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CHAPTER I 

, INTRODUCTION 

If Americans are to believe in,the promise of continued educational 

growth for all citizens, then public school administrators will be held 

responsible for providing free and appropriate programs for all children 

{handicapped and regularly placed) within their jurisdiction. These 

programs must ,take place within the principle of least restrictive 

environment {LRE). 

When Congress passed the Education for All Handicapped Children Act 

of 1975, Public ,Law 94-142, it required all public schools to provide 

special education and relate~ services designed to meet each identified 

handicapped child 1 s needs in certain mandated placements, while also 

protecting the child 1 s procedural due process rights. Previously, Sec

tion 504 of the Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Public Law 93-112_, 

had required that no handicapped individual should be excluded, solely by 

reason of handicap, from participation in any federally assisted program. 

More recently, Public Law 99-457 provided for services, from birth, for 

handicapped children through the use of care managers, Individual Family 

Service Plans {IFSP), interagency services, and additional federal aid to 

support such activities. 

Through implementation of these laws, special education has been 

extended to include children such as those who are identified as emotion

ally disturbed, hearing impaired, learning disabled, mentally handi

capped, physically handicapped, and visually impaired. Specialists in 

1 
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these areas focus upon the responsibilities of state and district poli-

cies to meet the handicapped children•s needs whereas district adminis-

trators focus upon leadership, decision making, and communication as 

necessary to implement overall improv~ent in services and programs. 

The implementation of these laws had a direct impact upon the total 

operation and administration of public schools. The task of translating 

the specific and noncompromising regulations into enhanced programs for 

eligible handicapped children (without disturbing the balanced learning 

of regularly placed youngsters) has rested upon public school personnel. 

For example, one of the most significant .aspects of this implementation 

process has involved the required placement of students in a least re

strictive environment {LRE). LRE is defined in Public Law 94-142 as 

education is the most normal environment that meets the a~ademic, social, 

and physical needs of students. The term 11mainstreaming 11 was not de-

scribed in P. L. 94-142 but became a term popularized by educators to 

describe the 11 educational situation which gives [the student] the best 

chance to succeed in life 11 {Allen, Jason, & McKean, 1982, p. 1). Gener

ally, mainstreaming has come to imply an integration of handicapped 
\ 

learners into regular classrooms. LRE may be conceptualized as a 

11 compromi se 11 between maximum integration and maximum indivi dua 1 izat ion. 

Mainstreaming and least restrictive environment are thus interrelated and 

based upon a fundamental belief that· handicapped children can benefit 

from involvement in an educational environment shared with nonhandicapped 

learners (Corpolongo, 1988). 

With the tremendous increase of subdivisions of special education, 

such as appropriated funding, individualized educational plans (IEPs), 

direct and related services, paraprofessionals, private school special 

services, due process, and confidentiality of records, identification of 
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the LRE has come to be a critical decision which is the responsibility of 

school personnel. Cochrane and Westling (1977), Gearheart (1977), and 

Anastasio and Sage (1982) examined administrative expectations and ac

tions and found that identification and placement responsibi1ity led to 

more involved administrative action. The perceptions by school personnel 

of the special learners, as well as the roles to which such personnel 

have been assigned, can aff~ct the decisions relative to the LRE and lead 

to more effective school involvement in the LRE. 

The importance of the involvement of the building principal in the 

decisions relative to placement of students in the least restrictive 

environment is determined by both legal and regulatory needs within the 

special education environment, as well as by ,the leadership role of the 

principal. The 1 iterature relative to school effectiveness has shown 

this latter factor to be of great importance to the quality of the educa

tional programs provided for all students-within the school building. 

Statement of the Problem 

For the successful implementation of effective special education 

programs, beliefs, conlnunity actions, and laws must interrelate. To 

insure qua 1 i ty spec i a 1 education, these aspects must be grounded in the 

guidelines mandated by P.L. 94-142 and P.L. 99-457. One problem in edu

cation is the degree to which building administrators should be involved 

in the process of determining the needs and competencies of handicapped 

students and the application of that understanding to effect the most 

appropriate placement of such students in the least restrictive environ

ment. The premise could be stated that, if the principal is actively 

involved in decisions relative to LRE, the placement of students will, 

likely result in less disruptive behavior on the part of the student, the 
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needs of the student wi 11 become a more prominent focus by the school 

staff, students will learn more, students will have a more positive atti

tude toward learning, and the principal will function as a role model for 

the student •. 

Hence, the investigative purpose of t·tJis study was to identify the 

degree of involvement by building administratprs in decisions pertaining 

to the placement of handicapped children within the least restrictive 

environment. Furthermore, this study was designed to identify the degree 

to which building administrators would ideally be involved in those deci

sions and the factors which may cause actual involvement to be different 

from desired involvement. 

Research questions that have focused the study are as follows: 

1. What are the activities through which elementary principals are 

involved in decisions pertaining to the placement of children within the 

least restrictive environment? 

2. To what degree are elementary principals actually involved in 

those LRE decisions? 

3. To what degree would elementary principals ideally want to be 

involved in those LRE decisions? 

4. What factors do elementary principals identify that cause their 

actual involvement to differ from their ideal involvement? 

Significance of the Study 

This study was .designed to provide information regarding the actual 

and the ideal degrees of involvement by. elementary principals in deci

sions relative 'to the placement of students in the least restrictive 

environment. There has been consideraQle debate regarding the building 

level administrators' role in this LRE process. If there is a 
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significant difference between the actual and the ideal involvement of 

administrators in these decisions, factors which impact upon that dis

crepancy may be identified. Identification of similarities and differ-

ences among these administrators' perceptions as well as identification 

of factors that have inhibited the attainment of ideal levels of involve-

ment may contribute to future decisions regarding the appropriate level 

of involvement of administrators in the establishment of individual edu-

cation plans (IEPs). Such findings may contribute to modifications in 

several areas, including the preparation and/or certification of a~minis

trators, the procedural responsibilities assigned to building administra

tors through district policies or administrative regulations, and the 
" ' ' 

legal responsibilities assigned through special education laws and regu-. . 

lations. These· changes could enable building administrators to more 

effectively participate in those decisions relative to the placement of 

their students in the least restrict'ive environment. 

Limitations of the Study 

The applicability of the conclusions of this study may have been 

limited because of the following: 

1. This study was limited to ·a sample of elementary building prin

cipals in independent school districts in the State of Oklahoma. 

2. The identification of the actual and the ideal degrees of 

involvement was based solely upon the reported perceptions of the 

principals. 

3. The instrument used in the data collection was developed spe

cifically for this study. While efforts were made to determine the 

validity and reliability of this instrument, its use has been limited to 

this study. 



Definition of Terms 

The following definitions were used in this study: 

Least Restrictive Environment. 

To the maximum extent appropriate, handicapped children, in
cluding children in public or private institutions or. other 
care facilities, are educated with children who are not handi
capped, and that special classes, separate schooling, or other 
removal of handicapped children from the regular educational 
environment occurs only wherf 'the nature or severity of the 
handicap is such that education in regular classes with the use 
of supplementary aids and services cannot be achieved satisfac-
torily (20 U.S.C. 1412-1414). · 

All handicapped children [must] be educated with nonhandicapped 
children to-the extent they can bene.fit from such placement. 
Local school systems are encouraged to 9evelop their programs 
around the needs--not force students into rigid program molds. 
Emphasis is given to placement in a program designed to assure 
maximum development· with minimum failure (Oklahoma State De
partment of Education, 1988b, ~· 15). 

6 

Elementary Principal. An individual building administrator with 

primary responsibi 1 ity for the 'admi ni strati on Of· a school attendance 

center which includes two or mor'e of the grades k-5 and nQ regularly 

placed students above grade six. 

Mainstreaming. 

As in LRE, the maximum extent appropriate for handicapped 
learners provides a· 11 Continuum of alternative placements to 
meet the needs of individuals in special education and related 
services. This continuum of related services • • • is not 
synonymous with full-time regular classroom instruction (some
times referred to as mainstreaniing) 11 (Oklahoma State· Department 
of Education, 1988b, p. 16). 

Individual Education Plan ·~IEP). 

A written educational program that has been developed for the 
child 1 s specified educational needs and implemented in accord
ance with federal and-state guidelines in compliance with the 
laws for the handicapped (Oklahoma State Department of Educa
tion, 1988b, p. 8). 

Summary 

When the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (P.L. 94-142) 
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was passed in 1975, the legal basis for identification and placement of 

special students was established. One of the manifestations of the law 

was the mandated determination of each student•s least restrictive envi

ronment as identified within an IEP. The case...:.oy-case management of 

these IEPs remains -a team effort involving the student, the parent or 

guardian, .. the regular classroom teacher{s), the psychometri st and/or 

counselor, and the special education teacher. Of critical importance has 

been the involvement of building administrators whose decisions and ac

tions involve proper allegiance to the legal aspects of the student•s 

education. The problem that is being addressed- in this study is the 

identification and comparison of the actual and the ideal involvement of 

elementary principals in these actions pertai-ning to the decisions re

garding placement of students in the least restrictive environment. 

Chapter II contains an examination of related research and profes

sional literature concerning the role of the building principals in the 

administration of effective elementary schools, the legal and regulatory 

environment surrounding decisions related to placement of students in the 

least restrictive environment, and the manner in which the role and the 

environment interact. A description of the research procedures employed 

in this study is the focus of Chapter III. Chapter IV contains an analy

sis of the data. The summary, conclusions, recommendations; and commen

tary are pre~ented in the _concluding chapter. 



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

The investigative purpose of this study was to identify the degree 

of actual and ideal involvement of elementary princip~ls in the placement 

decisions regarding handicapped ch,ildren. Data were collected to iden

tify factors that may cause actual involvement to differ from ideal 

involvement. 

This chapter includes a review of the historical and current litera

ture regarding the administration of special education. The first sec-

tion contains a review of the historical development of special education 

mandates·. A second segment of the chapter focuses on the issue relative 

to the concept of least restrictive environment. The final portion con

tains a review relating the special education mandates to the role of the 

school administrator. 

Historical Issues in Special Education 

The history of special education is frequently focused on the con-
, ' -

stitutional rights, societal influences, and' governmental mandates which 

have been the mechanisms of change. Wh i 1 e change, indeed, became the 

distinctive trademark of special education in the 1970s, exclusion had 

previously been the key word in describing the relationship between 

handicapped children and the American public education system. Handi

capped children from wealthy families had usually been admitted to resi-

dential care facilities while those from poor families were often hidden 

8 
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or ignored. The exclusion of handicapped children from public schools 

continued even after mandatory attendance laws were enacted. Virtually 

no resources were provided for handicapped learners until interest was 

sparked by the John F. Kennedy Panel on Mental Retardation (Gallagher, 

1989). 

As early as 1911, laws had been pas$ed giving social and religious 

agencies options for serving handicapped children. Carey (1971) outlined 

the history of federal legislation, a summary of which is shown in Table 

1. The increase in legislative mandates as shown in Table 1 coincided 

with increased ~dentification of and service· to handicapped students. 

Meisger and King (1976) reported a 500% expansion of special education 

enrollment between 1958 and 1966. This was seven times the increase in 

the na'l;ion• s school-age population during that same period. They also 

estimated that the two m.illion school-age children identified as excep

tional in 1966 still represented only 30% of those needing special serv

ices. Boyer (1978) reported ~ vast disparity among state-mandated school 

services in the period 1970-79. For example, in reviewing reports re-

ceived from each of the 50 chief state school officers, Boyer noted that 

in Louisiana 3.9% of all students were served as speech-impaired, while 

in New Hampshire only 0.7% of the students received such services. 

Added awareness of the need to educate the handicapped according to 
<' • 

the provisions of P.L. 94-142 and Section 506 came about during the time 

that many disabled veterans were returning from fighting in Vietnam. 

Veterans• organizations tried to meet the needs of the disabled through 

existing federa 1 programs suc:;h as the 11G I B; 11, 11 but soon found them

selves relying on court actions. These concerns. which were translated 

into action through litigation not only changed the larger society but 
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Table 1 

History of Federal Legislation 

Year Legislation Enacted 

1954 President Eisenhower signed the Cooperative Research Act estab-
lishing grants to institutions for the conduct of research on and 
disse~ination of information related to special learners. 

1958 Public Law 85-926 provided support for teaching of mentally re
tarded children through grants to institutions of higher educa-
tion and to state educational agencies. · 

1961 Public Law 87-276 authorized support· for the training of class
room teachers of the deaf. 

1962 Public Law· 87-715 broadened the· programs instituted by P.L. 85-
905 into comprehensive instru-ctional and developmental programs 
for special education. 

1963 Programs supported by President John F. Kennedy provided the 
framework for Title III grants for the training of teachers for 
the handicapped.· · 

1965 Public Law 89-258 further broadened the programs initially sup
ported by p .L. 85-905 and expanded by p .L. 87-715. 

1966 The Eighty-Ninth Congress ·created far-reaching programs for the 
education of the handicapped. The first legislation was the 
Technical Institute for the 'Deaf Act, P.L. 89-36. The second 
important piece of legi slat ion was the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (ESEA), P.L. 89-10, which provided for direct as
sistance for the education of the handicapped. 

1967 Pub 1 i c Law 90-247 and the ESEA Amendments of 1967 authorized 
regional service centers to assist school personnel in developing 
specific educational strategies for the handicapped learner. 

l • ., 

1968 The Handicapped 'Early Education Act, P.L, •. 90-536, established 
national centers for_educational media, materials, and technology 
to facilitate the education of the handicapped. 

1973 Section 504 of the Vocational Rehabilitation Act, P.L. 93-112, 
contained regulations for the education of handicapped people for 
the workplace. 

1975 The Education for All Handicapped Children Act, P.L. 94-142, 
provided educational rights to all exceptional children. 

1986 The Early Intervention Program for Infants and Toddlers was en
acted as Public Law 99-457. 
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but also resulted in the removal of most remaining legal barriers to 

handicapped school-aged children. 

The most recent major piece of federal legislation dealing with 

special education was the Education pf the Handicapped Act of 1986, P.L. 

99-457. Sections 101 and 210 {Titles I a11d II) provided for services to 

handicapped infants and toddlers (birth to three years) and to handi-

capped preschoolers (ages three to five), respectively. These same 

sections provided definitions, descriptions, and regulations regarding 

pol icy, el igi bil ity, individualized family service plans (IFSPs), proce

dural safeguards, state interagency cooperation, and authorization and 

allocation of funds. Section 301 described discretionary programs such 

as regional resource centers, clearinghouses, 'and grants to state educa

tion agencies. 

Least Restricted Environment 

Keller (1977) wrote that the Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1973 

(P.L. 93-112, Section 504) and the Education for All Handicapped Children 

Act {P.L. _94-142) defined basic provisions for the placement of special 

education students. In summarizing those provisions, Keller noted the 

following: 

1. That handicapped persons be provided a free appropriate public 

education, regardless of the nature or severity.of the handicap;· 

2. That hand-icapped students be educated with nonhandicapped stu

dents to the maximum extent appropriate for their needs; 

3. That evaluation procedures be improved in order to avoid inap

propriate education resulting from misclassification; and 

4. That p.rocedura 1 safeguards be estab 1 i shed so that parents and 

guardians can voice their opinions on evaluations and placement of 

children. 
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The term 11 least restrictive environment~' (LRE) was thus defined 

primarily through the provisions of P.L. 93-112 and P.L. 94-142. Al

though the term 11 mai nstreami ng 11 is often used interchangeably with 1 east 

restrictive environment, Keller (1977) wrote that such use caused miscon

ceptions among .teachers, representatives of the media, and parents. 

Chiba and Semmel (1977, 'p. 21) found that "the least restrictive 

alternative is the one that realizes the most appropriate match between 

the characteristics of the pupil and the nature of the educational envi

ronment." Hence, the basic notion behind education of the handicapped 

was interpreted as the abi 1 ity of each person to proceed on the most 

normal possible route. Abeson and Ballard. (1976) concluded that the 

congressional intent was that the "principle of integration, not segrega

tion, be the governing ·objective for all children" (p. 21). They pointed 

out that, in invoking the right of the handicapped to receive instruction 

in the 1 east restrictive environment, the federa 1 government was con

cerned that each child's individual educational needs be fully met. On 

the other hand, Royer (1~81) pointed out that for some handicapped chil

dren, depending on the nature and severity of their disabilities, the 

least restrictive environment may be a separate, protective one. In 

other words, removal from a regular educational environment may be re

quired to meet the appropriate instructional needs of some of the more 

severely handicapped children. 

Chiba and s·emmel (1977) developed a: popular conceptional framework 

regarding the concept of least restrictive environment. As shown in 

Figure 1, the "Cascade System" provides eight alternative settings for 

programs, beginning with 11 regular" classes and proceeding to in-patient, 

noneducational services confined to medical and welfare supervision. The 

proper setting, obviously, would be determined by the nature and severity 

of each individual's handicap. Research for Better Schools (1979) 
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Lll 

L Ill 

LIV 

LV 

LVI 

LVII 

Children in regular classes, including those 
"handicapped" who are able to get along 

w1th regular class accommodations 
(w1th or without med1cal or 

counseling support). 

Regular class attendance plus 
supplementary instructional 

services 

Part-t1me special classes 

Full-lime special classes. 

Spcc1al Stat1on 

Homebound. 

Instruction 1n hospital or 
domiciled settings. 

LVIII Noneducational services (med1cal 
and welfare supervision). 

Sou~ce: Chiba and Semmel (1977). 

Out-patient 

In-patient 

Figure 1. Educational Aspects of Minimal Brain 
Dysfunction in Children 
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questioned the ability to make decisions regarding the least restrictive 

environment: 

••• based upon the idealistic assumptions that various place
ment options will actually exist for each handicapped child and 
that the nature or severity of the handicap should be the sole 
determinant of the extent to which the child can be educated 
with his/her non-handicapped peers (p. 52). 

A number of court cases have dealt with the right of children to a 

free, appropriate public education :and the related issues of appropri

ateness of educational programs, due process, and changes in educational 

settings. Two relativefy early court cases which were specifically rela

ted to least restrictive environment were Pennsylvania Association of 

Retarded Children v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania (1971) and Mills v. 

Board of Education of the District of Columbia (1972). In the former 

case, the court ordered t~e Pennsylvanta· officials to place each mentally 

handicapped child in a free, appropriate public program of education and 

training which was free'of biases predetermined by test scores and free 

of segregated grouping. The court in the Mills case ordered the applica

tion of the principles of due process and least restrictive environment 

not only for the men~ally handicapped but for all handicapped chi ldre'n. 

In a class action suit, O.iana v. State Board of Education (1970), it 

was alleged that nine Mexican-American children had been inappropriately 

placed, on the basis of inac,curate test scores, in a· class for the men-

tally handicapped. This suit led to due process safeguards, including a 

provision in the California Code that 11 children of any ethnic, socioeco

nomic, and cultural group not be placed in classes or special programs 

for the educable mentally retarded if they can 'be served in regular 

classes 11 (Chiba & Semmel, 1977, p. 20). In the case of Wyatt v. Stickney 

in 1972, the judge ruled that no person could be admitted to an institu

tion unless a prior determination had been made that residence in the 
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institution was the least restrictive habitation setting feasible for 

that person. 

In the 11 Willowbrook case" (New York State Association for Retarded 

Children v. Carey, 1975), the court ordered that the Willowbrook State 

School population of 5,700 residents be reduced to 250 or fewer within 

six years. In similar cases, a number of other states have been ordered 

to reduce their institutional populations of mentally handicapped indi

viduals through placement in more normal community settings. 

Public Laws 93-112, 94-142, and 99-457 have thus, in conjunction 

with numerous cases ~n both state and federal courts, established the 

right of each handicapped child to, placement in a setting in which the 

child will receive the most appropriate education within the most normal 

possible environment. While the ramifications and interpretations of 

these principles are still being tested and revised, there can be no 

dispute that in the past two decades American schools have been part of 

the most significant changes in the education of the handicapped in all 

of educational history. 

The Elementary Principal and Special Education 

The elementary principal is the middle management administrator who 

is responsible for the operatic~ of the school building and· all of the 

programs contained therein. As the number of students and programs has 

become greater, the principal is inevitably faced with role conflicts. 

Not everything can conceivably be done by a single individual. 

Therefore, it has become important for educational administrators, par

ticularly at the elementary level, to resolve the conflicts of who is 

responsible for what. Robson (1981) stated that the principal has been 

expected to take the major responsibility in all supervisory and educa

tional aspects of personnel administration within the school building. 



16 

Added to this are management requisites, leadership requisites, curricu

lum directorship, and pupil services administration, as well as student 

activities supervision and budgetary management. It is no wonder, then, 

that the principal is sometimes seen as not involved in decision making 

relative to special education. 

Davis (1980) found that·the building principal played a critically 

important role in the overall placement process~ Principals influenced 

the attitudes of regular. teachers, parents, support staff, and parapro

fessionals in critical placement decisions. Through personnel training 

and team implementation of programs, children•s rights to an appropriate 

education was thus guaranteed. 

Madsen and Reyes (1986) found that 11 coordination 11 was a key element 

of special education administration. They found that special education 

program principals and regular school principals spent similar propor

tions of time on activities' related to pupil control and 11 organizational 

maintenance. 11 However, spe,cial education principals were found to work 

at a less hectic pace, had a more flexible work routine organized into 

time blocks, and had more time for completing reports. While regular 

principals were involved in shorter meetings, they had to complete more 

supervisory activities. 

Communication is a key factor in the devel<?pment of constructive 

interaction with parents and faculty. Paul, 'Turnbul'l, and Cruickshank 

(1977) suggested that principals could gef)erate an atmosphere of respect 

by using communications to demonstrate a willingness to share time, to 

discuss students·• strengths and weaknesses, , to advise on possible ac

tions, to encourage input, and to implement the best possible plans for 

the students. Wilson (1982) reported that principals needed to master 

communications in six categories: (1) instruction and curriculum leader

ship, (2) personnel and student guidance, {3) school-community relations, 
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(4) administrative time allocations and budgeting, (5) evaluation, and 

(6) professional improvement of staff. Wilson also agreed that coordina

tion was thus a primary function of the principal's role, with communica

tion the key to that function. 

Although most principals had minima] training in special educatio.n, 

the responsibility for chairing multidisciplinary meetings in the schools 

became their responsibility (Dickson & Moore, 1980). Although diagnos

tic, assessment, and placement decisions were made by_ placement teams 

consisting of teachers and ancillary personnel, in most states the prin

cipal became the administrator with the main responsibility for all de

tails of the placement process. 

Marsh and Podemski (1982) stressed that principals were not to 

entrust all assessment and placement matters to the staff because princi

pals were legally accountable for the establishment of the most appropri

ate learning procedures· and settings. In Oklahoma, however, it was 

clearly established that the principal was responsible for the assurance 

that "minimum, not optimum standards are being addressed" (Oklahoma State 

Department of Education, 1988b, p. 1). Once again, it was the principal 

who was responsible for resolving conflicts over the interpretation of 

language relative to least restrictive environment and for preventing 

district-client disputes over d~e process. 

Nutter, McBride, and Boone (1983) recognized that the changing role 

of special education directors appeared to be in conflict with the mana

gerial tasks of the principal. While their research indicated that the 

directors had the more demanding position, princi·pals• actual duties, in 

regard to the special education decision, entailed far more managerial 

responsibilities and functions. Trider and Leithwood (1988) saw these 

differences in roles as ambiguous and potentially in conflict with the 

legalities associated with the management of $pecial education policies. 
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In a publication of the Bank Street College of Education, Frank 

(1982) outlined the characteristics and competencies needed by principals 

in schools serving special education students. Traits of empathy, integ

rity, creativity, and imagination were deemed vital to these principals. 

The seven functional roles which were identified included the following: 

(1) to promote special programs; (2) to represent trends and legal man

dates that affect exceptional children; (3) to foster constructive staff 

development; (4) to observe, evaluate, and develop appropriate instruc

tiona 1 learning environments; {5) ·to communicate assessment policies and 

methode logy; (6) to faci 1 it ate cooperative, organizat iona 1 structures for 

district, school, home, and community; and (7) to oversee political rep

resentation for special students. 



CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

The investigative purpose of this study was to identify and compare 

the actual and the ideal degrees of involvement of elementary principals 

in the decisions pertaining to the placement of children within the least 

restrictive environment. 

Research questions that have focused the study were as follows. 

1. What are the activities through.which elementary principals are 

involved in decisions pertaining to the placement of children within the 

least restrictive environment (LRE)? 

2. To what degree are elementary principals actually involved in 

those LRE decisions? 

3. To what degree would elementary principals ideally want to be 

involved in those LRE decisions? 

4. What factors do elementary principals identify that cause their 

actual involvement to differ from their ideal involvement? 

Population and Sample 

The population for .this study include~ all nonteaching elementary 

principals in independent ~chool districts in the State of Oklahoma. 

Independent schoo 1 districts comprised 455 of the 610 districts in the 

state. There were 622 individuals in the population, as identified by 

the Oklahoma State Department of Education (1988a). Teaching principals, 

dependent school district principals, and principals in nonpublic schools 
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have been excluded from the population due to the variation in roles and 

responsibilities of those individuals in comparison with the nonteaching 

principals. A random sample of 120 members of the population was se

lected for this study. A numbered list of individuals in the population 

was created from the 1988-89 Education Directory (Oklahoma State Depart

ment of Education,_ 1988a). A 1 ist of random numbers was then used to 

select the sample. 

Instrument 

An instrument was developed specifically for this study. The first 

step in this development involved the identification, from the litera

ture, of activities related to the decisions regarding placement of stu

dents in the least restrictive environment. The list of activities was 

then reviewed by four experts in the field of special education adminis

tration, two administrators in the State Department of Education and two 

local school district administrators. The purpose of the review was to 

determine .if the activity listing included all activities pertinent to 

the decisions and if the actiyities listed would be within the possible 

range of involvement by elementary principals in decisions relative to 

the placement of students in the least restrictive environment. 

The first portion of the instrument contained items relative to 

demographics, ·including the student enrollment in the subject 1 s school 

district and school and gender, age, education, and experience of the 

subject. The revised list of activities provided the content for the 

next two portions of the instrument. In the second segment, the subjects 

were asked to indicate, on a Likert-type scale, the actual degree of 

involvement in each acti~ity. The third section contained the same list 

of activities and the same scale, but included directions for the subject 
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to indicate the ideal degree of involvement in each activity. The final 

portion of the instrument consisted of an open-ended question concerning 

factors that might cause the ideal involvement to differ from the actual 

involvement. 

The completed pilot version of the instrument was then given to six 

elementary principals, who were no~ members of the random sample, and to 

two higher education faculty members, one in special education and the 

other in educational administration. These individuals were asked to 

respond to the instrument itself, as elementary principals, and then to 

provide data regarding· the amount of time required for completion, a 

listing of items which were unclear or otherwise difficult to respond to, 

and other suggestions which might make the instrument ,more reliable in 

administration. Follow,ing this pilot study, the instrument was revised 

and again reviewed by the panel of experts before administration to the 

sample. 

Data Collection 

A packet of material,s was mailed to each subject identified in the 

random sample. Included in this packet were a cover letter explaining 

the study and the instrument (Appendix A), the instrument itself (Appen

dix B), a self-addressed stamped envelope for return of the instrument, 

and a self-addressed stamped postcard for confirmation of the instru

ment's return (Appendix C). 

A reminder postcard was mailed to nonrespondents three weeks follow

ing the initial mailing~ A telephone follow-up was made, two weeks after 

the second mailing to those who had still not responded. If necessary, a 

second copy of the packet materials was sent to nonrespondents. 
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Data Analysis 

The demographic data were analyzed to identify differences between 

the respondents and the population and to determine differences in prin

cipals' involvement according to gender, age, education, and experience. 

These data regarding actual and ideal involvement were analyzed through 

the computation of percentage distributions and measures of central 

tendency. 



CHAPTER IV 

SUMMARY AND ANALYSIS OF .DATA 

The investigative purpose of this study was to identify and to com

pare the degree of actual and of ideal involvement of elementary princi

pals in the placement decisions regarding handicapped children. The 

following research questions were used to focus the data gathering ef

forts: 

1. What are the activities through which elementary principals are 

involved in decisions pertaining to the placement of children within the 

least restrictive environment? 

2. To what degree are elementary principals actually involved in 

those LRE decisions? 

3. To what degree would elemet;"~tary principa.ls ideally want to be 

involved in those LRE decisions? 

4. What factors do elementary·principals identify that cause their 

actual involvement to differ from their ideal involvement? 

This chapter contains a summary and an analysis of the data which 

were collected through a survey of a random sample of elementary princi

pals in independent school districts in the State of Oklahoma. In the 

first section of the chapter, data are reported relative to the schools 

and school districts of the respondent prin.c.ipals. Next are reported 

demographic data regarding these same respondents. The third portion of 

the chapter includes an analysis of the actual and the ideal involvement 

of the principals in decisions regarding the placement of special 

23 



24 

learners. The final segment then contains a description of the princi

pals' perceptions of the factors that cause their actual involvement to 

differ from ideal involvement. 

Schools and School Districts 

As noted in Chapter III, ·a raf)dom sample of 120 elementary princi

pals was selected from all nonteaching elementary principals in Okla

homa's independent school districts. On May 1, 1989, a survey instrument 

was sent to each of the members of t~e sample. By June 15, 1989, re

sponses had been received from 75 of those individuals, for a response 

rate of 62.5%. 

In Part I of the research questi,onnaire (Appendix C), each principal 

was asked to provide the numbers of students in the schoo 1 district as a 

whole and in the principal's elementary school. Each was also asked to 

indicate the numbers of stud~nts served in special education programs. 

As shown in Tab 1 e 2, the schqo 1 s i ~es were ca 1 cu 1 a ted by the number of 

students and were categorized into three groups. The small schools each 

enrolled less than 300 students, while medium-sized schools each had 

between 300 and 500 students. The .largest schools each had a student 

enrollment greater than 500. . The respondents were somewhat evenly dis

tributed, .among these three size categories, with slightly fewer in the 

largest category and the greatest pumber in the mjddle"category. 

From data supplied by the Oklahoma State Department of Education, 

the average size of elementary schools in independent districts in the 

State of Oklahoma. was computed to be 297.85 students.. Therefore, two 

thirds of the respondents administered schools that were larger than the 

state average. 

Table 3 provides a summary of the sizes of the respondents• school 

districts. Again, the size data were collected as student enrollment 



Table 2 

Number of Respondent Principals, by 

School Size 

School Size 
Category Enrollment 

Small 0-299 

Medium 300-499 

Large 500+ 

Totals 

Table 3 

Number of Respondent Principals, by 

School District Size 

School District Size 
Category Enrollment 

Small 

Medium 

Large 

Totals 

0-299 

1,000-2,999 

3,000 or more 

Respondents 
Number Percentage 

25 33.3 

28 37.3 

22 29.3 

75 99.9 

Respondents 
Number - Percentage 

22 

27 

26 

75 

29.3 

36.0 

34.7 

100.0 

25 
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totals and were divided into three categories. The three size categories 

included, first, those districts. with less than 1,000 students, then 

districts with from 1,000 to 3,000 students enrolled, and finally, those 

districts with 3,000 or more students. As can be seen from Table 3, the 

respondent principals were again somewhat evenly divided among the three 

categories. Since it has often been reported that over half of Okla

homa's independent school districts have less than 500 students, the 

respondents, to a large degree, repres~nted the larger districts in the 

state. However, when one realizes that the 30 largest school districts 

enroll approximately one half of all students in the state, it becomes 

apparent that the larger districts' also employ a disproportionately 

larger share of the principals in Oklahoma. 

The principals ,were asked to provide the number of special education 

students served in their respective schools. However, since those data 

were provided by only a small. percentage of the respondents, an analysis 

could not be made, of that· variable. While a definite reason for the 

failure to respond to that item cannot be provided, it is 1 ikely that 

principals ei~her did not have an accurate total immediately available or 

were concerned that a response might create conflict with the important 

current issues of confidentiality and maintenance of students• privacy. 

The fi na.l · data regarding the respondents • schoo 1 s .. concerned the 

grade levels that were enrolled in each. As might be expected, the most 

common ranges of grades housed in a school were kindergarten through 

grade six (22 schools) and kindergarten through grade five (17 schools). 

Other grade structures reported for their schools bY principals included 

K-4 (eight schoo 1 s), K-8 (five schoo 1 s), and K-3 and 1-6 (four each). 

The other 15 schools were described by their principals as having other 

grade combinations, inclu~ing two schools in which all students were in a 

single grade. 



27 

Characteristics of Respondents 

The survey instrument was designed to collect demographic data in a 

number of different categories. Therefore, data were collected regarding 

the gender, age, education, certification, and experience.of the respond-

ents. These are reported and analyzed in this portion of the chapter. 

As shown in Table 4, there were no respondents who were aged 30 or 

less. The most common ages for male principals were from 41 through 45, 

with 38% reportedly in that range. On the other hand, that age group was 

repres~nted by very few female principals, the largest number of whom was 

found to be in the age range of 46 through 50. Even though the age 

ranges did not show similar proportions among male and female principals, 

the average age for both groups was computed to be 44 years. Females 

accounted for just under 30% of the total group of re~pondents. These 

data were consistent with data co 11 ected from the State Department of 

Education regarding the total population of elementary principals in the 

State of Oklahoma. 

With one exception, the respondents repprted having earned at.least 
' I.' 

a master•s d~gree. Since Oklahoma certification as a building principal 

requires that minimum amount of work in a graduate program, this is not 

surprising. The one respondent who had not completed a master•s degree 

was assigned ·as a teaching principal and th4s was not required to hold 

such certification. That individual did report, however, that nearly all 

coursework had been completed for the degree. Eight percent of the re

spondents had completed a higher degree, with two of those having earned 

a specialist certificate (Ed.S.), and the other four a doctorate (Ed.D. 

or Ph.D.). 

The principal focus of respondents in their graduate programs was 

school administration, with at least 33 (44%) of the respondents having 
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majored in that area of study. Of these, one fourth indicated speciali

zation in the field of elementary school administration, while two 

individuals had majored in secondary school administration. The other 

administration"students did not indicate any specialization within degree 

programs generally described simply as' 11 administration. 11 While 44% of 

the respondents had majored in school administration, 38% reported majors 
' ' 

in other fields, including early childhood, adult, elementary, secondary, 

and special education;,, business science; guidance; reading; and physical 

education and health. The remaining 19% of 'the, respondents did not re-
' 

port a specific major field of study for their graduate degree(s). 

Table 4 

Number of Respondent'Principals, by 

Age and by Gender 

,. 

Respondents! b~·Gender 
Femal.e Male 

Age Group No. % No·. % 

Less than 25 0 0 0 0 

26-30 0 0 0 0 

31-35 3 14 5 .9 

36-40 4 18 7 13 

41-45 3 14 20 38 

46-50 8 36 11 21" 

51 and over 4 18 10 13 

Totals 22 100 53 100 

Total 
No. % 

0 0 

0 0 

8 11 

11 15 

23 31 

19 25 

14 19 

75 100 
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Principals were asked to indicate the number of years of experience 

which they had acquired in each of four levels of teaching (early child

hood, elementary, secondary, and special education), and in each of two 

levels of administration (elementary and secondary). As shown in Table 

5, 63 of the 75 respondents· (84%) reported having had teaching experience 

in an elementary cl!issroom. · This proportion is unexpectedly low, since 

state certification requirements mi;indate that an applicant for elementary 

principal certification have two years of teaching experience in an ac-
. ' ' 

credited elementary school. It is possible that some of the principals 
' ' ' 

had K-12 teaching certificates in fields such as physical education or 

music, and that, since those individuals may have spent a major portion 

of each day teaching in a secondary school, they therefore did not report 

having had that elementary experience. It may be somewhat surprising to 

note that approximately one half of the respondent elementary principals 

reported having had secondary teaching experience, although the vast 

majority of'those had less than six years experience at that level. Only 

20% of the respondents had had more than 15 yeqrs of teaching experience. 

There were 11 instances in which respondents reported having had 

experience in either early childhood or special educa~ion. Most of the 

elementary principals who responded to th~ survey thus had little or. no 

previous· classroom experience with special ·learners such· as those for 

whom placement decisions were being made. 

As far as previous administrative experience is concern, Tabl.e 6 

provides a summary of those data as collected from the respondents. As 

would be expected, the vast majority (63, or 84%) of the elementary prin-

cipals had not had any administrative experience at the secondary level. 

Of the remainder, only four had more than five years of secondary admini

strative experience. The amount of administrative experience at the 

elementary school level ranged from only 1 to more than 20 years. Only 



Table 5 

Number of Respondent Principals, by Type 

and by Length of Teaching Experience 

Number of Respondents 1 b.z: Years of Experience 
Type of Experience .1-5 6-10 11-15 

Early Childhood 5 Q 0 

Elementary 19 20 13 

Secondary 27 4 3 

Special Education 4 1 0 

Table 6 

Number of Respondent P~incipals, by·Type and 

by Length of Administrative ,Experience 

Number of Respondents, 
Years of 
Experience tlement~r~ 

None 0 

1-5 33 

6-10 15 

11-15 13 

16-20 5 

21+ 9 

Totals 75 

b.z: 

16-20 21+ Total 

0 0 5 

a· 3 63 

3 0 37 

1 0 6 

Level of Experience 

Secondary 

6~ 

8, 

4 

0 

0 

' 0 

75 

30 
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about one third of the principals had acquired more than 10 years of such 

experience. 

Degree of Involvement by Principals 

As stated in the cover letter (Appendix -A) which was sent with the 

instrument to the principals in the sample, ,the optimum learning environ-
. ' 

ment facilitates the cognitive, affective, social, and aesthetic develop-

ment of most students. For special learners, this setting, is defined as 

the. least restrictive environment, a term which was described in detail 

in Chapter II of this study. Parts II and III of the research instrument 

were designed to collect data relative to the ac:tual and the ideal in

volvement of elementary principals in 23 activities related to decisions 

regarding the proper placement of th~se. students. The degr~e of involve

ment was indicated on a Likert-typ~ scale which had the following 

categories: (1) I have no par~ in that task, (2) I delegate that task to 

someone else, (3) I supervise someone else who does that task, (4) I 
-

participate with others in doing that task, and (5) I do this task 

myself. 

Table 7 contains data on the actual and the ideal involvement of the 

respondents in these decisions. On a scale of 0.00 through· 4.00, the 

least actual involvement by a principal was 0.60, while .. the greatest 

actua 1 i nvo 1 vement was 3. 52. The mean·. for a 11 actua 1 i nvo 1 vement was 

2.40. For ideal involvement, the least desired involvement was scored at 

0.60 (by the same individual who had the actual involvement of 0.60), and 

the greatest ideal involvement by a principal ~as calculated at 3.91. 

While only six prin~ipals reported actual involvement greater than 3.00, 

16 reported their ideal involvement to be in that range. 

In Table 8 are data regarding the mean scores which indicate the 

degree of involvement by principals in each of the 23 activities which 
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were identified as being related to placement decisions. For each item, 

the mean of the scores of all 75 respondents is given for the actual 

involvement and for the ideal involvement. Also provided is the differ

ence between the two means for each activity. The average degree of 

actual involvement for all respondent principals was 2.40, on a scale of 

0.00 through 4.00. The average degree of ideal involvement was indicated 

at 2.65. 

Table 7 

Actual and Ideal Involvement by Principals 

Respondents 2 b~ 'T~pe of Involvement 
Actual Ideal 

Range of Scores No. % No. % 

0.00-0.50 0 0.0 0 0.0 

0.51-1.00 2 2.6 3 4.0 

1.01-1.50 3 4.0 2 2.6 

1.51-2.00 12 16.0 7 9.3 

2.01-2.50 22 29.3 22 29.3 

2.51-3.00 . 30 40..0 25 33.3 

3.01-3.50 5 6.7 12 16.0 

3.51-4.00 1 1.3 4 5.3 

Totals 75 99:.9 75 99.9 



Table 8 

Degree of Involvement by Principals, by 

Placement Activity 

Activit,y 
Item No. Description 

1 Communicate to staff/parents 
2 Administer.assessment instrument 

3 Schedule adequate staff time 
4 Arrange confer~nce site and time 

5 Attend placement conference 
6 Sign forms regarding placement 

7 Notify parents-, of eligibility 
8 Provide parents with legal rights 

9 Identify personnel and facilities 
10 Arrange nonconflicting activities 

11 Establish goals ~nd objectives 
12 Determine program needs· 

13 Acquire needed reso~rces 
14 Monitor progress of -students 

' J ',.. 

15 Identify available services 
16 ,Characterize by'descriptor~ 

17 Keep abr~ast of legalities 
18 Maintain required documentation 

19 Set up clear expectati'ons 
20 Establish systems-of incentives 

21 Create shared decision-making 
22 Educate s~aff on conflicts 

23 Coordinate ·program evaluation 
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_Mean Score 
Actual Ideal Difference 

2.69 2.88 +0.19 
0.69 1.16 +0.47 

2~07 2.37 +0.30 
1.59 1.99 +0.40 

3.15 3.15 o.oo 
- 3.44 3.40 -0.04 

1.72 2.05 +0.33 
2.07 2.29 +0.22 

2.56 2.89 +0.33 
2.63 2.80 +0.17 

2.07 2.37 +0.30 
2.32 2.68 +0.36 

2.52 2.92 +0.40 
2.29 2.48 +0.19 

2.67 2.79 +0~12 
2.15 2.59 +0.44 

3.28 3.36 +0.08 
2.25 - 2.44 +0.19 

2.76 2.95 +0.19 
2.29 2.64 +0.35 

3.08 3.16 +0.08 
2.91 3.15 +0.24 

2.11 2.53 +0.42 

2.40 2.65 +0.25 
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The activity with the greatest degree of involvement, both actual 

and idea 1, was 1 is ted on the instrument as item 6, 11 • • • sign forms 

regarding placement. 11 This was also the only activity on which respond

.ents indicated an ideal level of involvement lower than the actual cur-

rent i nvo 1 vement. The activity with the 1 east i nvo 1 vement, both actua 1 

and ideal, was item 2, 11 ••• administer assessment instruments to stu

dents.11 In Oklahoma, the building principal is given the responsibility 

of signing most documen~s relative to the placement of students in spe

cial education programs, while regulations require certification as a 

psychometrist in order to administer most of the student assessment in

struments typically used in support of placement decisions. 

The activities'with the greatest degree of involvement, as described 

by princ'ipals, are listed in Tables 9 and 10, for actual and ideal in

volvement, respectively. The activities, from the 23 listed on the sur

vey instrument, are designated by ~oth the item number from the instru

ment and an abbreviated description. The mean score for all respondents 

is also reported for each activity. 

It is interesting and important to note that the activities which 

principals indicated that they ideallywould be involved in to the 

greatest degree are the same activities with which they indicated the 

greatest actual invoJvement. While the. items were in somewhat different 

order of priority on the two dimensions, principals c;lid indicate that 

they would ideally want to have a slightly greater degree of involvement 
'. 

on four of the five activities.' The ideal involvement for the fifth 

activity was slightly less than the actual involvement. 

Table 11 contains similar data regarding those activities for which 

the principals reported the least actual involvement, while the companion 

Table 12 shows the activities for which principals reported having the 

least involvement in an ideal setting. As with those activities with the 



Table 9 

Placement-Related Activities With Greatest 

Actual Involvement by Principals 

Activitl 
Item Number Description 

6 Sign forms regarding placement 

17 Keep abreast of legal requirements 

5 Attend placement conferences 

21 Create climate of shared decisions 

22 Educate staff on conflicts 

Table 10 

Placement-Related Activities With Greatest 

Ideal Involvement by Principals 

Activitl 
Item Number Description 

6. Sign.forms regarding placement 

17 Keep abreast of legal requirements 

21 Create climate of ·shared decisions 

5 Attend placement conference 

22 Educate staff on possible conflicts 
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Mean Score 

3.44 

3.28 

3.15 

3.08 

2.91 

Mean Score 

3.40 

3.36 

3.16 

3.15 

3.15 



Table 11 

Placement-Related Activities With Least 

Actual Involvement by Principals 

Activit.z: 
Item Number Description 

1 Administer assessment instrument 

4 Arrange conference site and time 

7 Notify parents of eligibility 

3 Schedule adequate staff time 

8 Prov,ide parents with legal rights 

11 Establish goals and objectives 

Table 12 

Placement-Related Activities With Least 

Ideal Involvement by Principals 

Item Number 

2 

4 

7 

3 

11 

Activity 
Description 

Administer assessment instrument 

Arrange conference site and time 

Notify parents of meetings 

Schedule adequate staff time 

Establish goals and objectives 

Mean Score 

0.69 

1.59 

1.72 

2.07 

2.07 

2.07 

Mean Score 

1.16 

1.99 

2.05 

2.37 

2.37 

36 
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greatest i nvo 1 vement, the act i viti es with 1 east i nvo 1 vement were a 1 so 

similar from both actual and ideal perspectives. Several of these activ

ities are organizational or perhaps even clerical in nature, including 

arranging for conference site, time, and day; notifying parents of eligi

bility; scheduling staff time; and providing parents with a statement of 

their legal rights. 

Table 13 highlights those activities for which principals indicated 

the greatest disparity between their actual current involvement and the 

degree of involvement which they would ideally wish to have. The activ

ity for which there was the greatest discrepancy (administration of as

sessment instruments) was also the activity for which the principals 

indicated the least actual involvement and f~r which there currently is a 

certification barrier that likely prevents ~reater involvement by most 

principals. Other acti~ities for which principals indicated the greatest 

desire for a larger role included those related to scheduling meetings, 
' 

acquiring resources, coordinating planning and evaluation, and modeling 

behavior which would encourage teachers to identify students by learning 

descriptors rather than by handicap. 

The data in Table 14 indicate the ,activities for which principals 

reported the least discrepancy. between their current involvement and 

their ideal involvement. Four of the five activities indicated on Table 

14 were also amorg the activities for which principals indicated the 

greatest actual involvement (see Table 9). 

The data regarding the ~ctual and. the ideal involvement of elemen

tary principals in the '23 activities identified as related to placement 

decisions were also analyzed in an attempt to determine if there were 

differences in the involvement of principals according to the various 

demographic variables for which data had been collected. The analysis of 



Table 13 

Placement-Related Activities With Greatest 

Disparity Between Actual and Ideal 

Involvement by Principals 

Activit~ 
Item Number Description 

2 Administer assessment instrument 

16 Characterize by descriptors 

23 Coordinate program evaluation 

4 Arrange conference site and time 

13 Acquire needed resources 

Table 14 

Placement-Related Activities With Least 

Disparity Between Actual and Ideal 

Involvement by Principals 

Activit~ 

Item Number Description 

5 Attend placement conference 

6 Sign forms regarding placement 

17 Keep abreast of legalities 

21 Create shared decision-making 

15 Identify available services 
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Disparity 

0.47 

0.44 

0.42 

0.40 

0.40 

Disparity 

0.00 

0.04 

0.08 

0.08 

0.12 
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ea~h variable included the calculation of mean scores for involvement of 

· the respondents as categorized within each variable. 

As previously· reported, the district size of each respondent was 

categorized on the basis of the number of students enrolled in the entire 

school distric.t. Table 15 contains data relative to the degree of in.

volvement in.the placement-related activities·of principals, according to 

the size of the school district. Principals in the mid-sized school 

districts reported less actual involvement,' while those in the largest 

district size category indicated a desire for. the greatest l.evel of ideal 

involvement. There was almost no difference between the actual and the 

ideal levels of involvement reported by principals in the smallest school 

districts. The degree of difference between actual and ideal increased 

directly with the increase in the size of the district. 

Table 15 

Degree of Involvement by Principals, .. 

by District Size 

Number of Actual Involvement Ideal Involvement 
Students No. Mean Score No. Mean Score Difference 

0-999 22 2.47 22 2.54 0.07 

1,000-2,999 27 2.24 . 27 2.50 0.26 

3,000+ 26 2.42 26 2.77 0.35 

Totals 75 2.40 75 2.65 0.25 
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When the demographic variable, size of school, was analyzed, it was 

found that principals in the smallest elementary schools were involved in 

placement-related activities to a lesser degree than those in either the 

mid-sized or the largest schools (Table 16). They were also less likely 

to want greater involvement. On the other hand, the principals of the 

mid-sized el~mentary schools not only had the greatest current involve

ment, but were also. those who wanted the greatest ideal level of involve

ment. While all three groups of principals indicated an ideal level of 

involvement greater than their actual involvement, this difference was 

most pronounced among the principals-of the mid-sized schools and small

est among the large--school principals. 

Table 16 

Degree of Involvement by Principals, 

by School Size 

Number of Actual Involvement 
Students No. Mean Score 

0-299 25 2.23 

300-499 28 2.49 

500+ 22 2.40 

Totals 75 - 2.40 

Ideal Involvement 
No. Mean Score Difference 

25 2.44 0.21 

28 2.81 0.32 

22 2.55 0.15 

75 2.65 0.25 
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As shown in Table 17, female principals were involved in activities 

related to student placement to a greater degree than were male princi

pals and also reported a higher ideal level of involvement. Thus, female 

principals also exhibited a greater difference between actual and ideal 

levels of involvement. 

Table 17 

Degree of Involvement by Principals, 

by Gender . 

Gender 

Male 

Female 

Totals 

Actual Involvement 
No. Mean Score 

53 

22 

75 

2.36 

2.41 

2.4Q 

Ideal Involvement 
No. Mean Score 

53 

22 

75 

2.55 

2.75 

2.65 

Difference 

0.19 

0.34 

0.25 

As previously shown, the ages of the respondents had or·i gina lly been 

categorized into seven groups, the· youngest two of which had no repre

sentation among thc;>se principals. The remaining five groups are shown in 

Table 18 with the applicable mean scores for actual and for ideal in

volvement in placement activities. While the actual degree of involve

ment by the principals was similar in nearly all age groups, those aged 

from 36 through 40 had a somewhat higher level of such involvement. On 

the other hand, when examining the ideal levels of involvement, the 

principals in the age range of 46 through 50 had the highest reported 
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level. This group also reported the greatest difference between actual 

and ideal levels of involvement. The least disparity between actual and 

ideal involvement was computed for those respondents between the ages of 

36 and 45. 

Table 18 

Degree of Involve_ment by Principa 1 s, 

by Age of Principal 

Actual Involvement 
Age in Years No. Mean Score 

31-35 7 . 2.36 

36-40 12 2.53 

41-45 22 2.33 

46-50 20 2.39 

51+ 14 2.32 

Totals 75 2.40 

Ideal Involvement 
No. Mean Score Difference 

7 2.63 0.27 

' 12 2.63 0.10 

22 2.43 0.10 

20 2.81 0.42 

14 2.58 0.26 

75 2.65 0.25 

Data relative to the amount of elementary teaching experience and 

the actual and the ideal involvement in placement-related activities are 

shown in Table 19. The responding principals had a pattern of actual 

involvement that increased from no elementary teaching experience until 6 

to 10 years of experience. From that peak of actual involvement {2.61), 

the degree of involvement then decreased. Those principals with more 

than 20 years of experience thus reported the least actual involvement in 
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those activities. The general pattern, while somewhat less clear, was 

also evident in the ideal degree of involvement reported by the princi

pals. Again, those with the most elementary teaching experience reported 

the lowest degree of involvement in the 23 activities related to student 

placement. The difference between actual and ideal involvement revealed 

no such pattern, however. The greatest disparity existed for those who 

reported no elementary teaching experience and for those with 16 to 20 

years of such experience. 

Table 19 

Degree of Involvement by Principals, by 

Years of Elementary Teaching Experience' 

Actual Involvement 
Years of 
Experience No. Mean Score 

None 11 2.22 

1-5 21 2.44 

6-10 17 2.61 

11-15 14 2.40 

16-20 8 2.11 

21+ 4 1.95 

Totals 75 2.40 

Ideal Involvement 

No. Mean Score Difference 

11 2.60 0.38 

21 2.55 0.11 

17 2.87 0.26 

14 2.62 0.22 

8 2.49 0.38 

4 2.06 0.11 

75 2.65 0.25 
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Items 5 and 6 of the survey instrument requested that the respond-

ents indicate whether or not there was a special education administrator, 

special education cooperative representative, psychometrist, and/or pre-

scriptive evaluator present at the placement conferences. Of the total 

of 75 respondents, 67 (89.3%) indicated that one or more individuals in 

positions such_as these were present at conference times. Table 20 shows 

the degrees of ,actual and o( ideal involvement by principals in activi

ties related to the placement decisions made at the conferences. While 

there was virtually no difference between the two' groups of ~rincipals in 

terms of their actual involvement, those principals who did not have the 

assistance of special education profes$ionals at their conferences indi

cated a higher ideal level of involvement and thus a greater difference 

between actual and ideal. Whi 1 e it might be expected that those with 

additional professional assistance would indicate a lesser degree of 

actual involvement, this was not the case. 

Table 20 

Degree of Involvement by Principals, by 

the Presence of a Special Education 

Professional at the'Conference 

Actual Involvement 
Professional 
Present? No. Mean Score 

Yes 67 2.39 

No 8 2.32 

Total 75 2.40 

Ideal Involvement 

No. Mean Score Difference 

67 2.59 0.20 

8 2.76 0.44 

75 2.65 0.25 
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Inhibiting Factors 

The final segment of the survey instrument was designed to identify 

those factors which elementary principals perceived to cause their actual 

involvement in activities related to placement decisions to be different 

from their ideal involvement. As noted earlier in this chapter, in 

nearly every form of analysis, the .elementary principals who responded to 

the survey indicated that they would prefer to be involved to a greater 

degree than their current lev'el of involvement. 

While just over one half of the respondents actually, provided re

sponses to Part IV of the instrument, those who did provided a glimpse at 

the problems faced by elementary principals~ Four general problem areas 

were defined by these comments: ·workload, training, resources, and 

policies. 

Workload was cited as.the most significant problem by 15 principals, 

nearly one half of those who responded .to Part IV of the instrument. The 

most dominant workload issue was related to time constraints. Six prin-

cipals specifically reported ,that .the federal mandates and monitoring 

were very time-consuming activities·. ·They indicated that the provision 

of trained directors would allow special education to retain its effec

tiveness at district levels. Eight other principals defined their work

loads as including couf)seling and/or coaching d.uties, therefore creating 

heavy demands on their time. 

Eight principals reported that they needed more specialized training 
. ' 

in order to spot potentially at-risk learners and to understand special 

education guidelines, particularly as they relate to potential 1 itiga

tion. In a related series of comments, three principals noted a better 
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ability to serve special learners was provided by ~he presence of a 

trained special educator as director of special services. 

Problems created by lack of resources were cited by four principals. 

The resources highlighted in these comments were money and personnel. 

The final set of factors which respondents cited as causing their 

actual involvement to be less than ideal involved issues relative to 

policy. These respondents reported that state and/or federal guidelines 

needed clear-cut definitions and explanations. A lack of local district 

policy in special education areas was also reported by three of these 

principals as being a problem area. 



CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND 

COMMENTARY 

Summary 

This study was designed to focus on the problems faced by school 

administrators as they seek to provide all of their students with an 

optimum education and to ensure the complete implementation of the spe

cial education mandates established by laws, regulations, and judicial 

decrees. The specific purpose was to identify and compare the actual and 

the ide_al degrees of involvement of elementary principals in the deci

sions pertaining to the pla<;:ement of handicapped children within the 

least restrictive environment. Jhe following research questions were 

used to focus the study: 

1. What are the activities through which elementary principals are 

involved in decisions pertaining to the placement of children within the 

least restrictive environment? 

2. To what degree are elementary principals actually involved in 

those LRE decisions? 

3. To what degree would elementary principals ideally want to be 

involved in those LRE decisions? 

4. What factors do elementary principals identify that cause their 

actual involvement to differ from their ideal involvement? 

47 
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Data were obtained through a survey instrument, designed especially 

for this study, which was mailed to a random sample of 120 elementary 

principals in independent school districts in Oklahoma. The instrument 

was developed to identify the degree to which the principals were 

actually involved (and would ideally prefer to be involved) in 23 activi

ties which had been identified as related to the placement decisions for 

handicapped students. Additional segments of the instrument were de

signed to collect demographic data regarding the respondents and to iden

tify those factors which principals believed caused their actual and 

ideal involvement to differ. A total return of 75 usable instruments 

resulted in a response rate of 62.5%. 

It was found that, on a scale of 0.00 through 4.00, the respondents• 

actual degree of involvement was 2.40, with a range of 0.60 to 3.52. The 

ideal degree of involvement was 2.65 for all respondents, with a range of 

0.60 to 3.91. The activities for which principals indicated the greatest 

involvement, both actual and ideal, were those associated with signing 

forms, legal requirements, attendance at conferences, shared decision

making, and dealing with conflic~. 

When examining the relationship between involvement in placement

related activities and size of school district, it was found that the 

difference between actual and ideal involvement increased as district 

size increased. However, this relationship did not, exist when consider

ing size of the school rather than the whole district. 

Female principals were not only involved to a greater degree than 

male principals, but they also reported ideal involvement at a greater 

degree and with a larger difference between actual and ideal. No ap

parent patterns were found when examining the relationship between age 

and involvement. 
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Principals reported a variety of factors that prevented their actual 

involvement from matching their ideal involvement. These factors were 

categorized as workload, training, resources, and policies. Time 

constraints, created by the number of different functions they were ex

pected to handle, were cited most often as an inhibiting factor. 

Conclusions 

The following conclusions were identified from the findings of this 

study: 

1. Elementary principal~ would ideally be involved to a greater 

degree in the acti.vities related to pl'acement decisions for handicapped 

children, if the barriers related to workload, training, resources, and 

policies were eliminated. 

2. The variety of role responsibilities and the magnitude of legal 

provisions r~garding special education are two factors that are of great 

concern to elementary principals. 

3. Elementary principals are involved to a greater degree in man

dated tasks such as signing forms and monitoring legal provisions, while 

they would rather be involved to a greater degree in leadership activi

ties related to such issues' as the way teachers perceived specia 1 learn

ers, the conduct of program evaluation, and the acquisition of necessary 

resources. 

Recommendations 

The following recommendations are made on the basls of this study. 

The first set of recommendations are for the practice of school adminis

tration as it relates generally to special education and specifically to 

placement decisions. 
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1. Elementary principals should have access to the services of one 

or more special education professionals to advise the principals regard

ing learning styles, diagnostic and prescriptive assessment results, and 

legal and regulatory provisions, among a number of related topics. While 

most pri nc i pa 1 s have such educators av,a i 1 ab 1 e at the p 1 a cement confer

ences, their availability is 'limited and should be increased, particu

larly through the training and employment of greater numbers of trained 

special education administrators. 

2. Elementary principals should be provided with greater opportuni

ties for training in the many specific topi.cs related .. to ,special educa

tion. Such training should be provided by the local district so that the 

content may be made most applicable to the principals • specific situa

tions. For those districts which are too small to provide such training 

themselves, cooperative arrangements should be made with other districts, 

particularly those available larger districts which have special services 

departments. 

3. Superintendents and personnel directors should be encouraged to 

specifically seek applicants for administrative positions who have had 

special and/or early childhood education experience. Likewise, univer

sity faculty in administrator preparation programs should also seek and 

encou\age special and early childhood educators for entry into their 

programs and subsequent preparation.for administrative positions. These 

recommended actions are supported by the findings relative to the impor

tance of special education law and policies for effective administration 

of schools and the possible underrepresentation of special and early 

childhood education professionals in the ·administrative ranks. 

4. University faculty and state professional standards boards 

should consider the addition of coursework related specifically to 
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special education in certification programs for public school administra

tors. With the increase in the numbers of identified children with spe-

cial needs and the increased emphasis of least restrictive environment on 

placement in regular school settings, administrators play roles of vital 

importance in placement decisions, advisory activities, and efforts to 

prevent legal challenges'to their special education programs. 

5. More effective site management could be establ,ished by the des-

ignation of a trained special education professional, in one or more of 

the special disciplines available for placement, ·who would have the au

thority to participate as the administrative designee in placement deci

sions. Such involvement could i.nclude, but would not be limited to, 

managerial functions such as signing forms, notifying parents and teach-

ers, and scheduling meetings. These individuals would have the full 

authority currently reserved for the building principal and would act on 

that individual•s behalf. Such use of special education professionals 

should be done in a climate-of shared decision~making and participatory 

management, including not only the principal and the special educator, 

but also teachers, parents, other staff, and, where appropriate, students 

themselves. 

6. Superintendents should consider the establishment of local task 

forces to provide review and advice relative to the operation of special 

services programs in 'their districts. Such task forces should include 

representatives of the board of education, administration, regular class

room and special education teachers, and parents of exceptional children. 

The final set of recommendations concern possible future research 

efforts related to the top'ics of this study. 

1. Research should be done on the preparation and the certification 

of special education administrators. 
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2. Another related research topic would be the functions and qual

ifications of special education professionals who could serve in advisory 

capacities for regular school administrators and staff. 

3. Efforts should be made to identify the reasons why there are so 

few special education or early childhood education teachers who seek to 

obtain-certification and employment as school administrators. 

4. A final area of study might be related to the preparation pro

grams for school administrators and the m~nner in which· greater emphasis 
' ~ 

on special education could be incorporated into the coursework related to 

such programs. 

Commentary 

From an idealistic ,viewpoint, it was disappointing that the ideal 

degree of involvement of elementary principals was not greater than their 

current levels of involvement in special education placement decisions. 

In reality, the workload of an elementary principal is often so great 

that it may alone account for the small difference between the respond-

ents• actual involvement and their ideal level of involvement. 

The premise that a principal can be actively involved with all 

special-needs children in the building is somewhat unrealistic. Yet, 

many principals know that active involvement with exceptional children 

will increase their knowledge of and sensitivity tq the varied learning 

styles of these children. The principal 1 s presence in working, even to a 

small degree, with these stud.ents can provide them with another role 

model, may reduce discipline problems, and will enhance the self-images 

of the students, enabling them to become more positive forces in the 

larger community of life. 
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DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATIONAL ADMINISTRATION 
AND HIGHER EDUCATION 

Prlnc1pa1 

L HILLWATER, OKLAIIOMA 740780146 
_ 309 GUNDERSEN IIALL 

405-744-7244 

04 Blackberry Road 
Edmond, OK 73034 
405-348-3079 ' 

In addition to my Involvement 1n spec1al education In the Oklahoma City area, I am a doctoral 
student In educational admlmstratJon at Oklahoma State University. Through my advisors and 
committee, Drs Ken St Clair, Jerry Bass, Ken Stern, and Barbara. Wilkinson, I am researching 
elementary pnnc1pals' involvement Jn least restnct1ve environments. 

Research has shown that the optimum learn1ng environment facilitates the cognitive, affective, 
social and aesthetic development of all students. As a pnnc1pal, you are one of the chief determinants 
of that optimum learmng environment. You set the tone for staff, student, parent and community 
attitudes toward spec1al students 

I realize that th1s 1s the bus1est t1me of the school year. But through reflectiVe thought, I hope 
that you w111 ass1st 1n researching the roles that principals play in special educational placement 
decisions. 

No attempt w11l be made to 1dent1fy your report. It Will be completely confidential, even if you 
request a copy of the study. The demographic -,Part I informatiOn will be charted In my study. In Parts 
II and Ill, please consider the listed special education placement actiVIties and Indicate your actual 
Involvement and Ideal Involvement by checking the appropriate correspond)ng box. Part IV asks you 
to compare your actual Involvement w1th your Ideal involvement, list1ng those 1tems that hinder your 
achievement of ideal involvement 

I Will diStingUish between least restncnve environment (LRE) as tile lab or regular classroom 
situation which best sUits the needs of the qualified student. 'Placement• refers to the direct or Indirect 
services to be considered by the team of the 1dentif1ed special student 

Thank you for your t1me and Involvement 1n this study. Hopefully your responses will benefit 
pnncipals throughout Oklahoma 

Yours 1n educat1on, 

Sharon (Sus1e) Park 
Ed D. Candidate 

I 
A 
1!.. 
rr 

CENTENNf!t_ 
1890•1990 

Celebraltng lhe Pasl Prepanng for lhe Future 
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FIRST DAY C''" ISS' t ----
First Land Run,1889 
Territory Established.1890 
Cherokee Strip Run.1893 

Principals Involved in LRE Placement 

B 
D 

D 

D 

I will parlicipate in this study by returning Parts I-IV 
by May 15. 

I will not parlicipate in this study at this time. 

I will parlicipate in this study and wish a copy of the 
results by June 15. 

I wish a Landrun Commemoration postcard with April 
22, 1889 date for my parlicipation. 
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Pnrt I 

A COMPARISON OF THE ACTUAL AND IDEAL 
INVOLVEMENT OF ELEMENTARY PRINCIPALS 
IN PLACEMENT DECISIONS PERTAINING TO 

SPECIAL EDUCATION AND LEAST 
RESTRICTIVE ENVIRONMENT 

1. Circle the grade levels that are Included 1n your building. 

K 2 3 4 6 7 

2. Total number of students 1n your school: 

63 

8 

3. Total number of spec1al education students 1n your school who are receiving educational or related services: 

4. Total number of &tudents 1n your school d1stnct. 

5. Is there a spec1al education administrator or a co-op representative at the eligibility and/or placement 
conferences of 1dentrt1ed spec1al education students 1n your school? _· __ Yes No 

6. Is there a psychometnst or prescnptlve evaluator present at these conferences? 

7. Please circle your gender. F M 

a. Please c1rcle the range wh1ch Includes your age 

< 25 26-30 31-35 36-40 41-45 46-50 

9. Please circle your degrees and Indicate a major for' each In the space provided. 

DEGREE 

B.S., B.A., B.Ed. 

M.S., M A., M.Ed 

EdS 

Ed.D., Ph D. 

MAJOR FIELD OF STUDY 

Yes No 

50+ 

10. Circle the appropriate range of years to Indicate your experience In each appropnate area of certification. 

Early Childhood Elementary Secondary 
Teaching Teach1ng Teaching 

1-5 1-5 1-5 
6-10 6-10 6-10 
11-15 11-15 11-15 
16-20 16-20 16-20 
21 + 21 + 21 + 

Spec1al Education Elementary Secondary 
Teach1ng Adm1mstrat1on Administration 

1-5 1-5 1-5 
6-10 6-10 6-10 
1.1-15 11-15 11-15 
16-20 16-20 16-20 
21 + 21 + 21 + 
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To what degree do 
you actually ... 
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PrinCipals. The He= below are all related to tbe 
pla=ent deClSions for speaal studenLS For eac.h 
1tem, determme the degree to which you arc actua!lv 
mvolved and mark tbc appropnate box (on the lett 
stde of the sheet. Part l1 - LRE: ActUJl! Involvement) 
under the hend!ruz that most accuratdv descnbes that 
mvolvemenr. · 'Onee you have dctermmed vour ncmal 
mvolvcmem. please aetcrnune the degree to which vou 
would be 1deaMb mvolved and mark the appropnatc 
box (on the n t stde of the sheet. Part ll1 - LRE. 
Ideal Involvement) under the headmg that most 
accurately descnbes that mvoivemcnt. 

1. 

2. 

3 

4 

5. 

6 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 

lL 

12. 

13. 

14. 

15 

16 

17. 

18. 

commurucatc rustnct plulosophy, goals, 
pnonaes of speoal students to stal:f and 
parents'/ 

adxnuuster =ment tll5truments to 
students'/ 

.schedule Jdequate ,taff ltme for pre
conference and conierence team diSCUSSIOn 
relattve to placement conierenc.::? 

arrange stte, time and dav for parcnt(s) of 
tdenufied speoal student and IEP (lndlVIdrnU 

'Educaaon Plan) team's conference? 

.attend pla=ent conference? 

.s~gn forms rcgardmg placement'/ 

.nollfy parents of, ehgtbiliiy and arrangements 
for IEP conference? 

provide parents with a list of legal nghts 
regardiru: specal educatton procedural 
safeguaril.s? 

.. .identify personnel and facilities to best 
enhance placement'/ 

.arrange non-academic and extracurricular 
activtlles to. be nonconflictJng WJlh placement? 

.estllbltsh goals and objectJ.ves for student 
perfonnance? 

detennme progrnm needs and related 
semce.s to be prOVIded for student? 

.. .acqwre resources needed to ensure the 
effectiveness of IEP tnsuructJ.onal gtlldclines? 

.morular the progress of speCial students m 
relAtion to the placement dc=ons'l 

.idenllfy avatlabthtv of related semces, such 
as speech· therapy, occupauonal therapy, 
transportallon, counseiillg scmces, Jlld 
psychologJcal semces 1 

demonstrate to staff bow to cb:Uactemc 
speCial cluldren by learrung descnptors, rather 
than by rusabilillcs? 

.keep abreast of changmg legal reqwrcmenu;? 

.mamtam reqwred documentauon concerrung 
spcoal educallon? 
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To what degree would 
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To what degree do 
you actually ... 

ODDDD 
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ODD DO 
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PrmClpals. The It= below are all related to the 
placement decs10ns for spcoal students For each 
Item, determme the degree to. wluch you arc actuallv 
mvolved and marie the appropnate box (on the lett 
s1de of the sheet. Part U - LRE: Actual Involvement) 
under the hoadtnri; that most accuratdv dcscnbes that 
mvolvement. Onee you have detefi!lllled vour ncrual 
mvolvemenr. please aetermmc the degree 10 wluch vou 
would be 1deau mvolved and marl:: the n\Tropnato 
box (on the n t s1de of the sheet. Part I • LRE 
Ideal lnvolvomcm) under the headmg that most 
accurately descnoes that mvolvement. 

19. 

20. 

2L 

22. 

23. 

set up clear expectauons for all affected 
teachers to understand the c.~pabillties and 
needs of these students'/ 

cstab!Jsh 1vstcms of moenuves and 
recogwuon w encourage tho progress 10ward 
placement goals? · 

.create a clunate of shared d=on-malong 
lllVO!vmg students, spea.al educators, and 
teachers? 

educate staff on poss!lJlc coiillict Situanons? 

coordmate the development of annual and 
three yeJI program evaluanon? 

c: 
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PREVENTIVES OF LRE INVOLVEl\1ENT 

Dear Pnnc1pal, 

In most srtuatJons, one's actual Involvement 1n spec1al education placement differs from h1s/her Jdeal 
Involvement In the prev1ous sect1ons you were asked to Indicate such actual and ideal levels of 
Involvement If your responses were not the same, what factors do you believe cause your actual 
Involvement to differ from your ideal? 
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