T. Cone, C. Bradley, and J. Reese. 1986. 
The characteristics of learning disabled and other 
handicapped students referred for evaluation in the 
state of Iowa. Journal of Learning Disabilities 19 
(November): 553-557. 

Ysseldyke, James E., and Bob Algozzine. 1981. Diagnostic 
classification decisions as a function of referral 
information. Journal of Special Education 15 (August-
September) : 429-435. 

1982. Bias among professionals who erroneously 
declare students eligible for special services. 
Journal of Experimental Education 50 (Summer): 223-228, 

1986. The future of the LD field: Screening and 
diagnosis. Journal of Learning Disabilities 19 
(Winter): 394-398. 



88 

Ysseldyke, J. E., B. Algozzine, M. R. Shinn, and M. McGue. 
1982. Similarities and differences between low 
achievers and students labeled learning disabled. 
Journal of Special Education 16 (Spring): 73-85. 

Zessoules, Rieneke, and Howard Gardner. 1991. Authentic 
assessment: Beyond the buzzword and into the classroom. 
In Expanding student assessment, ed. Vito Perrone, 47-
71. Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development. 


