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Current accountability mechanisms create organizational opportunities and challenges for 

special education. This study was designed to conceptually validate an accountability-

driven model for school reform that is responsive to the unique organizational context of 

special education, assessment needs of students with disabilities, and technical assistance 

needs of personnel who serve them. The Delphi technological forecasting procedure 

(Weatherman & Swenson, 1974) was used to gather expert opinion and develop 

consensus among 105 university-based and field-based experts from various disability 

categories in special education relative to which components (i.e., program activities, 

inputs, constraints, and outcomes) should be given priority in accountability-driven 

school reforms.  An integrated model of accountability-driven school reform for students 

with disabilities was derived from the expert panel’s responses using Borich and 

Jemelka’s (1982) program modeling and decomposition. In this model, the priorities for 
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program activities are classified into: (a) professional development (b) 

curricular/instructional responses, and (c) improving support for special education. As for 

inputs for these program activities, the priorities include (a) personnel – primarily 

teachers, (b) students and their families, (c) materials/techniques – primarily research, 

and (d) supports. Constraints that may considerably impact the implementation of 

accountability-driven school reform can be classified into (a) internal constraints which 

include school context, teacher attributes, and student attributes; and (b) external 

constraints which include political and social constraints. Lastly, the main outcomes of 

accountability-driven school reform are (a) student-related, (b) teacher-related, or (c) 

school-related. Findings of the Delphi study support the need for highly-qualified teams 

of general education teachers and special educators serving students with disabilities, a 

re-definition and expansion of research-based practice for special education, the valuing 

of special education expertise in accountability-driven school reforms, an informed 

school leadership to support special education, and for further consensus building to 

operationally define NCLB mandates. Implications for the re-authorization of NCLB, 

comprehensive school reforms for all students, and educational leadership responsive to 

special education are also discussed. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Organizational changes in schools have been attributed to the new demands of 

state accountability systems (Datnow, 2000; Foster, 2004; McNeil, 2000; Skrla & 

Scheurich, 2004b). The force behind these changes appears to be high-stakes decisions 

linked to state accountability systems. High-stakes decisions, considered ‘high-stakes’ 

because of their profound impact on those affected by the decision, may include 

determining districts' funding; teachers' promotion; and students' advancement, 

assignment to educational programs, and graduation (Paris, Lawton, Turner, & Roth, 

1991). The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 requires high-stakes decisions to 

be made based on whether or not a school shows "adequate yearly progress"(AYP). AYP 

measures the annual progress of public schools determined by State-based measurement 

of students’ achievement in academic content that includes, at a minimum, academic 

assessments in mathematics, reading or language arts, and science (§ 1111). 

High-stake consequences for schools which do not meet their AYP, range from 

being identified as needing improvement to being penalized with corrective action. 

Corrective action could include implementation of a new curriculum to remedy what is 

viewed as a deficient school academic program. Continued failure to meet AYP could 

lead to ‘restructuring’ of the school by replacing all or most of the school staff, or 

transferring management of the school to the state or private sector (National School 

Boards Association, 2006).  
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AYP requires that schools have the same standards of academic achievement for 

all students including students with disabilities (NCLB, 2001), thus, AYP accounts for 

the performance of students with disabilities in high-stakes testing. McLaughlin and 

Thurlow (2003) posit that the new requirements of NCLB represent a major ideological 

shift for special education. This means that special education, which has long been 

criticized as an access-to-services program (Finn, Rotherham, & Hokanson, 2001), is 

now moving from legal accountability towards educational accountability (McLaughlin 

& Thurlow, 2003). Hardman and Nagle (2004) refer to this phenomenon as “the ‘second 

policy revolution’ in special education, [which is] moving beyond access to improving 

results and establishing accountability for students with disabilities within the general 

education system” (p.278). The authors state that this phenomenon began with the 1997 

amendments to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) which brought 

inclusion of students with disabilities to the forefront. In the 1990s, general education 

was also undergoing substantial change which suggested system wide accountability 

through high-stakes standardized assessments (Hanson, 2003). At present, both NCLB 

and the re-authorization of IDEA – Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement 

Act of 2004 – have recognized and mandated the need to include students with 

disabilities in high-stakes assessments.  

 

Statement of the Problem 

Educational policy that impacts both general education and special education can 

be an effective catalyst for creating a more inclusive environment for students with 

disabilities (Roach, Salisbury, & McGregor, 2002). The literature review that follows 
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shows the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 as a policy that appears to have the 

potential for promoting appropriate inclusion of students with disabilities in the general 

education classroom (e.g. students with disabilities have greater access to the general 

curriculum). However, the literature review also shows that negative unintended 

consequences for special education programs and students with disabilities are 

concurrently occurring. This trend warrants a closer examination of organizational effects 

and changes occurring specific to special education within accountability-driven school 

reforms. For example, some of the dilemmas that educational leadership encounter 

related to students with disabilities include issues revolving around appropriateness of 

standardized tests, and viability and feasibility of implementing accountability-driven 

instructional practices. 

 

Disparity in Intended Educational Outcomes 

 Although both NCLB and IDEA appear to promulgate inclusion of students with 

disabilities, certain aspects of the standards-based reform are in conflict with IDEA. 

NCLB focuses on outcomes measured by standardized test results while neglecting other 

outcomes stipulated in IDEA for students with disabilities (Turnbull III, Turnbull, 

Wehmeyer, & Park, 2003). For example, IDEA intended outcomes commonly referred to 

as quality of life outcomes including (a) equal opportunity, (b) full participation, (c) 

independent living, and (d) economic self-sufficiency outcomes (see for review Turnbull 

III et al., 2003) are not measured by standardized tests.  

This conflict in intended educational outcomes is most evident for students with 

significant cognitive disabilities participating in high-stakes testing. NCLB provides 
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flexibility to states by allowing them to “develop alternate academic achievement 

standards for students with the most significant cognitive disabilities and to include those 

students’ proficient and advanced scores… in measuring adequate yearly progress 

(AYP), subject to a cap of 1.0 percent of the students assessed at the State and district 

levels” (§ 1111). The Department of Education has proposed an increase in this cap to 2.0 

percent (Council of Exceptional Children [CEC], 2006). This change has been interpreted 

by the Council of Exceptional Children as recognition that the “current accountability 

framework does not accurately or fairly assess student or school performance” (CEC, 

2006).   

For students with mild and moderate disabilities, the difficulty in the 

conceptualization of AYP becomes apparent when a student does not perform at grade 

level (e.g. failure to pass the 3rd grade reading standardized test) but in actuality had 

shown academic progress within the year (e.g. moved from a lower grade level to a 

higher grade level in reading).  The use of growth models which would account for 

academic progress overlooked in standardized tests has been recommended as a means to 

strengthen NCLB for students with disabilities (Conrad, 2007; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2007). 

 

Validity and Feasibility of Accountability-Driven Practices 

Simpson, LaCava, and Graner  (2004) identified specific dilemmas in 

accountability-driven school reform that are particularly relevant to special education. 

Dilemmas occur in implementing scientifically-based practices and employing teachers 

who meet the highly-qualified standards. Scientifically-based practice can become 
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problematic in special education. For example, the NCLB “gold standard” of randomized 

control group designs are difficult to implement in special education (e.g. limited number 

of students with special needs do not meet the demands for a large sample size in 

randomized control group trials) (Bach, 2005).  

The demand for highly-qualified teachers creates a dilemma revolving around 

criteria for who is highly qualified in addressing the needs of students with disabilities. 

Special education teachers are required to meet academic content competence criteria but 

general education teachers are not obliged to have training or credentials in special 

education instructional techniques (Osborn, 2005). Yet, most students with disabilities 

are served for at least a portion of the time in regular education inclusive settings.  

Despite these dilemmas, the NCLB mandate for scientifically-based research and highly-

qualified teachers in special education are key features of standards-based reform.  

 

Significance of the Problem 

Understanding and Leading Change in Special Education 

Although several authors (Bolt & Thurlow, 2004; Fuchs & Fuchs, 2000; Hardman 

& Nagle, 2004; Riester-Wood, 2004)  have attempted to make sense of the phenomenon 

of accountability and its effect on special education, most of the literature appears to 

concentrate on high-stakes testing and its impact on students with disabilities. Ysseldyke 

et al. (2004) have reviewed the literature on consequences of high-stakes testing for 

students with disabilities. Their work provides educational leadership with a range of 

possible accountability consequences for students with disabilities. However, the authors 
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recognized the complexity of accountability and suggest further work to examine the 

interaction of school variables using, for example, an ecological perspective.  

What appears to be remiss in the current literature on high-stakes testing and 

special education is a focus on organizational change and the role of educational 

leadership. Fullan (2001a) emphasized the necessity of examining and understanding 

organizational change, specifically, the meaning of change and change processes in 

educational systems in order to lead effective change. Fullan also highlights the important 

role of administrators in the change process, specifically emphasizing the key role of the 

principal as an initiator or mediator of school reform.  

McNeil (2000) and Skrla and Scheurich (2004a) provide disparate descriptions of 

the effects of accountability on school administrators. McNeil alludes to a negative effect 

on principals because they are being limited to managing resources to improve test 

scores, while Skrla and Scheurich report that accountability leads to a positive effect 

wherein superintendents are motivated to seek exemplars of successful schools.  Normore 

(2004) provided a re-definition of accountability by equating it to decentralization, site-

based management, widespread involvement, and participative decision-making. 

Normore concluded that leadership development with clear expectations of accountability 

should be an integral part of educational governance. To date, literature that specifically 

targets the impact of special education accountability on administrators appears lacking.  

 

Responding to Accountability within a Special Education Context 

One could argue that accountability is being re-defined in special education and 

there is a need for leadership development to prepare administrators to successfully lead 
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and manage new expectations for special education accountability. Special education is 

not unique in its requirement of effective leadership (Riester-Wood, 2004). However, 

special education creates a unique organizational context of factors to be considered in 

the change process for change to be effective (Locson, 2004).  

In education, the change process may be viewed as a series of steps beginning 

with initiation, followed by implementation, then institutionalization (Fullan, 2001b). 

Fullan states that there are certain programs that are more susceptible to change initiated 

by policy and he names ‘special needs’ [or special education] (p. 63) as one of them. As 

for factors to consider for implementation and institutionalization, changes in special 

education (a) occur within a local school culture; (b) are affected by the demographics of 

students with special needs; and (c) are impacted by the mandates of IDEA (Locson, 

2004).  

Characteristics of the local school culture that particularly affect changes in 

special education include the impact of income/ school funding on the services provided 

to students in special education (Duff, 2001; Gorman, 2001) and the impact of the beliefs 

of general education teachers regarding children at-risk or with disabilities (Finn et al., 

2001).  The Consortium of Chicago School Research identified an increase in student 

referrals to special education as standards-based assessment was implemented 

(Allensworth, 2004). Duff (2001) contends that litigation is a constant source of conflict 

in special education. In describing the new trend in special education law and litigation, 

Wright (2006) relates that there has been an increase in cases pleading that students with 

disabilities are not being prepared sufficiently to pass high-stakes exams.  
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There is a need for administrators at the district and the building levels to analyze 

accountability-driven school reforms’ impact on special education considering its unique 

organizational context. School leadership that gains better insight into the special 

education aspect of accountability, understanding that special education is a horizontal 

variable cutting across student demographics, curriculum, instruction, and grade levels 

may respond more holistically to accountability issues in their school system. In addition, 

an administrator who sees the potential effects of these reforms on special education may 

better plan and initiate appropriate change efforts. 

 

What We Know About the Problem 

Accountability and Special Education 

 In 2004, Riester-Wood posited that high-stakes testing was beneficial for students 

with disabilities based on a qualitative study involving six elementary public schools. In 

these schools, special-education identification rates were below the regional average and 

high-stakes reading test scores of non-exempt special education students were higher than 

the regional average of similar students.  The author cited three main findings in these 

successful schools: (1) a shared commitment to educate all children which dispelled 

traditional notions that children at-risk or with disabilities are someone else’s 

responsibility; (2) an immediate and prescriptive use of data from multiple sources, 

especially individual data generated by the state accountability measures, to monitor and 

improve teaching effectiveness; and (3) a school characteristic of “stubborn persistence in 

the quest to educate every child” (p.272).   
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In contrast to the successful schools reported by Riester-Wood (2004), the 

National Center on Educational Outcomes at the University of Minnesota (Kantrowitz & 

Springen, 1997) reported that schools routinely found ways of excluding students with 

disabilities (e.g. learning disabilities) from standardized exams instead of finding ways to 

make these children succeed. Adverse responses to accountability included sending 

students on field trips or asking students to stay home during the examination, while 

others were simply encouraged not to participate.  The cause cited for this exclusion was 

that the students’ performance ergo the school’s performance were the basis of merit 

raises, promotions and bonuses for principals and teachers, local real estate value, and 

attraction for new businesses. The performance of special education students was feared 

and expected to reduce school performance.  

 

Conceptualizing Inclusive Accountability 

Premises 

In response to this disparity, Locson and Yates (2005) have proposed six basic 

premises that may be used by the educational community to maximize educational 

opportunities and to minimize or prevent the negative unintended consequences of 

accountability in special education. The six premises are as follows: 

Premise 1: Schools should expect students with disabilities to attain core content 

standards and individual goals. However, when attainment of academic content is 

in conflict with individual goals then the latter should take precedence over core 

content standards. 
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Premise 2: Schools should prioritize appropriate assessment over integration in 

statewide tests. This premise suggests that individualized education plans must be 

considered first in determining appropriate assessment for student progress rather 

than mandating that all students undergo statewide tests. 

Premise 3: Schools should use multi-disciplinary teams and multiple measures in 

special education accountability. 

Premise 4: Schools should allow test accommodations to the “minimum” extent 

possible. The minimum use of test accommodations is equated to choosing the 

least intrusive test accommodation (e.g. utilizing the differential boost criterion to 

determine effectiveness of test accommodation without providing an undue test 

advantage). 

Premise 5:  Schools should be held accountable to students with disabilities, their 

parents, the local community, and the state. 

Premise 6:  Accountability in special education should be from top-to-bottom of 

the educational hierarchy. This premise “emphasizes the need to hold a state 

accountable for providing resources and teacher preparation to its districts and 

schools before accountability can be required from a district or school” (p.12). 

The authors envisioned that these premises could be used as a basis for the design of an 

inclusive accountability framework. 

 

An Accountability Framework 

 To guide special education leadership, accountability frameworks specific to 

special education have been proposed to assist in the review and evaluation of the 
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standards-based policy. One framework was designed and tested by the Consortium on 

Inclusive Schooling Practices (CISP), an initiative funded by the U. S. Department of 

Education, Office of Special Education Programs (Roach et al., 2002).  The CISP 

framework identified six policy areas that promote inclusive educational practices; (a) 

curriculum, (b) assessment, (c) accountability, (d) personnel training and development, 

(e) funding, and (g) governance. Roach et al. provided this framework with a self-

assessment and technical assistance to 3 states and 11 school districts.  This work 

suggests that the policy framework improves communication among policymakers and 

practitioners, generalizes across different settings, and enhances action planning for 

inclusive practices. However, the authors recognized that there could be other policy 

areas of equal importance that were not addressed.   

 The study presented here was built on this body of knowledge of goals, strategies, 

resources, and other considerations necessary to achieve appropriate accountability for 

special education. However, the integrated model presented in this study differs from 

previous frameworks because data were derived and analyzed through the Delphi 

methodology with an expert panel of university professors and practitioners in the field of 

special education.   

 

Program Modeling  

In understanding systems which are undergoing change, program modeling may 

serve as a useful strategy in comprehending this complex phenomenon. Klinzing and 

Borich (1984) emphasize the need to conceptualize a program to facilitate the 

understanding of goals as well as to facilitate program changes. Borich and Jemelka’s 
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(1982) program modeling is envisioned in this study as a conceptual framework for 

administrators in categorizing and analyzing components of an accountability-driven 

school reform. Borich and Jemelka devised a program modeling and decomposition 

technique which allows program managers and developers to create a visual 

representation of a program, its activities, inputs, constraints, and outcomes.  As 

illustrated in Figure 1, the first level of modeling is at its most general level. The box is 

used to represent a particular program activity or transaction. Program activities are 

purposefully planned, observable events that result in a measurable condition or behavior. 

Inputs are the basic requirements of program activities which are usually measured in a 

binary (present or absent) manner. Constraints are factors viewed on a continuum (low to 

high) which may either inhibit or promote program activities thus influencing its 

outcomes. Lastly, outcomes are conditions or behaviors that result from the program 

activity (Borich & Jemelka, 1982; Bugden, 1987). 

 
 
Figure 1. Basic components of a first level program modeling diagram from Review 

Notes by Dr. G. Borich (n.d.) The University of Texas at Austin. Adapted with 

permission from the author. 

Inputs Outcomes 

Constraints 

A Particular 

Program 

Activity  
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 Borich (1983) posits that a program model is a “heuristic for organizing one’s 

thinking” (p. 62). This means that a model is not meant to be a precise representation of a 

phenomenon but rather a tool towards understanding a phenomenon.   In the current 

study, the main purpose of using program modeling in designing an accountability-driven 

school reform model was to discover emerging issues, highlight or illuminate 

complexities, and possibly raise relevant questions about accountability and its impact on 

special education.  

 

Accountability Driven School Reform 

 In the current study, program modeling was a framework for review of literature 

on accountability-driven school reform specific to special education. Trends were 

categorized under accountability-driven program activities, inputs, constraints, and 

outcomes. 

 

Accountability-Driven Program Activities 

Schools undergoing reform commonly engage in two program activities relative 

to special education:  

1. Professional Development geared towards improving knowledge and skill in 

academic content areas, scientifically-based research interventions, and the use of 

data (Browder, Karvonen, Davis, Fallin, & Courtade-Little, 2005; Duchnowski, 

Kutash, & Oliveira, 2004; Koh & Robertson, 2003; Little & Houston, 2003) 

2. Curricular/Instructional Responses providing greater access to the general 

curriculum, incorporating scientifically-based instruction procedures, and 
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conducting test preparation (Agran, Alper, & Wehmeyer, 2002; Browder et al., 

2005; Conderman & Katsiyannis, 2002; Duchnowski et al., 2004; Nelson, 2002).  

These two activities appeared to be closely linked and sequential with professional 

development activities provided prior to the implementation of curricular/instructional 

responses.   

 

Inputs for Accountability-Driven Program Activities 

 Inputs for accountability-driven program activities appear similar to other 

educational programs: (a) students, who undergo classroom instruction, and (b) teachers, 

who participate in professional development activities. Personnel and material resources 

are also necessary. However, two types of inputs seem to be unique to accountability-

driven school reforms – (a) experts in scientifically-based research and academic content 

areas (Agran et al., 2002; Browder et al., 2005; Conderman & Katsiyannis, 2002; 

Duchnowski et al., 2004; Koh & Robertson, 2003; Little & Houston, 2003) and (b) the 

use of accountability/student performance data (Browder et al., 2005; Duchnowski et al., 

2004; Little & Houston, 2003).  

 

Constraints in Accountability-Driven School Reform 

In program modeling, the term “constraints” is not used to identify traditional 

inhibitors (Klinzing & Borich, 1984),  but to define moderators to a program activity. The 

constraints identified in the reviewed studies may positively or negatively influence 

professional development and curricular/instructional activities depending on the degree 

they are present in the system. The constraints may include administrative support or 
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pressure, parental involvement, student characteristics, teachers’ knowledge and skills, 

time constraints, and stakeholders’ beliefs/attitudes. 

 

Outcomes of Accountability-Driven School Reform 

Identified outcomes of accountability-driven school reform suggest a positive 

impact on teachers’ skill in content instruction and use of action research (Browder et al., 

2005; Koh & Robertson, 2003; Little & Houston, 2003), and higher student scores in 

content areas  (Browder et al., 2005; Little & Houston, 2003). Negative unintended 

consequences included increase in special education referral rates (Defur, 2002). 

 

The Purpose of This Study 

This Delphi study was designed to gather expert opinion and reach for consensus 

about the essential components of school reform – in response to NCLB, that particularly 

impact special education. Further, it was designed to conceptually validate the viability of 

an accountability-driven school reform model specific to special education. 

 

Research Questions 

1. What components (i.e., program activities, inputs, constraints, and outcomes) 

should be given priority in accountability-driven school reforms as viewed by 

experts in the field of special education? 

2. What is the desirability and feasibility/likelihood of occurrence of specific 

characteristics/scenarios for each component designated as a top priority? 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

 

This chapter presents a review which: (a) describes specific program activities 

initiated or implemented in special education in answer to NCLB; (b) identifies inputs 

used to implement these reforms; (c) identifies constraints that impact these reforms; and, 

(d) reviews the outcomes these reforms have had on special education.  

 

Literature Search Procedures 

In order to identify empirically-based literature, a search was conducted of 

electronic databases including Web of Science (Science Citation Index Expanded TH, 

Social Sciences Citation Index®, Arts and Humanities Citation Index®), Academic 

Search Premier, ERIC, Expanded Academic ASAP®, and Dissertation Abstracts 

International/Digital Dissertations). Key words used in the search included 

accountability, accountability policy, high-stakes test or high-stakes tests or high-stakes 

testing, standardized assessments AND special education, students with disabilities OR 

educational leadership, school reform, organizational change. The initial search yielded 

21 studies in various formats (e.g., technical reports, position papers, and literature 

reviews). Criteria for final selection of studies included: (a) school reforms triggered by 

or continue to be implemented in response to the NCLB mandate for high-stakes testing; 

(b) data collection between 2001 and 2005 as NCLB was instituted in 2001; (c) empirical 

research; and, (d) studies explicitly related to special education or to students with 

disabilities. Studies dealing with test accommodations, charter schools, and 
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accountability-driven school reforms from other countries were excluded. Additionally, 

references included in literature reviews gathered in the search were checked for fit to the 

specified criteria.  

Nine studies (seven peer-reviewed journal articles and two dissertations) fit the 

selection criteria. Three of the journal articles (Agran et al., 2002; Conderman & 

Katsiyannis, 2002; Defur, 2002) and one dissertation (Nelson, 2002) were qualitative 

studies. Four of the journal articles (Browder et al., 2005; Duchnowski et al., 2004; Koh 

& Robertson, 2003; Little & Houston, 2003) and one dissertation (Abrams, 2003) were 

quasi-experimental studies.  

 

Methodology for Analyzing Studies 

Analysis of Methodological Adequacy 

 Once the studies were chosen, credibility measures and quality indicators for 

qualitative research (Brantlinger, Jimenez, Klingner, Pugach, & Richardson, 2005; 

McMillan, 2004) were used to assess the qualitative studies. Among the four qualitative 

studies, only Nelson (2002) met both the credibility standards and quality indicators of 

qualitative research. The other three studies (Agran et al., 2002; Conderman & 

Katsiyannis, 2002; Defur, 2002) appeared to select appropriate participants but used only 

one type of data source, i.e., surveys, and did not document credibility measures. 

However, Brantlinger et al. suggest indicators for qualitative research should not be used 

rigidly (p.8). For this reason, the findings of these studies were reported but their 

methodological weaknesses were indicated in the discussion.  



 18

Quality indicators for describing participants, implementation of the intervention 

or description of comparison conditions, outcome measures, and data analysis in quasi-

experimental research articles (Gersten, Fuchs, Coyne, Greenwood, & Innocenti, 2005) 

were used to assess the quasi-experimental studies. All quasi-experimental studies met 

the criteria. However, Little and Houston (2003) provided only preliminary results since 

their research study was still on-going. The authors reported that validation of these 

preliminary results had been performed by external evaluators. An update to this research 

study was not found to be available through an electronic database search from 2006 to 

2008. 

 

Program Modeling and Decomposition 

 For purposes of this synthesis, the first level diagram of program modeling and 

decomposition was adapted to code the findings of the studies (Borich & Jemelka, 1982). 

Specifically, program modeling was used to facilitate recording and analysis of key 

aspects of accountability-driven school reform. Regardless of frequency, all program 

components identified in the literature were included in the program model to make the 

model as comprehensive as possible.  Relevant information from each study was coded as 

follows: purpose, locale, participants, program activity, inputs, constraints, and outcomes. 

See Appendix A for questions used in coding components of the program model.  

 

Synthesis 

Five out of nine studies were state-wide studies while four studies were done 

district-wide. For district-wide studies, large urban or sub-urban districts were the 



 19

common locale. The choice of locale in these studies seems to suggest that 

accountability-driven school reform is expected to have a wider range of influence than 

just at the school level. Opfer, Henry, and Mashburn (2008) concluded that accountability 

systems impact schools and student learning indirectly through a systematic impact on 

the districts they are in. Since studies were either state-wide or district-wide, both 

elementary and secondary levels of special education were addressed among the studies.   

Participants in 8 of the 9 studies were special education teachers. Defur (2002) 

and Nelson (2002) had special education administrators as participants. General 

education teachers, either as individual participants or within a team, were also included 

as participants in 3 of the studies. The inclusion of general education teachers as 

participants is most likely a recognition of the IDEA (2004) mandate that students with 

disabilities should be educated with their peers in the general classroom unless the 

disability is such that the student does not benefit from a general classroom setting 

(§ 1412). Aside from school personnel, Browder et al. (2005) included students with 

disabilities as participants, while Nelson included parents of students with disabilities. 

Disability categories were not usually distinguished within the studies, except in Agran et 

al. (2002), Browder et al., and Duchnowski et al. (2004)’s studies. Both Agran et al. and 

Browder et al. focused on either teachers of students with severe disabilities or the 

students themselves, while Duchnowski et al. studied a program for students with 

emotional disturbance.  

The succeeding sections present a discussion of a first level diagram of the 

program activities, inputs, constraints, and outcomes of accountability-driven school 
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reforms that were documented from the studies. This first level diagram is depicted in 

Figure 2.     

 
 
 
Figure 2. Accountability-driven school reform:  A first level diagram 

 
 

Program Activities in Accountability-Driven School Reform 

 As seen in Figure 2, the program activities identified in the reviewed studies 

include: (a) professional development; and, (b) curricular/instructional changes in 

response to accountability.  
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Professional Development  

Two intervention studies (Browder et al., 2005; Little & Houston, 2003) had 

teacher training as the independent variable. These efforts emphasized state standards, 

specifically content areas. In North Carolina, Browder et al. trained special education 

teachers in the experimental group to select appropriate objectives which aligned with 

state standards, and to develop instruction that could lead to generalization and mastery 

of these objectives. In the same way, Little and Houston studied efforts to ensure 

cognitive access and mastery of high standards of learning in the state of Florida by 

identifying scientifically-based research and sending teachers to awareness-level, state-

sponsored training in a content area.  

Both interventions emphasized the importance of progress monitoring of students 

by helping teachers create data sheets to document baseline and progress of students with 

disabilities (Browder et al., 2005), or data collection for action-research  in the 

classrooms (Little & Houston, 2003). The main difference between the two interventions 

was Browder et al. provided training only to special educators while Little and Houston 

provided training to special educators operating within a teacher team. Both interventions 

were reported to be effective in improving teacher performance and student scores. These 

positive effects are discussed in more detail under the section on outcomes.  

Another quasi-experimental study examined professional development as a 

component of three comprehensive school reforms (CSR) implemented in different 

schools, and its impact on special education (Koh & Robertson, 2003). The authors asked 

special educators to rate professional development components in retrospect. Koh and 

Robertson found that special educators in Title I schools rated the professional 
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development component of comprehensive school reforms (Accelerated Schools, Roots 

and Wings, Voices of Love and Freedom) in general as relatively low in effectiveness. 

An example of a professional development item in the survey is: I have received 

adequate initial and on-going professional development/training for CSR program 

implementation regarding special education (p.427). Unfortunately, the authors do not 

provide a thorough description of the professional development components of any of the 

reforms; it is unclear why teachers rated these professional development components 

poorly. Also, the authors did not look into views held by general education teachers. Data 

on general education teachers’ views could have been compared to special education 

teachers’ to provide information as to whether the professional development of CSR is 

deficient as a whole or only as directed to special education.  

 

Curricular/Instructional Responses 

 The second type of program activity documented in the studies was 

curricular/instructional change in response to accountability. At least three types of 

curricular/instructional responses directly related to special education could be discerned 

from the literature: access to the general curriculum, the use of scientifically-based 

research (SBR), and test preparation activities. 

 

 Access to the general curriculum. Nelson (2002), through the use of surveys and 

focus groups, was able to document an increase in participation of students with 

disabilities in the general education curriculum. One example was parents and special 

educators mentioning that students with disabilities were being provided with basic 
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content area (e.g. reading) which had not been provided to them previously. Two other 

surveys also alluded to access to the general curriculum for students with severe 

disabilities (Agran et al., 2002) and secondary special education students (Conderman & 

Katsiyannis, 2002). Both studies found that special education teachers equated access to 

the general curriculum as involvement of their students in the general education 

classroom. However, it was disturbing that Agran et al. concluded that teacher surveys 

showed that students with severe disabilities were participating in the general education 

classroom but these students were being provided little or no access to the general 

curriculum. Regrettably, Agran et al. do not operationally define access to the general 

curriculum.  Therefore, it is unclear what distinctions Agran et al. made between 

participation and access to the general curriculum. This distinction may be important in 

determining whether or not access to the general curriculum equated to higher academic 

standards and effective instruction for all students or simply meant a superficial 

placement in the general education classroom. 

 Under Browder et al.’s (2005) study, alignment of the Individualized Education 

Plan (IEP) instructional objectives to North Carolina’s state standards seemed to be a 

concrete method for increasing access to the general education curriculum. Providing 

teachers with a functional curriculum guide was part of their intervention. This guide 

allowed teachers to think of ways to extend the state standards in order to correspond 

with students’ needs. In aligning the IEP with state standards, a factor reported by 

Browder et al. seems to be noteworthy as a possible source of conflict. In their research 

study, the authors asked teachers to consider “student and parent preferences in 

developing these [IEP] objectives” (Browder et al., 2005, p. 271). Nelson (2002) 
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documented that parents of students with disabilities expressed concern that content areas 

not directly related to basic academic skills were being neglected. Although, one parent 

criticized her child’s school for putting her child into preparatory classes which did not 

address her child’s specific academic weaknesses. As can be expected, parents’ 

preferences appear to differ based on their child’s individual needs. Studies which 

explore how these preferences mesh with state standards might be useful for the IEP 

team.  

 

Scientifically-based research. Another instructional change documented in at least 

one study is the implementation of instructional practices that are scientifically-based. 

Scientifically-based instructional practices for content areas appear to be the cornerstone 

of Florida’s professional development training (Little & Houston, 2003). In order for a 

practice to be considered scientifically-based, Little and Houston describe the use of the 

Level I criteria of effective practices which include assessing whether or not an 

instructional practice (a) was based on educational theory, (b) was supported by prior 

research, (c) had a clear purpose, (d) had an appropriate target population, (e) had well-

defined anticipated outcomes, (f) produced positive student outcomes, (g) was replicable, 

(h) had face validity, and (i) had social validity. Teachers were then given an opportunity 

to provide interventions to their students that met the Level I criteria. It is important to 

note that Little and Houston’s study does not explicitly state whether or not the criterion 

of prior research targeted students with disabilities. If indeed criteria for choosing 

scientifically-based research (SBR) included students with disabilities and their needs, 
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then this could lead to appropriate use of SBR for this population. None of the other 

studies documented the use of SBR as an intervention in special education.  

 

Test preparation activities. Nelson (2002) found that test preparation was used to 

increase test scores. She noted that six weeks were allocated to this activity and expressed 

concern over this extensive amount of time for test preparation.  None of the other studies 

discussed test preparation as an instructional change in response to accountability.  

 

In summary, schools undergoing reform in these studies commonly engaged in 

two program activities in special education: (a) professional development geared towards 

improving knowledge and skill in academic content areas, scientifically-based research, 

and the use of data; and (b) curricular/instructional responses in the form of providing 

greater access to the general curriculum, incorporating scientifically-based instruction, 

and conducting test preparation.  

 

Inputs for Accountability-Driven Program Activities 

 As illustrated in Figure 2, accountability-driven program activities appear to be 

similar in their basic requirements with other education programs. Inputs necessary for 

these program activities include students, who undergo classroom instruction, and 

teachers, who participate in professional development activities. Personnel and material 

resources are also necessary. However, two types of inputs seem to be characteristic of 

accountability-driven school reforms – personnel who are experts in SBR and academic 

content areas and the use of accountability/student performance data.  
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Expert Personnel  

 Based on the studies using special education teacher surveys, classroom level 

reforms relied heavily on the teacher as a resource (Abrams, 2003; Conderman & 

Katsiyannis, 2002). Secondary special education teachers acted as tutors and gave 

additional support to students with disabilities in accessing the general education 

classroom. Conderman and Katsiyanis hypothesized that this finding suggests an 

increased use of content instruction among these teachers in response to accountability. 

Survey respondents also considered paraprofessional assistance as the third highest 

intervention that would most improve their classroom instruction (Conderman & 

Katsiyannis, 2002). 

State-wide level reforms (Browder et al., 2005; Duchnowski et al., 2004; Koh & 

Robertson, 2003; Little & Houston, 2003) included a more varied array of professionals. 

Compared to other studies reviewed, Florida’s Research-into-Practice Professional 

Development Model involved the greatest collaboration among educators from the state 

department, research communities, regional professional development agencies, and local 

school districts (Little & Houston, 2003).  

What appears to be distinct professional development providers were researchers 

and/or professionals considered experts in SBR and an academic content area. For 

example in Florida’s Research-into-Practice Professional Development Model, graduate 

students involved in this research project took charge of identifying appropriate SBR, 

while experts in phonological awareness provided technical assistance during the State-

sponsored professional development institutes (Little & Houston, 2003). Employing 

personnel who are experts in SBR and academic content areas seems to be a logical 
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consequence of the NCLB mandate for implementation of practices based on SBR and 

the current emphasis on basic academic content area. The role of personnel who are 

experts in non-academic content areas and curricular modifications was not addressed. 

Therefore, it could not be determined whether or not these personnel were utilized. 

 

Use of Student Data 

Another important input to accountability-driven school reforms is student 

performance data. Duchnowski et al. (2004) reported that exemplary schools are able to 

make use of accountability data linking it to curriculum. Teachers are being trained in 

data collection and data management in the classroom setting (Browder et al., 2005; 

Little & Houston, 2003). These data were used to identify gaps in content knowledge of 

students in order to guide decision-making for effective instruction and appropriate 

professional development. On the other hand, Duchnowski et al. reported that low-

performing schools still used data but were more involved with gathering data for 

purposes of complying with accountability requirements rather than using data to inform 

instruction.  

It is interesting and important to note that data collection used for 

curricular/instructional responses and professional development came from curriculum-

based assessments and action research in the classroom rather than from high-stakes tests 

(e.g., professional development in reading was guided by student performance data in 

classroom settings rather than from state- or district-wide test results). This finding is 

significant because it could lead to the argument that high-stakes standardized tests are 

unnecessary in improving special education; instead, it is the emphasis on curriculum-
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based assessments that makes the difference. However, it could also be argued that 

having high-stakes tests is the main reason why there is an increase in the use of 

curriculum-based assessments in special education.  

 

Constraints in Accountability-Driven School Reform 

Figure 2 shows the constraints identified in the studies which may positively or 

negatively influence professional development and curricular/instructional responses 

depending on the degree they are present in the system. The constraints identified were 

administrative support or pressure, parental involvement, student characteristics, 

teachers’ knowledge and skills, time constraints, and stakeholders’ beliefs/attitudes.  

 

Administrative Support or Pressure 

 Duchnowski et al.’s (2004) findings support that governance is positively related 

to a school’s ability to implement school reform. The authors found that governance was 

the second highest improvement activity in exemplary schools but only the fourth in 

comparison schools with fewer reform activities. Governance was partly defined as 

evidence of decentralization of authority from the district to the school and the presence 

of shared decision-making at the building level. Teachers acknowledged the need for 

administrative support in order to fulfill the demands of the accountability system (Little 

& Houston, 2003); but, they also criticized administrators who pressured them to "make 

sure these students pass their classes" (Conderman & Katsiyannis, 2002, p. 174).  

Administrators who had lower expectations for special educators and their 

students were also censured by some educators (Koh & Robertson, 2003). This lack of 
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administrative support manifested itself in the lack of resources for special education in 

the Voices of Love and Freedom (VLF), a comprehensive school reform model for 

grades K-8 adopted by eight Memphis City Schools.  

A VLF teacher reported, “I received materials only if there were any left from 

regular classes.” … [Another] special educator in an elementary school said, 

“…We spoke to the administration at the local level… but still received no books 

for the class compared with the regular classes who always got their VLF 

materials.” (Koh & Robertson, 2003, p. 432) 

Administrative pressure, support, or lack of support for special education in conjunction 

with accountability-driven school reform could be a valuable research topic in order to 

better understand the dynamics of this issue.  

 

Parental Involvement 

Although parental involvement was viewed as a positive force (Duchnowski et 

al., 2004; Nelson, 2002), none of the studies explored the impact of parental involvement 

on accountability-driven school reforms. Instead, the emphasis was on the degree of 

parental involvement in the reform. Nelson (2002) found that parents of students with 

disabilities were more involved in their children’s education. However, it is unfortunate 

that according to Duchnowski et al. (2004), parental involvement is the least 

implemented type of reform or improvement activity in both exemplary and comparison 

schools. The authors defined parental involvement as collaboration of parents with 

teachers in the education of their children beyond just attending school functions. This 

definition is in agreement with NCLB’s statutory definition of parental involvement 



 30

which stipulates that there be a two-way involvement between parents and educators in 

children’s academic learning and school functions. The lack of research on parental 

involvement, specifically on parents of students with disabilities, and its impact on 

accountability-driven school reform suggests a critical need for research on this topic. 

 

Student Characteristics   

Special education teachers seem to consider student characteristics as constraints 

on the effectiveness of accountability-driven school reforms. Survey respondents cited 

that factors such as student morale, anxiety, and frustration levels as greater concerns for 

students with disabilities when compared to their peers without disabilities (Abrams, 

2003). Low student morale and greater anxiety and frustration levels could affect high-

stakes test results regardless of the school reforms implemented.  

For students with severe disabilities, access to the general curriculum appears to 

be particularly difficult; although, it is uncertain whether this is due to inherent student 

characteristics or to teacher perceptions regarding student capability and their view of the 

appropriateness of educational accountability for this population. In a survey of special 

education teachers, Agran et al. (2002) found that special education teachers did not 

necessarily consider access to general education as appropriate for these students. 

However, findings of Duchnowski et al. (2004) appears to confirm that perceptions 

impact accountability-driven school reform even if the disability is not severe. School 

staff from low-performing schools did not value inclusive settings for students with 

emotional disturbance compared to school staff from exemplary schools. 
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Teachers’ Knowledge and Skills 

Conderman and Katsiyannis’ (2002) survey of secondary special educators 

indicated that these teachers rated themselves lowest in effectiveness in providing 

students with disabilities instruction in content areas and academic remediation. This 

deficiency with regards to providing core content areas appears to be particularly salient 

for school reforms which are prompted by the goal of achieving basic academic standards 

for all students. Although, it is inappropriate to generalize, this deficiency of skill in 

providing content instruction suggests the importance of ensuring that special educators 

responsible for providing content instruction are trained and equipped with such skill.  

General education teachers hold similar apprehensions in providing instruction in 

content areas to students with disabilities. Survey results for both general and special 

education teachers suggest that general education teachers regarded their classroom 

practices as more aligned with the content and format of state tests (Abrams, 2003). 

However, general education teachers whose classes included students with disabilities 

reported greater pressure to raise students’ test scores and a greater likelihood of teacher 

migration to non-tested subject areas. These results suggest that general education 

teachers providing content instruction to students with disabilities require additional 

support. 

 

Time  

 In a survey for secondary special educators, more preparation time ranked as the 

highest intervention that would most improve their classroom instruction (Conderman & 
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Katsiyannis, 2002). Koh and Robertson (2003) also reported that elementary teachers 

considered time constraints in planning and instruction as a weakness in school reform. 

Time may also act as a constraint in curricular/instructional responses. In a survey 

encompassing 47 states, both general education teachers and special education teachers 

(Abrams, 2003) stated that they allocated more time to tested content than non-tested 

content. However, time for enrichment activities generally stayed the same, except for a 

decrease in field trips. Related to time allotment, special education teachers reported 

experiencing a lack of modifications for students with disabilities in fast-pace 

curriculums of CSR (Koh & Robertson, 2003).  

 

Beliefs/Attitudes 

 Fifty-five percent (55%) of 98 special education administrators expressed the 

belief that special education teachers are not adequately trained and prepared to assist 

students with disabilities in meeting Virginia’s Standards of Learning (Defur, 2002). In 

the same study, general education teachers were reported to have voiced resentment 

against having students with disabilities in their classes. Agran et al. (2002) also reported 

that special education teachers felt that one of the barriers to access to the general 

curriculum of students with severe disabilities is the resistance from general education 

teachers.   

None of these studies explored the degree of impact these beliefs/attitudes had on 

implementing accountability-driven school reform. However, Duchnowski et al. (2004) 

did find that school staff from exemplary schools when compared to low performing 
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schools valued educating students with emotional or behavioral disturbance in an 

inclusive setting and shared responsibility for the students’ learning.  

 

Outcomes 

Impact on Teachers 

 Teachers in accountability-driven school reforms were documented to have 

changed instructional practices and increased the use of data to inform instruction. Under 

instructional practices, special education teachers who participated in accountability-

driven teacher training in North Carolina were able to create appropriate IEP objectives 

and effectively implement instructional responses (Browder et al., 2005).  Initial findings 

of Florida’s Research-into-Practice Professional Development Model documented that 

more than 80% of teachers demonstrated high-quality implementation of scientifically-

based instruction (Little & Houston, 2003). Pedagogical changes among special 

education teachers due to comprehensive school reform models were also reported by 

Koh and Robertson (2003). Special education teachers considered these pedagogical 

changes as either positive (e.g., teachers used hands-on learning to teach students with 

disabilities, teachers increased exposure of students with disabilities to literature) or 

negative (e.g., special education teachers were tasked to teach regular reading groups 

which took away instructional time from students with disabilities). As for use of data, 

teachers readily accepted data collection sheets and action research in evaluating and 

documenting student progress (Browder et al., 2005; Little & Houston, 2003). Browder et 

al. and Little and Houston’s studies documented that a majority of their participants 

effectively used student data to improve instruction. 
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Student Outcomes 

 Higher alternate assessment scores (effect sizes = .72) were documented among 

students with disabilities who received instruction from teachers who underwent 

professional development on instructional responses (Browder et al., 2005). Higher mean 

scores of phonological awareness (effect sizes for fall-to-spring growth = .67-.89)  among 

students with and without disabilities were also attributed to Florida’s Research-into-

Practice Professional Development Model (Little & Houston, 2003). Effect sizes reported 

suggest a moderate to strong effect size for professional development.  

 

Unintended Consequences 

Defur (2002) documented a negative impact of accountability-driven school 

reforms on teachers and students with disabilities. Special education administrators in 

Virginia commented in a survey that collaboration efforts between special educators and 

general educators had decreased due to the inclusion of students with disabilities in 

Virginia’s school reform efforts that center on Standards of Learning (SOL) – acceptable 

minimum of standards for grades K-12 in four core content areas including English, 

mathematics, science, and history/ social studies. Defur’s finding of a decrease in 

collaboration seems to contradict Little and Houston’s (2003) conclusion that the critical 

component for the initial success of Florida’s professional development model was 

“collaboration among educators”. One possible explanation for this difference is that 

Florida’s professional development model incorporates a system of collaboration by 

providing professional development that is directed to teacher teams, which included 
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special education teachers and general education teachers. However, neither Defur nor 

Little and Houston described their method for measuring collaboration. 

 Negative impact of accountability-driven school reforms on students with 

disabilities were also reported by Defur (2002). Ninety-four percent (94%) of special 

education administrators reported an increase in referral rates of students to special 

education, although only 16% attributed this increase to Virginia’s SOL. Fifty percent 

(50%) were concerned that students with disabilities were experiencing low self-esteem 

as a result of participation in the SOL and 44% feared that SOL may lead to higher drop-

out rates or failure to earn a diploma. It should be noted that Defur’s findings were based 

solely on perceptions of special education administrators. No other empirical data were 

used to confirm or to contradict the findings. Nelson (2002) reported negative unintended 

consequences for students with disabilities (e.g. increased anxiety and frustration with 

exposure to curriculum, absenteeism during the test); negative unintended consequences 

for parents, special educators, and administrators (e.g. increased pressure, fear for their 

children’s future) but attributed these to the requirement for students to take high-stakes 

tests rather than to accountability-driven school reforms. She also reported being unable 

to generalize whether there was an actual increase in special education referrals due to a 

lack of comparability in documentation of special education referrals among school 

districts included in her study.  
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Discussion and Implications 

Program modeling creates an opportunity for educational leaders to view trends 

within each model component (i.e., program activities, inputs, constraints, and outcomes) 

and analyze inter-relationships across components of accountability-driven school 

reforms (e.g. effect of a constraint on a program activity that eventually impacts an 

outcome). Although the program model utilized is inadequate in representing the 

complexity of accountability-driven school reforms impacting special education, the 

information provided may inform and guide educational leaders as they make sense of 

accountability demands in relation to special education.  

Major conclusions which emerged from the literature synthesis include: 

1. Special education teachers are becoming more content-qualified. 

2. Professional development provided is concentrated on academic content areas. 

3. Professional development on special education is less of a priority when 

compared to professional development geared towards general education needs. 

4. Stakeholders lack a shared meaning of access to the general curriculum. 

5. It is unclear whether effective practices for students with disabilities are 

considered in current definitions and criteria for choosing scientifically-based 

practices. 

6. It is not apparent whether student characteristics, as a constraint, are due to the 

type or degree of a disability or due to a teacher’s perceptions of a student’s 

capability. 

7. Accountability-driven school reforms impacts special education positively or 

negatively. 
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Responding to the Mandate for Highly-Qualified Teachers 

In analyzing professional development as described in these studies, it appears 

that professional development is being provided in answer to NCLB’s demand for highly-

qualified teachers in core academic subjects. Special education teachers received training 

on academic content areas and support from professional development professionals with 

content area expertise (Browder et al., 2005; Little & Houston, 2003). As a consequence, 

findings suggest that special education teachers are becoming more content-qualified in 

helping students with disabilities meet the basic content standards, as evidenced by the 

reported higher alternate assessment scores measuring core academic areas and higher 

scores in phonological awareness in reading.   

On another note, the current synthesis does not provide evidence that 

accountability-driven school reform has led to professional development specific to 

special education areas of instruction or development (e.g., social skills). In addition, Koh 

and Robertson’s (2003) finding that special education teachers are not satisfied with 

professional development directly related to special education suggests that professional 

development in accountability-driven school reforms are concentrated solely on academic 

content areas and does not address the needs of special education professionals. Another 

way to interpret the discontent with professional development of special education 

teachers, especially when linking this to the lack of administrative support they 

perceived, is that professional development for special education teachers is not being 

given the same priority as the professional development for general education teachers. 

In general education, the mandate for highly-qualified teachers is criticized for 

focusing too narrowly on knowledge of subject matter rather than on pedagogy (Berry, 
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Hoke, & Hirsch, 2004). The findings of the current synthesis extends this argument by 

suggesting that the mandate for highly-qualified teachers is even narrower in scope 

because it appears to preclude expertise in special education content and instruction. The 

findings of Agran et al. (2002) suggests that there is the same need for special education 

content and instruction for general education teachers serving students with disabilities. 

 

Defining Access to the General Curriculum 

In defining access to the general curriculum, a lack of shared meaning among 

stakeholders seems to emerge from the studies. The contradiction of having students with 

disabilities participate in the general education classroom without providing access to the 

general curriculum (Agran et al., 2002) could be a manifestation of this lack of shared 

meaning. Fullan (2001b) asserts that the ‘real value for student learning is when shared 

meaning is achieved across a group of people working in concert’ (p.46). Another area 

that could become a potential problem for this lack of shared meaning is the unclear role 

of parents and students with disabilities in the decision-making which aligns IEP 

objectives with state standards.  

 

Grounding Scientifically-Based Research 

  Slavin (2003) extols the recent evidence-based reform in education and urges 

teachers, principals, and superintendents to make use of reviews which summarize 

evidence on various programs to facilitate their use of SBR. However, based on the 

findings of the current synthesis, there seems to be a need to examine SBR and how SBR 

is appraised in relation to its impact on students with disabilities.  
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Among the 9 studies reviewed, only one study (Little & Houston, 2003) 

documented instructional responses guided by SBR, but the authors did not specify 

whether or not practices that have been proven effective for students with disabilities 

were considered in the selection of SBR or were reflected in the selection criteria to 

choose SBR. In a report on research used to guide accountability-driven reading efforts, 

the National Reading Panel did consider students with learning disabilities as part of the 

student population in determining whether techniques for improving phonological 

awareness and phonics were effective (National Institute, 2000). However, the same 

report acknowledged the need for more research to guide practices for students with 

learning disabilities. Fuchs and Fuchs (2000) also share this concern of lack of 

“knowledge base” (p.11) to help students with learning disabilities reach content 

standards. Browder and Cooper-Duffy (2003) held the same concern for students with 

severe disabilities stating that SBR practices in special education for these students are 

available but “what is less clear from the research on skill acquisition is how to meet the 

newer expectation to demonstrate progress on state academic content standards” (p.158). 

 

Demarcating Constraints 

 At least, two constraints, i.e., student characteristics directly related to a student’s 

disability and teachers’ knowledge and skills of content areas do not have clear 

boundaries in its impact on accountability-driven school reform. It is not apparent from 

the studies whether the severity of a disability makes it more difficult to include students 

with disabilities in accountability-driven school reforms or whether it is teachers’ 

perception of student capability or teacher efficacy that makes the difference. Exploring 
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this difference may provide insights as to whether the 2% exclusion of students with 

disabilities in accountability provides sufficient flexibility to schools to account for 

student disability, or whether this provision perpetuates teachers’ negative perceptions 

which lead to the exclusion of students with disabilities in accountability-driven school 

reform.   Browder and Cooper-Duffy (2003) hypothesized perceptions may change if 

teachers gain more experience in accessing general education for these students. Parental 

involvement and beliefs/attitudes of stakeholders may be constraints but require more 

research to understand their impact on accountability-driven school reforms.   

 

Capitalizing on Benefits and Preventing Unintended Consequences 

The current synthesis suggests that outcomes of accountability-driven school 

reforms may be either positive or negative for special education. In special education, 

improvements have been documented in special education teachers’ ability to handle 

content areas and action research (Browder et al., 2005; Koh & Robertson, 2003; Little & 

Houston, 2003). The performance of students with disabilities also improved on 

standardized assessments/ alternate assessments (Browder et al., 2005; Little & Houston, 

2003).  

Negative outcomes were reported by Defur (2002) suggesting caution in at least 

two areas: educational leaders need to be sensitive to the impact of accountability-driven 

reforms on teacher collaboration and special education referral rates, and further research 

is needed to document these negative effects. Jacob’s (2005) findings in a study of a 1997 

high-stakes testing policy in Chicago provide some insight to one of the possible reasons 

for an increase of special education referral rates. He found that general education 
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teachers referred students to special education in an effort to exclude their scores from 

determining high-stakes decisions about the school and the student. However, with the 

NCLB 2% cap in excluding scores of students with disabilities, referral to special 

education may no longer be an effective strategic response.  Nelson (2002) also noted an 

excessive amount of instructional time devoted to test preparation. The use of test 

preparation as an instructional response to accountability is not a unique problem for 

special education (McNeil, 2000). These findings suggest that administrators need to be 

wary of instructional responses, in general education and special education, which may 

negatively impact special education or students with disabilities. 

 

Limitations of the Review 

 As a caveat, it should be recognized that each school reform is unique in its local 

context and its characteristics. The studies included in the synthesis are not 

comprehensive to address all the components of accountability-driven school reform. 

Methodological limitations of the studies must also be taken into account. Therefore, 

caution is necessary when generalizing the findings of this synthesis to all types of 

accountability-driven school reform. Also, since NCLB is a fairly recent law, it is most 

likely that a number of accountability-driven school reforms are not yet reported in the 

literature.  

In addition, the review criteria structured by program modeling with its 

components of program activities, inputs, constraints, and outputs may have inadvertently 

highlighted certain findings of the studies reviewed while downplaying others. Presenting 

the program model to educational administrators, including special education 
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administrators, may provide a more authentic check to the comprehensiveness and 

usefulness of the program model and its components. Involving other stakeholders (e.g. 

teachers, parents, and students with disabilities) in refining the model may also be useful. 

Extending the model to include second and third levels of program modeling and 

decomposition could also provide a more detailed explanation of inter-relations among 

components.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This study was designed to conceptually validate the viability of an 

accountability-driven school reform model specific to special education. The study is a 

non-experimental, design-based research (Design-Based Research, 2003) that utilized the 

Delphi technological forecasting procedure (Weatherman & Swenson, 1974) to gather 

expert opinion and develop consensus among respondents relative to the essential 

components for accountability-driven school reform. An integrated model of 

accountability-driven school reform for students with disabilities was derived from the 

expert panel’s responses using Borich and Jemelka’s (1982) program modeling and 

decomposition. 

 

Research Questions 

1. What components (i.e., program activities, inputs, constraints, and outcomes) 

should be given priority in accountability-driven school reforms as viewed by 

experts in the field of special education? 

2. What is the desirability and feasibility/likelihood of occurrence of specific 

characteristics/scenarios for each component designated as a top priority? 

 

Research Design 

 In the current study, the variables examined are accountability as mandated in 

NCLB and school reform affecting special education. School reform is operationally 

categorized into program activities, inputs, constraints, and outcomes.  
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The Design-Based Research Collective identified five characteristics of good 

design-based research (Design-Based Research Collective, 2003). A design-based 

research (a) involves a combination of designing the learning environment and 

developing theories of learning, (b) leads to sharable theories that communicate 

implication to practice, (c) considers authentic settings of implementation with a focus on 

interactions, (d) takes into account processes and their outcomes and (e) uses continuous 

cycles of inquiry (design, enactment, analysis, and redesign) as a methodology (p.5). The 

current study was designed to develop a hypothetical model of accountability-driven 

school reform including its processes and probable outcomes that may have practical 

application in the special education field.  The study only addressed the first step in the 

cycle of inquiry (i.e. design) and reserves for future work the next steps of enactment, 

analysis, and redesign of the accountability-driven school reform model.  

The Delphi technique was the preferred instrument in this design-based research 

study due to its established use in the educational field in assessing current situations and 

forecasting possible futures (Schafer & Yates, n.d.). Specifically, the Delphi was used as 

a policy Delphi (Turoff, 1970) to assess how experts in the field of special education 

view the current implementation of accountability-driven school reforms; and to forecast 

an accountability-driven school reform model. By acting as a preference probe 

(Weatherman & Swenson, 1974), the Delphi was utilized to ask experts what “should be” 

prioritized in this model for it to be responsive to the uniqueness of special education and 

students with disabilities.  
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Methods of Procedure 

 Preliminary steps were taken to request and receive permission to conduct the 

study from The University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board. A pilot study 

was conducted to find possible ambiguous items, unforeseen issues, and other data 

management problems. The pilot study simulated the actual Delphi study utilizing 

Special Education Administration doctoral students and a university professor as 

respondents.  A second pilot study was conducted after revisions were made based on the 

findings and feedback from the first pilot study.  

A flow chart of the Delphi process (Schafer & Yates, n.d.) was utilized as a guide 

in implementing the study.  Figure 3.1 is an adapted version of this flow chart which 

reflects the actual steps taken in this study. The first step was determining the content, 

focus, and design of the study. This step was divided into five tasks:  (a) determine goals, 

(b) select panelists, (c) determine time frame, (d) determine method of investigation, and 

(e) consider statistical and reporting procedure. The next steps shown in Figure 3.1 reflect 

the preparation, dissemination, and analysis of five rounds of questionnaires used in data 

collection. 
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Figure 3.1. Flow chart of Delphi Process from The Delphi Technique by K. Schafer and 

J. Yates (n.d.). Adapted with permission from the author. 
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Participants: Expert Panel 

 The opinion leadership approach of Bell, Hill, and Wright (1961), wherein 

influential members of a group are asked to nominate the most influential persons in the 

same group (Jacoby, 1974, p. 82), was used to identify potential members for the Delphi 

expert panel. Board members and/or executive committee officers from each division of 

the Council of Exceptional Children (CEC), board of directors of the Texas Council of 

Administrators for Special Education (TCASE), and university professors of the Special 

Education Department of The University of Texas at Austin were key informants for the 

panel nominations. These key informants/identified leaders in the special education field 

nominated 200 experts in the special education field on the basis of being perceived as 

influential in their particular discipline and concerned with the issue of accountability. 

Nominees who responded to at least one of the questionnaires were included as expert 

panelists in the study. The Delphi expert panel was composed of 105 members with 75 

university-based experts and 30 practitioners or field-based experts. 

  

Instrumentation: Delphi Technique 

 The Delphi technique is described as a method for gathering expert opinion and 

building consensus through the use of anonymity, iteration (i.e., rounds of 

questionnaires), controlled feedback, and statistical aggregation of group responses 

(Rowe & Wright, 1999). An online survey tool, Survey Monkey (SurveyMonkey.com, 

1999-2008), was used to send out five rounds of the Delphi (see Figure 3.1):  

Round I: Brainstorming/Identification of components  

Round II: Priority ranking  
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Round III: Consensus on priority with dissenting arguments 

Round IV: Consensus on priority with critique of dissenting arguments  

Round V: Rating of desirability and feasibility of descriptors 

The timeframe for each round was 2 to 3 weeks. Sample sections of the Delphi 

instruments for each round are provided in Appendixes B, C, D, E, and F.  

 

Round I: Brainstorming/Identification of Components 

Panel members were given a specific identification code prior to the distribution 

of the Round I questionnaire. The questionnaire for Round I had an open-ended format 

patterned after the guide questions shown in Appendix A. Sample responses provided in 

the questionnaire were derived from the findings of the literature review. The first round 

was used to prompt panelists to brainstorm as to what they perceived as important 

components (i.e., program activities, inputs, constraints, and outcomes) in accountability-

driven school reforms. See Appendix B for a sample section of the questionnaire for 

Round I.  

 

Round II: Priority Ranking 

The questionnaire for Round II included directions for panelists to rank the 

priority that should be given to program activities, inputs, constraints, and evidences of 

outcomes. Priority ranking was reflected on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = top priority, 2 = 

second priority, 3 = maintain/ monitor, 4 = reduce/ discontinue/ do not account for). See 

Appendix C for a sample questionnaire for Round II. 
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Round III: Consensus on Priority with Dissenting Arguments 

 In Round III, panelists were presented with their previous individual responses 

and a graphical representation of the aggregated Round II Delphi results. Each panelist 

was given the opportunity to either: (a) reconsider their response and move towards IQR 

group consensus; or, (b) to retain their previous rating and provide a reason/rationale for 

their outside IQR consensus response. See Appendix D for a sample questionnaire for 

Round III. 

 

Round IV: Consensus on Priority with Critique of Dissenting Arguments 

 In Round IV, panelists were presented with their previous individual responses, a 

graphical representation of the aggregated Round III Delphi results, and summary tables 

of the outside IQR consensus rank and rationale per item. Each panelist was given the 

opportunity to reconsider their response based on the outside IQR consensus rank and 

rationale. Panelists were also given the opportunity to provide their critique of any 

outside IQR consensus rank and rationale that they deemed unacceptable. See Appendix 

E for a sample questionnaire for Round IV. 

 

Round V: Rating of Desirability and Feasibility of Descriptors 

 Descriptors/ scenarios for the highest ranked priorities for each component were 

presented to the panel in Round V. Panelists were asked to estimate the desirability and 

feasibility/likelihood of occurrence of these items. The desirability score was the degree 

to which a descriptor/scenario was perceived to be beneficial for special education. The 

feasibility/likelihood of occurrence score was the degree to which a descriptor/scenario 
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was predicted to occur. Rating scales were patterned after Turoff’s (1970) sample ratings 

for desirability and probability. See Appendix F for a sample questionnaire for Round V. 

 

Data Analyses 

 Data analysis was completed after each round of data collection. Analyses 

included frequency distributions, measures of central tendency, and coding of qualitative 

responses. Controlled feedback was presented in the form of histograms displaying group 

responses (X axis = priority rating, Y axis = frequency of response), individual’s previous 

responses, and summary tables of outside IQR consensus rank and rationale. See Table 3 

for the statistical and reporting procedures for each round.  

 In Round I, categories were derived from panel responses through coding. Guide 

questions in Appendix A were then used to discriminate if categories were program 

activities, inputs, constraints, or outcomes as defined by Borich and Jemelka’s (1982) 

program modeling and decomposition. Individual responses were then assigned to the 

final categories. Operational definitions (i.e., descriptors/scenarios) were derived from 

the statements assigned to each category. Final categories were used as Round II stimulus 

items and descriptors/scenarios were used as Round V stimulus items.  

For Rounds II to IV, the Mode and the inter-quartile range (IQR) – the area within 

which 25% to 75% of all the responses fell – were calculated from priority ratings. 

Histograms were then created to reflect the frequency distribution of the priority ratings, 

the IQR, and the Mode. Dissenting arguments from Round III and critiques of dissenting 

arguments from Round IV were collated and summary tables of these arguments per 

category were created. Lastly, in Round V, the mean was used to describe the desirability 
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and feasibility/likelihood of occurrence scores of specific characteristics/ scenarios of the 

highest ranked categories under each component.  

 

Table 3 

Delphi Rounds, Analysis, and Reporting 

Round Raw Data Analytical Tools Reporting 

 

Round 1: 

Brainstorming 

 

Qualitative entries for 

components of model and 

their descriptors/scenarios 

 

Coding  

 

Stimulus 

items for 

Rounds 2 & 5 

Round 2: 

Priority 

Ranking 

 

Rank of components of 

Model (i.e., least to top 

priority) 

 

Mode  

 

 

 

Histograms 

(Inter-quartile 

range) and 

individual 

rating 

Round 3 & 4: 

Consensus on  

Components  

- Rank of components of 

Model (i.e., least to top 

priority) 

- Reasons for ratings 

- Mode and Mean 

 

 

- Coding 

Histograms, 

individual 

rating  

Round 5: 

Desirability/ 

Feasibility 

Ratings 

Desirability and feasibility 

scores of descriptors/ 

scenarios 

Mean  

 

Matrix (X-Y 

Axis graph) 
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Determining Priorities 

Consensus for priority ratings was based on the clustering of responses around the 

Mode, specifically the IQR. The level of consensus was based on the percentage of 

panelists within a given IQR. An item was designated with a ‘no consensus’ priority 

rating when responses were polarized between extremes or evenly distributed in the 

priority rating scale (i.e., if IQR ≥ 2). Changes in the consensus after each round were 

reflected through histograms with the IQR highlighted for the expert panel’s 

consideration. The final priority rankings were based on the weighted average (i.e., mean) 

of the expert panelists’ ratings in Round IV.   

 

Determining Desirability and Feasibility 

The mean desirability and feasibility/likelihood of occurrence scores were plotted 

in an X (desirability) and Y (feasibility) axis graph. The X-Y axis graph (i.e., 

Desirability/Feasibility or Likelihood of Occurrence Matrix) divides descriptors and/or 

scenarios of each category into four quadrants – Quadrant I (high desirability, high 

feasibility/likelihood of occurrence), Quadrant II (low desirability, high 

feasibility/likelihood of occurrence), Quadrant III (low desirability, low 

feasibility/likelihood of occurrence), and Quadrant IV (high desirability, low 

feasibility/likelihood of occurrence). Figure 3.2 shows a diagram of the X-Y axis graph.  
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Figure 3.2. Desirability and feasibility X-Y axis graph. 

 

Methodological Limitations 

1. The level and variety of expertise in a panel impacts the effectiveness or accuracy 

of the Delphi (Rowe & Wright, 1999). In the current study, measures were taken 

to verify the expertise of the panel on accountability by utilizing a nomination 

process. Ensuring diverse expertise among the panel was also attempted by 

involving experts from both universities and practitioner settings across different 

disability categories in special education. However, the findings of the study are 

limited to the actual expertise of the panel formed. Such expertise constrains the 

ability to generalize to other settings or populations.  

2. Attrition among panelists across rounds could have affected the Delphi findings. 

To discourage attrition, participants were informed that they were nominated by 

colleagues and were asked for a commitment to participate as a Delphi expert 

panelist. Panelists who dropped out did not have the opportunity to re-consider 

their responses in light of the controlled feedback provided in succeeding rounds. 

Q1 
(high desirability, 
high feasibility) 

Q2 
(low desirability, 
high feasibility,) 

Q3 
(low desirability, 
low feasibility) 

Q4 
(high desirability, 
low feasibility) 

Desirability 

Feasibility 
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Due to how the Delphi is analyzed, earlier responses are still considered and 

impact the final consensus of the panel.  

3. As a policy Delphi, this study is not intended to provide specific resolutions that 

can be generalized to all accountability-driven school reforms affecting special 

education and the diverse population of students with disabilities. Rather, the 

strength of the policy Delphi is that it allows for a “factual basis for advocacy 

(Turoff, 1970, p. 151)” in an arena where advocates can put forth their different 

positions regarding an issue. The expert panel can be considered as advocates for 

the priorities they have put forth in this study. This means that other stakeholders 

(i.e., parents, students with disabilities) could have provided additional insights 

into what should be prioritized in accountability-driven school reforms. These 

insights, though considered valuable, were not addressed in the current study but 

they are recommended for future work. 

 

Summary 

The Delphi technique was used as the methodology of the study. A panel of 

university-based and field-based experts from various disability categories in special 

education was formed using the opinion leadership approach. Data collection and 

controlled feedback was provided to the expert panel in five rounds of Delphi. The first 

round provided an opportunity for the panelists to brainstorm as to what are the 

components (i.e., program activities, inputs, constraints, and outcomes) of accountability-

driven school reforms. The second to fourth rounds of the Delphi allowed the panel to 

rank components, provide a rationale for their ratings, and come to a consensus as to 
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which components should take priority in accountability-driven school reforms 

responsive to special education. The final round was used to extract the estimated 

desirability and feasibility/likelihood of occurrence of sample descriptors/scenarios.  

Results were analyzed through the use of coding, frequency distributions, and measures 

of central tendency. Findings reflect areas of consensus (i.e., clustering of responses or 

movement towards consensus) or disagreement in the components of an accountability-

driven school reform and the desirability and feasibility of sample descriptors/ scenarios 

of the top priorities.   
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CHAPTER 4 

In this chapter, findings of the Delphi are presented as: (a) program activities, (b) 

inputs, (c) constraints, and (d) outcomes. In each section, priorities are rank ordered. The 

highest ranked items are described in detail at the end of each section together with the 

desirability and feasibility/likelihood of occurrence of their descriptors/scenarios. The 

next chapter will provide an integrated model of these components. 

 

RESULTS 

 The first Delphi round was electronically sent to 200 nominated experts in the 

field of special education. The rate of return for Round 1 was 39% of 200 (n = 77) with 

25 experts opting-out. The second round was sent to the remaining 175 nominated 

experts. The rate of return for Round 2 was 41% of 175 (n = 74) with 7 experts who had 

not responded to Round 1 opting-out. The third and fourth rounds were sent out to the 

remaining 168 nominated experts. The rate of return was 37% of 168 (n = 62) for Round 

3 and 32% of 168 (n = 53) for Round 4 with one expert who had responded to previous 

rounds opting-out after Round 4. The last Delphi round was sent to 167 nominated 

experts. The rate of return was 31% of 167 (n = 52). In total, 105 expert panelists 

responded to at least one of the rounds of the Delphi. The Delphi method takes into 

account all responses received regardless of round.  

An optimal response rate for Delphi studies in the social sciences could not be 

established from the literature. However, response rates appeared to decrease in later 

rounds specifically after the third Delphi round (Rowe & Wright, 2001). The ideal panel 

size for a Delphi study is unclear and the impact of panel size on the accuracy of findings 
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has not been established in the literature (Rowe & Wright). A larger panel does provide 

more expertise available for the study, however, panels larger than 20 are usually not 

recommended due to cost and logistics. In this study, the use of an online survey tool 

significantly decreased cost and difficulty in data collection/analysis allowing for a much 

larger panel and a greater pool of expertise.  

 

Demographic Findings 

 The Delphi expert panelists were mostly university-based professors/ researchers 

(n = 75) from different departments (i.e., special education, curriculum and instruction, 

educational psychology, teacher education, educational leadership, and optometry). The 

professor from the optometry department specializes in deaf-blindness/ combined 

deafness and blindness, visual impairments/ blindness, and multiple disabilities. At least 

35% of the university-based panelists (n = 26) self-designated as having expertise in the 

areas of special education law/policy, accountability/high-stakes testing, and school 

reform which were key elements in this Delphi study. 

As shown in Table 4.1, the other 29% of the Delphi expert panel was comprised 

of practitioners (n = 30) serving students with disabilities within different state education 

agencies, local school districts, and schools. The category of “other” represents 

private/non-profit organizations which provide consultant services to schools. Fullan 

(2003) posits the “tri-level argument” (p. 39) – successful educational reform necessitates 

an interaction among the school level, the district level, and the state level. Although 

these three levels appear to be represented in the Delphi expert panel, findings of the 

study are still limited to the actual expertise and experiences of the panel specific to their 
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locale. This is especially true in accountability-driven school reform due to the policy 

differences that exist among states and even among local school districts (See as an 

example Opfer et al., 2008). 

 

Table 4.1 

Work Settings of Field-Based Panelists 

Setting Response Percent Response Count (n = 30) 

State Level Agency 20% 6 

Local School District 23% 7 

School-urban 7% 2 

School-suburban 3% 1 

School-rural 0% 0 

School-residential 3% 1 

Other (please specify) 43% 13 

 

As a whole, the Delphi expert panel had representation from experts serving 

students in different disability categories and different age groups. Table 4.2 shows the 

percentage and number of panelists serving a specific disability category. Eighty-seven 

percent (n = 91) of the panel responded as to which disability category/ies they served. 

The response percentage does not add up to a hundred because 77% of panelists served 

students across different disability categories. Specific learning disabilities (70%) and 

emotional disturbance (58%) were the highest served disability categories, while hearing 

impairment/deafness (22%) and deaf-blindness/combined deafness and blindness (23%) 
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were the lowest served. The highest served and lowest served percentages correspond 

with disabilities considered as high-incidence and low-incidence, respectively. 

University-based panelists had a higher representation serving high-incidence disabilities. 

Aside from being mostly cross-categorical, panelists also served across different age 

groups. University-based experts served undergraduate and graduate students, while 

field-based experts reported serving students from birth to age 23.  

 

Table 4.2 

Disability Categories served by Delphi Panel 

Disability Category Response Percent 

 

Response Count (n = 91) 

University Field-based 

Specific learning disabilities 70% 46 18 

Emotional disturbance 58% 35 18 

Mental retardation 53% 33 15 

Autism 41% 21 16 

Developmental delays 36% 20 13 

Multiple disabilities 36% 18 15 

Other health impairments 36% 17 16 

Orthopedic impairment 30% 12 15 

Speech or language impairments 30% 10 17 

Visual impairment/Blindness 30% 13 14 

Traumatic brain injury 26% 12 12 

(table continues) 



 60

Table 4.2. (continued) 
 

Disability Category Response Percent 

 

Response Count (n = 91) 

University Field-based 

Deaf-Blindness/ Combined 

deafness and blindness 

23% 10 11 

Hearing impairment/Deafness 22% 9 11 

Other  9% 4 4 

 

Rowe and Wright (2001) include as a pre-requisite for Delphi studies a 

heterogeneous panel with appropriate expertise in the phenomenon being studied (p. 

141). The demographic findings suggest that the expert panel for this Delphi study fulfills 

this requirement. However, this heterogeneity may have constrained the degree of 

consensus among the panel due to the diverse needs among the disabilities they serve. 

Accountability-Driven Program Activities 

Consensus on Prioritizing Program Activities 

Twenty program activities were derived from coding and categorizing the panel 

responses from Round 1. The panel was asked to prioritize the implementation of these 

program activities on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = top priority, 2 = second priority, 3 = 

maintain at present level, and 4 = reduce or discontinue activity - do not initiate activity).   

Table 4.3 is a summary of the program activities with final panel ratings (n = 82) and 

Mode highlighted, the inter-quartile range (IQR), the level of consensus (i.e., percentage 

of panelists within the IQR), weighted mean, and rank based on the weighted mean. 

Consensus for priority ratings (i.e., IQR < 2) was reached for 15 out of 20 program 

activities with a level of consensus from 66% to 91%.  
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Based on the Mode of these 15 program activities, 11 program activities were 

considered top priorities by the majority of the panel. These high ratings may be a 

reflection that the panel was able to identify the essential program activities of an 

accountability-driven school reform through the Round 1 brainstorming. However, some 

panelists felt that others in the panel were simply stating that all items were important and 

were not actually prioritizing (see for example arguments in Table G-2 – Utilize positive 

behavioral interventions and supports). Other panelists addressed this concern directly by 

stating that their ratings were a reflection of what needs to be prioritized. In addition, the 

high level of consensus (76% to 91%) among these items seems to support that a greater 

majority of the panel advocate that these be made top priority program activities in 

accountability-driven school reform. 

The top priority program activities can be further categorized into: (a) 

professional development, (b) curricular/ instructional responses, and (c) improving 

support for special education. See Figure 4.1. Under professional development, top 

priority should be placed on training general education teachers serving students with 

disabilities, and training special educators on academic content. As shown in Table 4.3, 

training general educators serving students with disabilities is ranked higher in priority 

than training special educators on academic content. It is disturbing that there appears to 

be a paucity of research in the literature on accountability-driven school reform of 

training general educators specifically on special education pedagogy. Instead, current 

accountability mechanisms appear to have driven research agenda towards ensuring both 

general education teachers and special educators are highly-qualified solely in academic 

content areas.  
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Table 4.3 

Rank of Accountability-Driven Program Activities 

Program Activities Priority Rating 

with Mode 

(n = 82) 

IQR Level of 

Consensus 

Weighted 

Mean 

Rank 

 1 

Top 

2 

Second 

3 

Maintain 

4 

Reduce/Discontinue 
 

 
  

Train and support general 

education teachers serving 

students with disabilities 

63 16 3 0 1-1 77% 1.27 1 

Develop and utilize research-

based practices 

59 12 10 1 1-2 87% 1.43 2 

Augment school administrators' 

knowledge of special education 

50 25 7 0 1-2 91% 1.48 3 

                                                                                                                                                                  (table continues) 
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Table 4.3. (continued) 
 

Program Activities Priority Rating 

with Mode 

(n = 82) 

IQR Level of 

Consensus 

Weighted 

Mean 

Rank 

 1 

Top 

2 

Second 

3 

Maintain 

4 

Reduce/Discontinue 
 

 
  

Use Individualized Education 

Programs (IEP) appropriately 

58 10 11 3 1-2 83% 1.50 4 

Involve and inform parents of 

students with disabilities 

50 23 8 1 1-2 89% 1.51 5 

Utilize positive behavioral 

interventions and supports  

42 32 8 0 1-2 90% 1.59 6 

Balance academic instruction 

and functional/ social/ 

vocational education 

45 23 11 3 1-2 83% 1.66 7 

                                                                                                                                                                  (table continues) 
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Table 4.3. (continued) 
 

Program Activities Priority Rating 

with Mode 

(n = 82) 

IQR Level of 

Consensus 

Weighted 

Mean 

Rank 

 1 

Top 

2 

Second 

3 

Maintain 

4 

Reduce/Discontinue 
 

 
  

Utilize test accommodations 

appropriately 

41 27 13 1 1-2 83% 1.68 8 

Train special educators on 

academic content areas 

35 34 13 0 1-2 84% 1.73 9 

Utilize collaboration and co-

teaching 

34 31 14 3 1-2 79% 1.83 10 

Utilize culturally-responsive 

pedagogy 

33 29 19 1 1-2 76% 1.85 11 

                                                                (table continues) 
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Table 4.3. (continued) 
 

Program Activities Priority Rating 

with Mode 

(n = 82) 

IQR Level of 

Consensus 

Weighted 

Mean 

Rank 

 1 

Top 

2 

Second 

3 

Maintain 

4 

Reduce/Discontinue 
 

 
  

Develop accountability for non-

academic goals 

20 35 19 8 2-3 66% 2.18 12 

Provide tutoring and remedial 

services 

7 48 26 1 2-3 90% 2.26 13 

Increase participation of 

students with disabilities in 

statewide assessments 

16 21 41 4 2-3 76% 2.40 14 

Provide test preparation 6 18 50 8 2-3 83% 2.73 15 

                                   (table continues) 
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Table 4.3. (continued) 
 

Program Activities Priority Rating 

with Mode 

(n = 82) 

IQR Level of 

Consensus 

Weighted 

Mean 

Rank 

 1 

Top 

2 

Second 

3 

Maintain 

4 

Reduce/Discontinue 
 

 
  

Advocate for changes in federal 

policies 

40 20 20 2 1-3 No 
Consensus 

  

Implement Response to 

Intervention (RTI) 

38 22 20 2 1-3 No 
Consensus 

  

Emphasize inclusive practices 33 22 25 2 1-3 No 
Consensus 

  

Redefine special educators' role 32 24 24 2 1-3 No 
Consensus 

  

Align  special education 

curriculum to grade level 

standards 

31 25 19 7 1-3 No 
Consensus 
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Figure 4.1. Categories and priorities of accountability-driven program activities. 

Abbreviations: GED – general education, IEP – Individualized Education Program/ Plan, 

PBIS – Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports, SED – special education, and 

SWD – students with disabilities 

 

Most of the top priority program activities can be categorized under 

curricular/instructional responses to accountability. These responses are further 

categorized as teaching-related or assessment-related. Teaching-related responses 

include: develop and utilize research-based practices, use individualized education 

programs (IEP) appropriately, utilize positive behavioral interventions and supports 
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(PBIS), balance academic and functional/social/vocational education, utilize 

collaboration and co-teaching, and utilize culturally-responsive pedagogy. Discussions 

among the panel suggest that these curricular/instructional responses to accountability 

were considered worthwhile and even best practice but some panelists struggled with the 

research-base that support actual practices.  

Specifically, panelists were at odds with how NCLB currently defines research-

based practices equating scientifically-based practices as the “gold standard” for research. 

However, panelists appear to agree that this area needs to be a top priority if the goal is to 

impact NCLB’s current definition of research-based practice. One panelist commented:  

Let us do the research and define the term more clearly with data to back up the 

recommended methods and strategies. 

 

Some panelists also questioned what an “appropriate IEP” means and whether 

there was research evidence of IEPs being used appropriately or inappropriately. Browder 

et al.’s (2005) study which aligns the Individualized Education Plan (IEP) instructional 

objectives to North Carolina’s state standards is an example of how accountability is 

impacting how IEPs are used. A comment from one panelist suggests that this is an 

appropriate means of using the IEP: 

It is important to recognize the need for standards-based IEPs and I think there is 

adequate research and support to do this. 

Another panelist also recognized the wide variance of how IEPs are being implemented 

and, thus, the need to make it a top priority. 
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Some panelists were unclear as to how an actual balance of academic and 

functional/social/vocational goals could actually be attained. There appeared to be 

apprehension that emphasizing both areas would simply weaken the focus on both. This 

appears to be an area that requires further research to guide implementation.  

As for collaboration, co-teaching, and culturally-responsive pedagogy; it was 

interesting that panelists were discussing the research-base of these ideologies. Some 

panelists argued that there was a lack of research-base to support these practices. In 

response, other panelists provided actual citations of research work and authors published 

in these areas. Only the research-base for using PBIS was not questioned by the panel. 

Instead, discussion focused on the need to make it a top priority since implementation of 

PBIS still appeared to be a work in progress.  

Under assessment-related responses, the only top priority identified was to utilize 

test accommodations appropriately. The need to use appropriate test accommodations 

seem to be directly related to the panel’s view of whether or not students with disabilities 

should participate in high-stakes testing. See Table G-2 – Increase participation of 

students with disabilities in statewide assessments. However, one panelist argues that: 

Just because testing is inappropriate does not mean that we should not provide 

appropriate accommodations. 

 

The third category under program activities is improving support for special 

education. Two top priorities fall under this category: augment school administrators’ 

knowledge of special education, and involve and inform parents of students with 

disabilities. Discussion within these areas suggests that the effort to improve school 



 70

administrators and parental support for special education has been on-going but not 

consistent. Some panelists suggest addressing specific knowledge gaps for school 

administrators in the areas of special education, and improving implementation of 

policies for parental involvement. Examples from the panel of how to augment school 

administrators’ knowledge of special education are discussed in the next section. 

However, the panel did not provide specific policies to improve parental involvement.  

Two program activities were assigned second priority by the majority of the 

panel. Specifically, develop accountability for non-academic goals and provide tutoring 

and remedial services. The former can be categorized as an assessment-related response, 

while the latter as a teaching-related response. It is notable that developing accountability 

for non-academic goals had the lowest level of consensus (66%) among the program 

activities. Outside IQR consensus rationale implies that accounting for non-academic 

goals in a flawed accountability system would create even more problems for special 

education.   

The panel was also in consensus that at least 2 program activities should be 

maintained at the current level (Mode of priority rating = 3): increase participation of 

students with disabilities in statewide assessments, and provide test preparation. These 

items can be categorized as assessment-related responses. The arguments presented by 

the panelists outside the IQR of consensus in Round 3 seemed to have caused a 

considerable shift in later Delphi rounds rating of increase student participation in high-

stakes testing. Twelve percent (12%) of the panel moved from a rating of 1 or 2 towards 

the Mode of 3 in Round 4 (see Table G-1).  Concerns were raised about test validity, 

impact of tests on curriculum especially for students with severe disabilities, and test 
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accommodations (see Table G-2). These concerns and the movement of the panel to a 

lower rating suggests the need to reassess the usefulness of high-stakes testing in 

accounting for the achievement of students with disabilities. Still, most of the panel 

(Mode = 3) preferred that participation of students with disabilities in high-stakes testing 

be maintained rather than reduced. Some counter-arguments stated that the tests were 

driving academic achievement and curricular improvements. The question remains, 

however, whether or not the field can reap the benefits of including students with 

disabilities in high-stakes testing while addressing the concerns of test validity, negative 

impact on specific special education curriculum, and concerns about test 

accommodations.  

As for providing test preparation, concerns were raised again about the validity of 

the tests, and the practice of ‘teaching to the test’. A rating of 3 seems to reflect the 

weight of the counter-arguments that for now, students with disabilities are required to 

participate in high-stakes testing and thus, need test preparation. Panelists who argued for 

test preparation made a distinction between the practice of ‘teaching to the test’ and test 

preparation on applicable content and test-taking skills. This finding suggests that special 

education leadership needs to be cognizant and wary of the type of test preparation being 

provided to students with disabilities in their schools.  

No consensus was reached for the program activities to (a) advocate for changes 

in federal policies, (b) implement Response to Intervention (RTI), (c) emphasize inclusive 

practices, (d) redefine special educators' role, and (e) align special education curriculum 

to grade level standards. The arguments about these program activities mostly reflected 

the panel’s struggle in coming to a consensus on terminologies and operational 
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definitions (see Table G-2). Members of the panel considered (a) whether advocacy 

meant getting rid of NCLB, (b) whether RTI had a research-base and what model of RTI 

should be used, (c) what inclusion really meant and how does one measure it, (d) what 

the role of special educators should be in accountability, and (d) what alignment to grade 

level standards should mean. Operational definitions of these terms could be included in 

future Delphi studies to increase the likelihood of developing consensus. However, the 

fact that the panel did not have an agreed upon definition for these activities could be 

taken as a sign that these are ambiguous areas that either need more research or a more 

effective dissemination of available research to guide their implementation.  

 

Desirability/Feasibility of Top Ranked Activities 

Based on the weighted mean shown in Table 4.3, the three highest ranked 

program activities that should be given top priority in accountability-driven school 

reform are (a) train and support general education teachers serving students with 

disabilities, (b) develop and utilize research-based practices, and (c) augment school 

administrators' knowledge of special education, respectively.  

 

Train and Support General Education Teachers Serving Students with Disabilities 

The majority of the panel (77%) rated training and supporting general education 

teachers serving students with disabilities as a top priority (See Table 4.3). Dissenting 

arguments cautioned against equating this activity as a license to discount the need for 

special education. Panelists in the majority qualified their rating by stating that any 

training provided to general education teachers should always be complementary to 
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special education (See Table G-2). The descriptors identified for training and supporting 

general education teachers include the following (ranked from most desirable): 

A1. Train teachers to be data-driven and proficient in identifying learning needs 

A2. Create opportunities for teachers to share their own strategies for teaching the 

standards to students with disabilities 

A3. Provide joint professional development to general and special education teachers 

A4. Train general education teachers in providing Tier 1 Response-to-Intervention 

activities 

A5. Provide professional development on issues relevant to NCLB and its impact on 

students with disabilities 

Descriptors were rated on a 4-point desirability scale (4 = greatly improves 

special education, 3 = moderately improves special education, 2 = minimal/no impact on 

special education, and 1 = leads to negative consequences) and a 3-point feasibility scale 

(3 = highly feasible, 2= moderately feasible, and 1 = not feasible). Figure 4.2 illustrates 

where each descriptor is positioned in a desirability/ feasibility matrix - Quadrant I (high 

desirability, high feasibility), Quadrant II (low desirability, high feasibility), Quadrant III 

(low desirability, low feasibility), and Quadrant IV (high desirability, low feasibility).  
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Figure 4.2. Desirability and feasibility of training and supporting general education 

teachers. In the figure, A1 to A5 corresponds to the descriptors for training/supporting 

general education teachers listed in the preceding paragraph. 

 

As shown in Figure 4.2, all these activities fell within Quadrant 1, which suggests that 

they are considered both highly desirable and feasible activities to implement. 

 

Develop and Utilize Research-Based Practices 

Eighty-seven percent (87%) of the panel rated developing and utilizing research-

based practices as a top or second priority. Dissenting arguments questioned and 

critiqued the narrow view of research-based practices as defined by NCLB. The issue of 

fidelity of implementation was also mentioned. However, other panelists argued that 

precisely because of these reasons, special education needs to prioritize developing and 

utilizing research-based practices to impact current definitions and practices. At least one 

panelist also argued that “…the statement that federal policy focuses on a narrow range 

of designs is outdated” by drawing attention to Request for Proposals from the Institute of 

Q1 Q2 

Q3 Q4 
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Education Sciences (including the National Center for Special Education Research  - 

NCSER) which target both qualitative and quantitative research. The general 

requirements for a proposed research listed in the NCSER website suggest that various 

methodological approaches are acceptable depending on the intended research goal 

(Special Education Research Request for Applications (FY 2009), 2008). Browsing 

through funded research also suggest that NCSER has awarded grants for research work 

utilizing various methodological approaches (e.g., single-subject designs). Funding types 

of research beyond what NCLB mandates suggests that the policy is outdated and needs 

to be revised to reflect current best practices. 

Descriptors for this program activity are the following (ranked from most 

desirable): 

B1. Utilize data and progress monitoring to make instructional decisions 

B2. Document the effectiveness of individual interventions 

B3. Develop clear guidelines as to what is research-based practice for special 

education 

B4. Fund research focused on instructing students with low-incidence/significant 

disabilities 

 

Descriptors were rated on a 4-point desirability scale (4 = greatly improves special 

education, 3 = moderately improves special education, 2 = minimal/no impact on special 

education, and 1 = leads to negative consequences) and a 3-point feasibility scale (3 = 

highly feasible, 2= moderately feasible, and 1 = not feasible). Figure 4.3 illustrates where 

each descriptor is positioned in a desirability/ feasibility matrix - Quadrant I (high 
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desirability, high feasibility), Quadrant II (low desirability, high feasibility), Quadrant III 

(low desirability, low feasibility), and Quadrant IV (high desirability, low feasibility).  
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Figure 4.3. Desirability and feasibility of developing and utilizing research. In the 

figure, B1 to B4 corresponds to the descriptors for developing/utilizing research-

based practices listed in the preceding paragraph. 

 

These activities were within Quadrant 1, which suggests that they were considered both 

highly desirable and feasible activities to implement.  

 

Augment School Administrators' Knowledge of Special Education 

Among the program activities, augmenting school administrators’ knowledge of 

special education had the highest level of consensus (91%) for prioritizing this activity 

with one panelist even exclaiming “why don’t we go beyond augmenting”. Descriptors 

for this activity include the following (ranked from most desirable): 

C1. Include special education content in the preparation of school administrators 

Q1 Q2 

Q3 Q4 
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C2. Provide principals with more information about special education   

C3. Expose leadership personnel to disability-related issues brought about by NCLB 

Descriptors were rated on a 4-point desirability scale (4 = greatly improves special 

education, 3 = moderately improves special education, 2 = minimal/no impact on special 

education, and 1 = leads to negative consequences) and a 3-point feasibility scale (3 = 

highly feasible, 2= moderately feasible, and 1 = not feasible). Figure 4.4 illustrates where 

each descriptor is positioned in a desirability/ feasibility matrix - Quadrant I (high 

desirability, high feasibility), Quadrant II (low desirability, high feasibility), Quadrant III 

(low desirability, low feasibility), and Quadrant IV (high desirability, low feasibility). 

  

 

Figure 4.4. Desirability and feasibility of augmenting administrators’ special 

education knowledge. In the figure, C1 to C3 corresponds to the descriptors for 

augmenting school administrators’ knowledge of special education listed in the 

preceding paragraph. 
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As shown in Figure 4.4, these activities were within Quadrant 1 suggesting that they are 

all considered highly desirable and feasible to implement.  

 

As seen in the summary Figure 4.5, all descriptors of the top ranked activities fell 

within Quadrant 1 (high desirability, high feasibility) which means that implementation 

of these top-ranked activities could moderately or greatly improve special education and 

were seen as moderately to highly feasible to implement. 
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Figure 4.5. Desirability and feasibility of top ranked activities. In the figure, Activity 

A corresponds to train and support general education teachers serving students with 

disabilities, Activity B to develop and utilize research-based practices, and Activity 

C to augment school administrators' knowledge of special education. 
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Inputs for Accountability-Driven Program Activities 

Consensus on Prioritizing Inputs 

 Twenty-one inputs or resources were coded and categorized from Round 1 

responses. Priority for utilizing, acquiring, or enhancing each input was scored on a 4-

point Likert scale (1 = top priority, 2 = second priority, 3 = maintain at present level, and 

4 = reduce or discontinue resource). Table 4.4 presents a summary of these inputs, their 

priority rating (n = 81) with the Mode highlighted, the inter-quartile range (IQR), the 

level of consensus (i.e., percentage of panelists within IQR), weighted mean, and rank 

based on the weighted mean. Consensus was reached for all inputs as seen in the IQR 

column (i.e., IQR < 2) with a level of consensus from 70% to 93%. Nine of the inputs 

were considered a top priority as shown by the Mode.  

The inputs for accountability-driven program activities can be categorized into: 

(a) personnel, (b) students and their families, (c) materials/ techniques, and (d) supports. 

See Figure 4.6. Some notable trends within these areas are apparent with pairings of some 

inputs in opposite ends of the rank order. Namely, under personnel – experts in special 

education ranked 9th while experts in academic content ranked 15th. Under teaching-

related materials/techniques, research ranked 3rd while commercial curriculum packages 

ranked 23rd. Under assessment-related materials/techniques – curriculum-based data 

ranked 4th and high-stakes assessment data ranked 20th.
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Table 4.4 

Rank of Inputs for Accountability-Driven Program Activities 

Inputs Priority Rating 

with Mode 

(n = 81) 

IQR Level of 

Consensus 

Weighted 

Mean 

Rank 

 1 

Top 

2 

Second 

3 

Maintain 

4 

Reduce/Discontinue 

    

Teachers 70 6 5 0 1-1 86% 1.20 1 

Students 59 16 5 1 1-2 93% 1.36 2 

Research 53 22 6 0 1-2 93% 1.42 3 

Curriculum based 

assessment data 

50 24 7 0 1-2 91% 1.47 4 

Progress monitoring tools 49 26 6 0 1-2 93% 1.47 4 

Parents and families of 

students with disabilities 

52 19 10 0 1-2 88% 1.48 6 

       (table continues) 
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Table 4.4. (continued) 
 

Inputs Priority Rating 

with Mode 

(n = 81) 

IQR Level of 

Consensus 

Weighted 

Mean 

Rank 

 1 

Top 

2 

Second 

3 

Maintain 

4 

Reduce/Discontinue 

    

IEP and IEP Team 48 21 10 2 1-2 85% 1.58 7 

Technology 38 37 6 0 1-2 93% 1.60 8 

Experts in special 

education 

41 29 11 0 1-2 86% 1.63 9 

Universities and higher 

education partnerships 

32 40 9 0 1-2 89% 1.72 10 

School administrators 31 38 12 0 1-2 85% 1.77 11 

Special education directors 22 39 19 1 1-2 75% 1.99 12 

Community partnerships 20 40 20 1 2-3 74% 2.02 13 

         (table continues) 
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Table 4.4. (continued) 
 

Inputs Priority Rating 

with Mode 

(n = 81) 

IQR Level of 

Consensus 

Weighted 

Mean 

Rank 

 1 

Top 

2 

Second 

3 

Maintain 

4 

Reduce/Discontinue 

    

Federal, state, and local 

education agencies 

19 40 21 1 2-3 75% 2.05 14 

Experts in academic 

content areas 

18 41 21 1 2-3 77% 2.06 15 

Professional organizations 10 46 25 0 2-3 88% 2.19 16 

Models, frameworks, and 

guides  

11 39 31 0 2-3 86% 2.25 17 

Paraprofessionals 14 27 37 3 2-3 79% 2.36 18 

Health care professionals 9 21 51 0 2-3 89% 2.52 19 

         (table continues) 
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Table 4.4. (continued) 
 

Inputs Priority Rating 

with Mode 

(n = 81) 

IQR Level of 

Consensus 

Weighted 

Mean 

Rank 

 1 

Top 

2 

Second 

3 

Maintain 

4 

Reduce/Discontinue 

    

High stakes assessment 

data 

9 17 46 9 2-3 78% 2.68 20 

Commercial curriculum 

packages 

3 9 57 12 3-3 70% 2.96 21 
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Figure 4.6. Categories and priorities of accountability-driven school reform inputs. 

Abbreviations: HED – higher education, IEP – Individualized Education 

Program/Plan, LEA – local education agencies, SED – special education, and SWD – 

students with disabilities. 

 

For consensus on experts needed as personnel inputs to accountability-driven 

school reform, experts in special education were given a higher priority than experts in 

academic content areas. The panel did not provide a rationale why experts in academic 

content areas should be considered a second priority. This finding may be interpreted as 

perceiving that academic expertise is more readily available than special education 

expertise in accountability-driven school reforms thus it no longer needs to be made a top 

priority. The higher rating for experts in special education could have also been due to the 

fact that the Delphi panel was composed of professors and practitioners from the field of 
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special education, which could have translated to a valuing of special education expertise. 

However, a dissenting argument that “There is no such thing as an "expert" in special 

education” was put forth by a panelist. Several panelists critiqued this argument by 

stating examples of experts in special education (e.g., for development, use of 

instructional strategies, accommodations, and amelioration). See Table H-2.  

Under teaching-related materials/techniques, it was interesting that commercial 

curriculum packages received a third priority that is to maintain this type of resource but 

not actively acquire them, considering some panelists argued that these were research-

based. Research ranked 3rd highest priority among the inputs overall. This finding 

suggests that the panel did not automatically equate commercial curriculum packages as 

research-based. Some panelists who preferred that the use of these packages be 

discontinued argued that these were not culturally-sensitive or appropriate for special 

education use. However, one panelist provides this insight: 

Commercial curriculum packages that provide flexible options… [help teachers 

by allowing them to] spend less time adapting and creating materials. 

One implication of this finding is that commercial curriculum packages may be useful for 

special education but caution is required in assessing its research-base and applicability 

for students with disabilities. 

Under assessment-related materials/techniques, the Mode for curriculum based 

assessment data consistently stayed at 1 (top priority) across Rounds 2, 3, and 4. See 

Table H-1. This is in contrast to ratings for high stakes assessment data where a notable 

shift of the distribution (11%) was evident from Round 2 to Round 3, wherein panelists 

moved from a rating of 1 (top priority) and 4 (discontinue use) toward the Mode - a rating 
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of 3 (maintain at current level). After dissenting arguments were presented in favor of 

discontinuing the use of high-stakes assessment data, another shift of the distribution (an 

additional 11% from ratings 1 and 2) moved toward a rating of 3. It is unclear why the 

majority of panelists chose to maintain the current level of using high-stakes assessment 

data rather than to accept the outside consensus recommendation of discontinuing its use. 

What is evident in the arguments presented for both types of data is that curriculum based 

data seems to be viewed in a more positive light than high stakes assessment data.  

It also appears that some panelists are at odds as to whether or not there is a 

research base for promoting or discontinuing the use of either data.  See Table H-2 found 

in Appendix H. Literature (Browder et al., 2005; Little & Houston, 2003) does appear to 

support the usefulness of curriculum-based data over high stakes assessment data for 

directly improving instruction. Although, Duchnowski et al. (2004) has reported that 

exemplary schools compared to low performing schools are able to make use of 

accountability data by linking it to curriculum. However, specific examples of this 

linkage were not provided by the authors. 

 

Desirability/Feasibility of Top Ranked Inputs 

 The three highest ranked inputs/ resources were (a) teachers, (b) students, and (c) 

research, respectively. 
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Teachers 

Eighty-six percent (86%) of panelists agreed that teachers should be top priority 

as an input for accountability-driven school reform. Descriptors for this input included 

the following (ranked from most desirable): 

A1. Teachers who are dually-licensed in both special and general education 

A2. Special education teachers as facilitators/consultants to general education 

teachers 

A3. Special education teachers who are credentialed/ highly-qualified in academic 

content areas 

A4. Special education teachers who act as instructors in Tier 2 of Response-to-

Intervention (RTI) 

A5. Teachers as test tutors instructing students in test-taking strategies 

A6. Classroom teachers as mainly responsible for students with disabilities in the 

general education classroom 

 

Descriptors were rated on a 4-point desirability scale (4 = greatly improves special 

education, 3 = moderately improves special education, 2 = minimal/no impact on special 

education, and 1 = leads to negative consequences) and a 3-point feasibility scale (3 = 

highly feasible, 2 = moderately feasible, and 1 = not feasible). Figure 4.7 illustrates 

where each descriptor is positioned in a desirability/ feasibility matrix - Quadrant I (high 

desirability, high feasibility), Quadrant II (low desirability, high feasibility), Quadrant III 

(low desirability, low feasibility), and Quadrant IV (high desirability, low feasibility). 

 



 88

 

Figure 4.7. Desirability and feasibility of teacher descriptors. In the figure, A1 to A6 

corresponds to the descriptors for teachers listed in the preceding paragraph. 

 

Three descriptors are located in Quadrant 1 (high desirability, high feasibility) 

which suggests that teachers who are dually-licensed in both special and general 

education, special educators who act as facilitators/consultants to general education 

teachers and instructors in Tier 2 of Response-to-Intervention (RTI) are viewed as 

moderately to greatly improving special education. These resources are also considered to 

be moderately to highly feasible to obtain. The location of descriptor A5 (i.e., teachers as 

test tutors instructing students in test-taking strategies) between Quadrant 1 and 

Quadrant 2 suggests that the panel viewed having test tutors as only moderately 

improving special education. Having teachers act as test tutors was also seen as highly 

feasible.   

Another descriptor (A3 =  Special education teachers who are credentialed/ 

highly-qualified in academic content areas) is found in Quadrant 4 which suggests a high 
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desirability but low feasibility. The high desirability rating confirms the panel’s 

consensus that training special educators on academic content areas is one of the top 

priorities in program activities. Though, the rating of low feasibility also confirms the 

panel’s apprehension of overwhelming special educators with too much training as 

reflected in the dissenting arguments under this program activity. See Table G-2 found in 

Appendix G. 

I am not convinced that special educators, who receive significant amounts of 

training already, need even more training in content areas. From the perspective 

of capacity, this seems unlikely (and even unfair to special educators). 

The critique to this argument seems to sum up what the field needs to do in order to train 

and utilize special education teachers who are credentialed/ highly-qualified in academic 

content areas.  

We need to figure out how to do this in a way that is fair and reasonable for 

special educators... Many programs have already begun to promote this increased 

training in academic content so it is feasible. 

Lastly, descriptor A6 (i.e., Classroom teachers as mainly responsible for students 

with disabilities in the general education classroom) is within Quadrant 3 which suggests 

low desirability and low feasibility. This finding appears to suggest that although the 

panel held that training and supporting general education teachers serving students with 

disabilities as the highest ranked program activity, this activity does not equate to having 

general education teachers as mainly responsible for students with disabilities in their 

classroom. There could be two reasons driving this notion. One is the plausible 

apprehension that classroom teachers are not equipped to take major responsibility for 
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students with disabilities thus the need to train and support them. Two, the panel may be 

asserting that responsibility for students with disabilities should be shared between 

classroom teachers and special education teachers, or should rest more heavily on special 

education teachers. 

 

Students 

The panel had a 93% level of consensus that students as inputs should take either 

first or second priority in accountability-driven school reforms. It ranks second only to 

teachers. The descriptors for students are (ranked from most desirable): 

B1. Students with disabilities who provide feedback and input for curricular and 

school design 

B2. Students with disabilities who provide feedback on teacher effectiveness 

 

Descriptors were rated on a 4-point desirability scale (4 = greatly improves special 

education, 3 = moderately improves special education, 2 = minimal/no impact on special 

education, and 1 = leads to negative consequences) and a 3-point feasibility scale (3 = 

highly feasible, 2 = moderately feasible, and 1 = not feasible). Figure 4.8 illustrates 

where each descriptor is positioned in a desirability/ feasibility matrix.  
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Figure 4.8. Desirability and feasibility of student descriptors. In the figure, B1 to B2 

corresponds to the descriptors for students listed in the preceding paragraph. 

 

The sole comment provided for this input states that “[students] have minimal 

input into determining future directions in schools”. Descriptors which did suggest 

students playing a more active role as sources of feedback (i.e., B1 and B2) fell within 

Quadrant 4 suggesting high desirability and low feasibility as shown in Figure 4.8. A 

closer look at the desirability/feasibility ratings suggests that students serving as a source 

of feedback were seen as moderately improving special education (less than 3 rating) and 

moderately feasible to implement (a rating of 2). 

The high ranking of students among inputs but the moderate 

desirability/feasibility ratings of students playing a more active role in accountability-

driven school reforms suggest that students are being viewed more as recipients of school 

reform rather than initiators. This view is consistent with the conceptualization of some 
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inputs as “participants expected to be changed by the program”. See Appendix A – Input 

#2. 

 

Research 

Research ranked third with a 93% level of consensus that it be a top or second 

priority. The Mode stayed consistently at top priority across the rounds. See Table H-1 in 

Appendix H. The only concern raised in the dissenting arguments is that research should 

have practical use. Other panelists, however, pointed out that “original research may 

develop into the practical” thus this type of research should not be disregarded. 

Descriptors for the input, research, are as follows (listed from most desirable with the 

fourth and fifth descriptor being equal in desirability): 

C1. Research-based curricular materials with more in-depth accommodations and 

interventions 

C2. Scientifically-Based Research as "gold standard" for teaching academic content 

areas 

C3. Qualitative research to inform special education practice 

C4. Single subject research as basis for instructional practices 

C5. Technical documentation regarding the quality of alternate assessments 

Descriptors were rated on a 4-point desirability scale (4 = greatly improves special 

education, 3 = moderately improves special education, 2 = minimal/no impact on special 

education, and 1 = leads to negative consequences) and a 3-point feasibility scale (3 = 

highly feasible, 2 = moderately feasible, and 1 = not feasible).  
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Figure 4.9. Desirability and feasibility of research descriptors. In the figure, C1 to C5 

corresponds to the descriptors for research listed in the preceding paragraph. 

 

As shown in Figure 4.9, all descriptors are within Quadrant 1 which suggests that all 

descriptors are highly desirable and highly feasible. Scientifically-based research as 

“gold standard” for teaching academic content had a higher desirability rating than other 

methodologies but had the lowest rating of feasibility among the descriptors. This finding 

suggests that experts do acknowledge the usefulness of scientifically-based research in 

teaching academic content to students with disabilities. However, the moderate feasibility 

rating compared to other research methodologies suggests that there may be anticipated 

difficulties in generating scientifically-based research for special populations (e.g. limited 

sample size), and/or difficulties in applying scientifically-based practice to address 

academic needs of individual cases of students with disabilities. One descriptor could 

potentially address the latter concern – priority should be given to research-based 

curricular materials with more in-depth accommodations and interventions. Research 
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dedicated to expanding the usefulness of scientifically-based research for special 

education could potentially involve investigating research-based materials and how they 

can be modified for students with disabilities without compromising the materials 

internal validity and effectiveness. 

 

As depicted in the summary Figure 4.10, descriptors for the top ranked inputs 

were mostly located in Quadrant 1 (high desirability, high feasibility). The input 

forecasted to be the most beneficial to special education and the most feasible was 

research-based curricular materials with more in-depth accommodations and 

interventions. The input forecasted to have the least impact on special education and the 

least feasible is having classroom teachers as mainly responsible for students with 

disabilities in the general education classroom. 

 

 

Figure 4.10. Desirability and feasibility of top ranked inputs. In the figure, Resource 

A corresponds to teachers, Resource B to students, and Resource C to research. 
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Constraints in Accountability-Driven School Reform 

Consensus on Prioritizing Constraints 

 Fifteen constraints or modifiers to accountability-driven school reform were 

coded and categorized from Round 1 responses. The priority for actively reducing or 

enhancing each potentially constraining source was rated on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = 

top priority, 2 = second priority, 3 = monitor but not actively address, and 4 = minimal/ 

no control over constraint). Table 4.5 is a summary of the panel’s ratings (n = 80) with 

the Mode highlighted, the inter-quartile range (IQR), the level of consensus (i.e., the 

percentage of panelists within the IQR), weighted mean, and rank based on the weighted 

mean. Consensus was reached for 13 constraints with all but one being rated as a top 

priority (Mode = 1).  

The constraints to accountability-driven program activities can be categorized into 

internal and external constraints. See Figure 4.11. Internal constraints can be further 

subdivided into constraints coming from: (a) school context, (b) teacher attributes, and (c) 

student attributes. Panel discussion of constraints was minimal. See Table I-2. This may 

have been due to the high degree of consensus (mostly >80%) among the expert panel.  

Under school context, constraints include: school climate, administrative 

support/pressure, school funding, and class size. There were no arguments provided for 

or against prioritizing these constraints except for school funding. Panelists outside the 

IQR suggested that school funding can only be monitored because it is a local and state 

issue. However, other panelists disagree with this statement citing that school funding is 

also a federal issue and needs to be actively impacted.  

 



 96

Table 4.5 

Rank of Constraints in Accountability-Driven School Reform 

Constraints Priority Rating 

with Mode 

(n = 80) 

IQR Level of 

Consensus 

Weighted 

Mean 

Rank 

 1 

Top 

2 

Second 

3 

Monitor 

4 

Minimal/No Control 

    

Teachers' knowledge and skills 74 5 0 1 1-1 93% 1.10 1 

Teacher buy-in 58 18 2 2 1-2 95% 1.35 2 

School climate 51 27 2 0 1-2 98% 1.39 3 

Use of time/ amount of workload 54 21 5 0 1-2 94% 1.39 3 

Administrative support/ pressure 53 21 5 1 1-2 93% 1.43 5 

School funding 47 30 1 2 1-2 96% 1.48 6 

Student motivation 46 30 3 1 1-2 95% 1.49 7 

Attitudes towards disability 41 32 5 2 1-2 91% 1.60 8 

              (table continues) 
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Table 4.5. (continued) 
 

Constraints Priority Rating 

with Mode 

(n = 80) 

IQR Level of 

Consensus 

Weighted 

Mean 

Rank 

 1 

Top 

2 

Second 

3 

Monitor 

4 

Minimal/No Control 

    

Policymakers 41 26 12 1 1-2 84% 1.66 9 

Racism 39 26 13 2 1-2 81% 1.73 10 

Class size 36 30 12 2 1-2 83% 1.75 11 

Student's severity of disability 37 24 15 4 1-2 76% 1.83 12 

Advocacy efforts 11 45 21 3 2-3 83% 2.20 13 

Pressure to show Adequate 

Yearly Progress (AYP) 

27 26 25 2 1-3 No 
Consensus 

  

Unions 3 18 24 35 2-4 No 
Consensus 
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Figure 4.11. Categories and priorities of accountability-driven school reform 

constraints. 

 

The highest ranked constraints can be mostly categorized under teacher attributes: 

teachers’ knowledge and skills, teacher buy-in, and use of time/amount of workload. 

Attitudes towards disability can also be categorized under teacher attributes. It is 

interesting that more than 90% of the panel came to consensus that teacher attitudes only 

ranks 8th compared to teachers’ knowledge and skills which ranks 1st among constraints. 

Both are top priorities but this ranking suggests that experts put more weight on teachers’ 

knowledge and skills as a constraint to reform. However, addressing one area may impact 

the other. Browder and Cooper-Duffy (2003) hypothesized perceptions may change if 

teachers gain more experience in accessing general education for students with 

disabilities. 
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The last internal constraint comes from student attributes: student motivation, and 

student’s severity of disability. Discussions on student motivation suggest that the panel 

was at odds as to whether this constraint can be actively influenced by instruction. One 

panelist suggested that this is an area that needs further research. Student’s severity of 

disability had the lowest consensus (76%) among the top priorities for constraints. 

Arguments do not provide insight to the reason behind this lower consensus. However, 

one panelist’s comment appears to imply that the special education field is hesitant to 

attribute instructional difficulties to the severity of disability; rather instruction should be 

adapted to address the unique needs of the student regardless of severity of disability. 

The second category of constraints is external, which include (a) political and (b) 

social constraints. Policymakers fall under political constraints. Racism and advocacy 

efforts fall under social constraints. Both policymakers and racism were considered top 

priority constraints while advocacy efforts were rated as a second priority. No discussions 

were provided for policymakers and racism. Panelists outside the IQR consensus for 

advocacy efforts argued for this constraint to be a top priority especially for low-

incidence disabilities. This argument suggests that initiatives for low-incidence 

disabilities may be more susceptible to or dependent upon advocacy efforts compared to 

reforms directed to high-incidence disabilities. 

As shown on Table 4.5, the panel did not come to a consensus (IQR ≥ 2) for two 

constraints: (a) pressure to show adequate yearly progress (AYP), and (b) unions. 

Panelists who were at both ends of the IQR for these non-consensus items debated on the 

validity of AYP for students with disabilities, and the need for actively addressing 

unions. Closer examination of the responses to the validity of AYP suggests that this is a 
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constraint that is having a great impact on students with disabilities whether it is valid or 

not. As one panelist contends “AYP is poorly constructed but, for now, it can't be 

ignored.” See Table I-2 in the Appendix. 

 

Desirability/Likelihood of Occurrence of Constraints 

 The top three ranked constraints are (a) teachers' knowledge and skills, (b) 

teacher buy-in, (c) school climate, and (d) use of time/ amount of workload; with the last 

two equally ranking third.  

 

Teachers' Knowledge and Skills 

Ranking first among the constraints is teachers’ knowledge and skills with a 93% 

level of consensus that this constraint be a top priority that needs to be actively addressed. 

There were no dissenting arguments raised by the outside IQR consensus panelists. 

Scenarios for this constraint include the following:  

A1. Lack of understanding of learning and special education theories to realize what 

is possible for students with severe disabilities  

A2. Lack of preparation to "operationalize" standards for students with disabilities 

A3. Inadequate training in progress monitoring  

A4. Poor consumers of research  

A5. Failure to implement instruction with fidelity 

 

Scenarios were rated by the panel on a 3-point desirability scale (3 = promotes positive 

changes in special education, 2 = minimal/no impact on special education, and 1 = 
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inhibits positive changes in special education) and a 3-point likelihood of occurrence 

scale (3 = commonly occurs, 2 = seldom occurs, and 1 = unlikely to occur). Figure 4.12 

illustrates where each scenario is positioned in a desirability/ feasibility matrix.  

 

 

Figure 4.12. Desirability and likelihood of occurrence of teachers’ knowledge and 

skills. In the figure, A1 to A5 corresponds to the scenarios for teachers’ knowledge 

and skills listed in the preceding paragraph. 

 

All five scenarios received an average desirability rating of 1 (low desirability, 

inhibits positive changes in special education) and an average likelihood of occurrence 

rating of 3 (high likelihood to commonly occur). These negative scenarios represent a 

lack of knowledge and skill in either special education pedagogy or 

utilization/implementation of research. The panel forecasted that there is a greater 

likelihood for these negative scenarios to occur. This finding implies the need for greater 

diligence and commitment in providing professional development in special education 

pedagogy and research. 
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Teacher Buy-in 

The constraint of teacher buy-in ranked second with a 95% level of consensus that 

it be considered a second or top priority constraint to be actively addressed. There were 

no dissenting arguments raised by the outside IQR consensus panel. Also, only one 

descriptor was identified for this constraint from the Round 1 responses. The scenario, 

“teachers' view to ‘wait and this too shall pass’ (referring to NCLB mandates affecting 

students with disabilities)” (i.e., B1) received a desirability rating of 1 (inhibits positive 

changes in special education) and a likelihood of occurrence of 3 (commonly occurs). 

Figure 4.13 illustrates this scenario in a desirability/ feasibility matrix.  

 

 

Figure 4.13. Desirability and likelihood of occurrence of teacher buy-in. In the figure, 

B1 refers to a scenario where teachers' view NCLB mandates affecting students with 

disabilities with a "wait and this too shall pass" attitude. 
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Literature in school reform suggest that teacher buy-in is a critical factor in the 

adoption and sustainability of reform efforts (Datnow, 2000; Silin & Schwartz, 2003). 

Datnow posits that how a reform is introduced impacts teacher buy-in. Specifically, 

principal-led reforms rather than district mandated reforms were accepted more readily. 

Silin and Schwartz also documented that teacher buy-in was more positive if the district 

mandated reform was made relevant and applicable in improving classroom practices. 

 

School Climate 

Ninety-eight percent (98%) of the panel agreed that school climate should either 

be a second or top priority among constraints to be actively addressed. There were no 

dissenting arguments raised by the outside IQR consensus panelists. Two scenarios were 

created from Round 1 responses (listed from most desirable): 

C1. School climate that promotes use of power by administrators in making school 

change/ Top-down initiative 

C2. School climate that attends only to the academic domain of students and fails to 

create emotionally healthy environments 

 

Scenarios were rated on a 3-point desirability scale (3 = promotes positive changes in 

special education, 2 = minimal/no impact on special education, and 1 = inhibits positive 

changes in special education) and a 3-point likelihood of occurrence scale (3 = commonly 

occurs, 2 = seldom occurs, and 1 = unlikely to occur). Figure 4.14 illustrates where each 

scenario is positioned in a desirability/ feasibility matrix. 
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Figure 4.14. Desirability and likelihood of occurrence of school climate. In the figure, 

C1 to C2 corresponds to the scenarios for school climate listed in the preceding 

paragraph. 

 

Both scenarios were located in Quadrant 2 suggesting that these were viewed as negative 

or not desired scenarios but forecasted to be likely. Accountability-driven school reform 

appears to be a top-down initiative which has the potential for creating a school climate 

heavily focused on academic achievement. Research which documents how school 

climate impacts accountability-driven school reform and vice versa may be useful in 

understanding and impacting this constraint. 

 

Use of Time/ Amount of Workload 

Though ranking third among the constraints, the use of time/amount of workload 

had a lower level of consensus (94%) compared to school climate. There were also no 

dissenting arguments presented for this constraint. The scenarios for this constraint 

include the following (listed from most desirable): 
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D1. Limited school calendar to test and teach 

D2. Teachers having too much paperwork 

D3. High caseloads for special educators 

 

Figure 4.15 illustrates where each scenario is positioned in a desirability/ feasibility 

matrix. These scenarios were all found in Quadrant II (low desirability, high likelihood of 

occurrence).  

 

 

Figure 4.15. Desirability and likelihood of occurrence of use of time/amount of 

workload.  

 

As shown in the summary Figure 4.16, all scenarios of the top three constraints 

fell within Quadrant II (low desirability, high likelihood of occurrence) which suggests 

that these scenarios inhibit positive changes in special education and, unfortunately, 

commonly occurs. 
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Figure 4.16. Desirability and likelihood of occurrence of constraints. In the figure, 

Constraint A corresponds to teachers' knowledge and skills, Constraint B to teacher buy-

in, Constraint C to school climate, and Constraint D to use of time/ amount of workload. 

 

In Figure 4.16 – Constraint C, the scenario of a top-down initiative had the highest 

desirability among all the scenarios presented for the constraints. However, this rating is 

still within Quadrant II which suggests that a top-down initiative is still seen as likely but 

inhibitory to positive changes in special education. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Desirability/Likelihood of Occurrence of 
Top Ranked Constraints

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

1 1.5 2 2.5 3

Desirability

Li
ke

lih
oo

d 
of

 
O

cc
ur

re
nc

e Constraint A

Constraint B

Constraint C

Constraint D

Q1 Q2 

Q3 Q4 



 107

Evidences of Outcomes of Accountability-Driven School Reform 

Consensus on Prioritizing Evidences of Outcomes 

 Twenty areas of possible evidences of outcomes for accountability-driven school 

reform were coded and categorized from the panel’s Round 1 responses. Actively 

addressing each evidence of outcome was then prioritized on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = 

top priority, 2 = second priority, 3 = monitor but not actively address, and 4 = minimally/ 

do not account for). Table 4.6 is a summary of the evidences of outcomes, their priority 

ratings (n = 79) with the Mode highlighted, the IQR, the level of consensus (i.e., 

percentage of panelists within the IQR), the weighted mean, and the rank based on the 

weighted mean. Consensus was reached for all evidences of outcomes with a level of 

consensus from 59% to 97%. Based on the Mode, 13 evidences of outcomes should take 

top priority. 

 A notable characteristic of the IQR for the evidences of outcomes is the very 

narrow IQRs. A very narrow IQR reflects that the majority of the panel agreed on one 

single rating for that particular evidence of outcome suggesting a higher level of 

consensus. Academic achievement of students with disabilities, graduation rates, 

implementation of research-based practices, and drop out rates all received a rating of 

top priority with an IQR = 0. These evidences of outcomes will be discussed in more 

detail in the next section. Participation rates in statewide assessments also received a 

second priority rating with a very narrow IQR.   
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Table 4.6 

Rank of Evidences of Outcomes  

Evidences of outcomes Priority Rating 

with Mode 

(n = 79) 

IQR Level of 

Consensus 

Weighted 

Mean 

Rank 

 1 

Top 

2 

Second 

3 

Monitor 

4 

Minimally/ Do not account for 

    

Academic 

achievement of 

students with 

disabilities 

72 7 0 0 1-1 91% 1.09 1 

Graduation rates 61 18 0 0 1-1 77% 1.23 2 

Implementation of 

research-based 

practices 

65 10 3 1 1-1 82% 1.24 3 

              (table continues) 
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Table 4.6. (continued) 
 
Evidences of outcomes Priority Rating 

with Mode 

(n = 79) 

IQR Level of 

Consensus 

Weighted 

Mean 

Rank 

 1 

Top 

2 

Second 

3 

Monitor 

4 

Minimally/ Do not account for 

    

Drop out rates 60 18 1 0 1-1 76% 1.25 4 

General education 

teachers' expertise in 

differentiating 

instruction 

55 21 3 0 1-2 96% 1.34 5 

Post-secondary and 

employment outcomes 

58 17 2 2 1-2 95% 1.34 5 

Impact on teacher 

preparation 

47 29 3 0 1-2 96% 1.44 7 

              (table continues) 
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Table 4.6. (continued) 
 
Evidences of outcomes Priority Rating 

with Mode 

(n = 79) 

IQR Level of 

Consensus 

Weighted 

Mean 

Rank 

 1 

Top 

2 

Second 

3 

Monitor 

4 

Minimally/ Do not account for 

    

Teacher turnover 47 28 4 0 1-2 95% 1.46 8 

Parental involvement 45 30 4 0 1-2 95% 1.48 9 

Inclusion in general 

education classrooms 

46 25 8 0 1-2 90% 1.52 10 

Identification and 

referral rates 

39 38 2 0 1-2 97% 1.53 11 

Collaboration efforts 39 33 7 0 1-2 91% 1.59 12 

              (table continues) 
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Table 4.6. (continued) 
 
Evidences of outcomes Priority Rating 

with Mode 

(n = 79) 

IQR Level of 

Consensus 

Weighted 

Mean 

Rank 

 1 

Top 

2 

Second 

3 

Monitor 

4 

Minimally/ Do not account for 

    

Special education 

teachers’ expertise in 

content areas 

28 48 3 0 1-2 96% 1.68 13 

Emotional impact on 

students with 

disabilities 

28 45 4 2 1-2 92% 1.75 14 

Impact on attitudes 

towards disability 

34 26 17 2 1-2 76% 1.84 15 

              (table continues) 
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Table 4.6. (continued) 
 
Evidences of outcomes Priority Rating 

with Mode 

(n = 79) 

IQR Level of 

Consensus 

Weighted 

Mean 

Rank 

 1 

Top 

2 

Second 

3 

Monitor 

4 

Minimally/ Do not account for 

    

Stress and anxiety 

levels of school 

personnel 

23 39 17 0 1-2 78% 1.92 16 

Participation rates in 

statewide assessments 

16 47 15 1 2-2 59% 2.01 17 

Adequate Yearly 

Progress (AYP) 

20 26 30 3 1.5-3 71% 2.20 18 

Litigation 7 20 49 3 2-3 87% 2.61 19 

School choice 6 18 50 5 2-3 86% 2.68 20 
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Accountability-driven school reform outcomes can be categorized into: (a) 

student-related outcomes, (b) teacher-related outcomes, and (c) school-related outcomes. 

See Figure 4.17. The three highest ranked outcomes were mostly student-related 

outcomes: academic achievement of students with disabilities, graduation rates, and drop 

out rates.  Although all these outcomes had a very narrow IQR suggesting a high level of 

consensus, graduation rates (77%) and drop out rates (76%) received a lower percentage 

of level of consensus compared to academic achievement (91%). This finding suggests 

the highest agreement among the expert panel that academic achievement should be 

considered the major outcome of accountability-driven school reform.   

 

 Figure 4.17. Categories and priorities of accountability-driven school reform 

outcomes. Abbreviations: AYP – Adequate Yearly Progress, GED – general 

education, SED – special education, and SWD – students with disabilities 
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Post-secondary and employment outcomes, inclusion in the general education 

classroom, and identification and referral rates were other student-related outcomes 

considered by the panel as top priorities. Panel discussion of post-secondary and 

employment outcomes suggest that this is a long-term goal/outcome. Panelists outside the 

IQR consensus suggest that focus should be on short-term outcomes and that post-

secondary and employment outcomes are not evidence of effectiveness of special 

education programs. Other panelists disagreed with these views: 

…If our goal is to assure each individual with a disability reaches their fullest 

potential [post-secondary and employment outcomes] must be a priority and is 

therefore related to the effectiveness or lack of it of our special education 

programs. 

 

Using inclusion as an evidence of outcome, outside IQR consensus panelists 

recommended a lower priority rating for this outcome. One panelist argued that it is an 

“unreliable factor” because students do not always benefit from being included in the 

general education classroom. However, another panelist claimed that inclusion is already 

being utilized as an indicator of success referring to the National Longitudinal Transition 

Study 2 (NLTS2) – a descriptive study of secondary school experiences and post-school 

outcomes of students in special education. A report from NLTS2 equates inclusion to 

students with disabilities taking challenging academic courses within a general education 

classroom setting (Wagner, 2003). Findings of the NLTS2 attribute the increase of 

inclusion to the greater emphasis on academics in schools. However, findings of the 

NLTS2 also show that type of disability, income, and race are mitigating factors as to 
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which students are actually included. If inclusion is to be made a reliable marker of 

success of accountability-driven school reform then the impact of these factors must be 

taken into account. 

Identification and referral rates were also considered a top priority outcome. One 

panelist’s comment suggests that a possible increase in identification and referral rates is 

a direct consequence of AYP. Jacob’s (2005) study of a 1997 high-stakes testing policy 

in Chicago suggests that general education teachers referred students to special education 

in an effort to exclude their scores from AYP. The Delphi panel discussion does not 

provide insight as to how educational leadership can actively address this issue. However, 

the NCLB cap for excluding students with disabilities may be one way of discouraging 

unnecessary referrals. The complexity of this outcome suggests further research is 

necessary to document or refute these effects. 

Second priority areas under student-related outcomes include emotional impact on 

students with disabilities, and participation rates in statewide assessments. Discussion on 

emotional impact suggests the difficulty of measuring this construct. As for participation 

rates in statewide assessments, discussion once again reflected a panel at odds as to the 

validity of high-stakes testing for students with disabilities. The low level of consensus 

for participation rates (59%) further reflects this tension. 

The second category under evidence of outcomes is teacher-related outcomes. 

Top priorities include: implementation of research-based practices, general education 

teachers’ expertise in differentiating instruction, impact on teacher preparation, teacher 

turnover, collaboration efforts, and impact on attitudes towards disability. Second 

priorities include: special education teachers’ expertise in content areas, and stress and 



 116

anxiety levels of school personnel. Within this category, it is notable that impact on 

general education teachers’ expertise in differentiating instruction is ranked higher than 

special education teachers’ expertise in content areas. One panelist comments: 

Special education teachers’ already have to learn a ton of stuff. Perhaps the better 

question would be for mainstream teachers to increase their knowledge of special 

education. 

This finding suggests that the panel would like to see accountability-driven school 

reforms influencing the expertise of general education teachers serving students with 

disabilities. Panel discussions on other teacher-related outcomes suggest that these 

outcomes may be more relevant in some settings than others. See Table J-2 in Appendix 

J. This discussion implies that outcomes will vary per reform, however, the top priorities 

identified allow educational leadership to view which outcomes should be targeted.  

The third category under evidence of outcomes is school-related outcomes. Top 

priorities include: parental involvement, and impact on attitudes towards disability. Stress 

and anxiety levels of school personnel were rated a second priority. Outside IQR 

consensus panelists argued that parental involvement is a difficult outcome to measure 

and actively address. Research in this area seems to be warranted if it is to be made a top 

priority outcome. 

The panel was also in consensus that the three least ranked evidences of school-

related outcomes should be monitored but not actively addressed. These include: (a) AYP, 

(b) litigation, and (c) school choice/ placement options. Some of the outside IQR 

consensus panelists rated AYP and school choice with a 4 (minimally/ do not account for) 

and questioned the validity and usefulness of their current definitions and implementation 
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in the field. See comments in Table J-2 found in Appendix J. In contrast, the dissenting 

argument for litigation recommended that it be given a 1 (top priority) because the 

outside consensus panelists contend that “[litigation] may lead us to future directions in 

the field.” This argument was critiqued by another panelist stating that it was time “to 

move beyond litigation to establish ‘future directions’”. This critique seems to echo 

McLaughlin and Thurlow’s (2003) observation that special education is moving from 

legal accountability towards educational accountability.  

 

Desirability/Likelihood of Occurrence of Outcomes 

Academic achievement of students with disabilities, graduation rates, 

implementation of research-based practices, and drop out rates were the highest ranked 

evidences of outcomes. The last two ranked 3rd and 4th, respectively, but with only a .01 

difference in weighted means. See Table 4.6. 

 

Academic Achievement of Students with Disabilities 

Academic achievement of students with disabilities was rated a top priority with a 

91% level of consensus. Outside IQR consensus panelists preferred a second priority 

rating with arguments that academic achievement is not always the priority for students 

with disabilities, and that this type of achievement is not measured well for students with 

disabilities. In reply, other panelists suggested that the operational definition of academic 

achievement for students with disabilities be expanded and that special educators need to 

figure out how to measure this construct better. See Table J-2 in Appendix J for specific 
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comments. Scenarios or sample outcomes for academic achievement are as follows 

(listed from most desirable): 

A1. Students with learning disabilities are achieving higher reading and math levels 

A2. Students' academic achievement has translated to meaningful independent adult 

outcomes 

A3. Students are narrowing the gap in achievement with their non-disabled peers 

A4. Students with significant disabilities are learning more and can achieve at an 

academic level that exceeds teacher expectations 

A5. Outstanding examples of schools raising the bar for students with disabilities and 

being successful 

Figure 4.18 illustrates where each scenario is positioned in a desirability/ feasibility 

matrix.  

 

 

Figure 4.18. Desirability and likelihood of occurrence of academic achievement. In 

the figure, A1 to A5 corresponds to the scenarios for academic achievement listed in 

the preceding paragraph. 
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As shown in Figure 4.18, the scenario of students with learning disabilities 

achieving higher reading and math levels (A1) is in Quadrant 1 which suggests that it is 

highly desirable and has a greater likelihood of occurring. However, the scenario of 

students with significant disabilities learning more and achieving at an academic level 

that exceeds teacher expectations (A4) is considered highly desirable but is rated with a 2 

for likelihood of occurrence suggesting that this scenario is less likely to occur. This 

finding suggests that some students with a specific type and severity of disability are 

benefiting from accountability-driven school reforms, while others may not. This finding 

implies that the current accountability system is beneficial to an extent but still deficient 

in addressing the complexity of unique needs among students with disabilities. Further 

research into how accountability mechanisms can serve low-incidence disabilities and 

students with severe disabilities appears to be needed. 

All other scenarios for improved academic achievement were rated as highly 

desirable outcomes, but descriptors were either rated with a 2 or lower for likelihood of 

occurrence which means that they are either less likely or unlikely to occur. Students' 

academic achievement translated to meaningful independent adult outcomes is one of 

these scenarios. Findings of the NLTS2 provide some insight as to how academic 

achievement may not be what is needed for meaningful independent adult outcomes to 

occur. In the NLTS2 study, Wagner (2003) documented that an increase in taking 

challenging academic courses among students with disabilities has also led to a decrease 

in taking vocational courses. The author recognized that vocational courses are 

commonly associated with successful employment among students with disabilities. 
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Research that looks into the interplay of academic and vocational courses and its impact 

on post-school outcomes would inform the current emphasis on academics for all.  

 

Graduation Rates 

Seventy-seven percent (77%) of the panel was in consensus that graduation rates 

should be a top priority among evidences of outcomes. There were no dissenting 

arguments presented for this item. Scenarios for graduation rates are as follows (listed 

from most desirable): 

B1. Increase in graduation rates of students with disabilities 

B2. Fewer students with disabilities graduating with typical diploma 

 

 

Figure 4.19. Desirability and likelihood of occurrence of graduation rates. In the 

figure, B1 to B2 corresponds to the scenarios for graduation rates listed in the 

preceding paragraph. 
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As shown in Figure 4.19, these two scenarios are found in different quadrants of 

the desirability/likelihood of occurrence matrix. The increase in graduation rates is found 

in Quadrant 1 (high desirability, high likelihood of occurrence) while fewer students with 

disabilities graduating with a typical diploma is found in Quadrant 2 (low desirability, 

high likelihood of occurrence). These findings suggest that panelists agree that the 

increase in graduation rates of students with disabilities is highly desirable if these 

students graduate with a typical diploma. However, from the ratings of likelihood of 

occurrence, students with disabilities graduating with a typical diploma appears to be less 

likely. 

 

Implementation of Research-Based Practices 

The third highest ranked evidence of outcome is how research-based practices are 

implemented. Eighty-two percent (82%) of the panel agreed that this should be a top 

priority. Most panelists outside the IQR consensus questioned the usefulness of this 

evidence of outcome because current research-based practice is narrowly defined. 

Another panelist suggested that rather than implementation of research, the focus should 

be on supports for implementation of research. See Table J-2. Scenarios for this evidence 

of outcome are the following (listed from most desirable): 

C1. Special education teachers have developed expertise in the selection of research-

based curricula 

C2. Special education teachers are being asked to justify their instructional 

procedures  

C3. Greater confusion in the field about what is evidence-based practice 
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Figure 4.20. Desirability and likelihood of occurrence of research based practices. In 

the figure, C1 to C3 corresponds to the scenarios for implementation of research-

based practices listed in the preceding paragraph. 

 

As shown in Figure 4.20, the desirability of these scenarios is inversely 

proportional to their likelihood of occurrence. This suggests greater confusion in the field 

about what is evidence-based practice for special education (C3) and it is more likely to 

occur. This finding suggests the need for guidelines in determining evidence-based 

special education practices. Having guidelines could assist special education teachers in 

selecting research-based curricula (C1) and to justify whether their instructional practices 

are research-based (C2). 

 

Drop Out Rates 

The final highly ranked top priority evidence of outcome is drop out rates with a 

76% level of consensus. There were no counterarguments presented for this item. 

Scenarios for drop out rates are (listed from most desirable): 
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D1. No changes in drop out rate because the passing score on the high stakes exam is 

modified for students with disabilities  

D2. More students with behavioral problems are being pushed out of school 

D3. Increased dropout of students with disabilities in middle and high school as a 

result of testing environment 

D4. Grade retention camouflages the no change in drop out rate of special education 

students 

 

 

Figure 4.21. Desirability and likelihood of occurrence of drop out rates. In the figure, 

D1 to D4 corresponds to the scenarios for drop-out rates listed in the preceding 

paragraph. 

 

All scenarios are found in Quadrant 2, suggesting that they are viewed as 

undesirable outcomes – with D2, D3, and D4 averaging as highly undesirable. These 

three scenarios were also forecasted to occur more commonly. This finding suggests that 

educational leadership must not only be on guard for increases in drop out rates (D3) 
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among students with disabilities but that a no change in drop out rates (D1) may also be a 

sign of a negative unintended consequence of accountability. Grade retention of students 

with disabilities (D4) may mask special education drop outs. The scenario that more 

students with behavioral problems are being pushed out of school (D2) suggests that 

students with particular types of disability may be more susceptible to choosing the 

option of dropping out.   

 

The summary Figure 4.22 shows that scenarios for outcomes of accountability-

driven school reform are situated in different Quadrants in the matrix.  

 

 

Figure 4.22. Desirability and likelihood of occurrence of top ranked outcomes. In 

the figure, Outcome A corresponds to academic achievement of students with 

disabilities, Outcome B to graduation rates, Outcome C to implementation of 

research-based practices, and Outcome D to drop out rates. 
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Figure 4.22 illustrates that accountability –driven school reform can impact special 

education both positively or negatively. Another interesting trend that is noticeable in the 

matrix is that undesirable scenarios are expected to occur more likely than positive 

scenarios.  
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CHAPTER 5 SUMMARY, FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 The challenge for educational leadership in improving the educational 

circumstances for students with disabilities appears to be maximizing the potential 

benefits of current accountability mechanisms mandated by the No Child Left Behind Act 

while actively addressing the unintended negative consequences these mechanisms create 

for students with special needs.  This study was designed to conceptually validate an 

accountability-driven model for school reform that is responsive to the unique 

organizational context of special education, assessment needs of students with 

disabilities, and technical assistance needs of personnel who serve them. The Delphi 

technological forecasting procedure was used to gather expert opinion and develop 

consensus among 105 university-based and field-based experts from various disability 

categories in special education relative to which components (i.e., program activities, 

inputs, constraints, and outcomes) should be given priority in accountability-driven 

school reforms.  Borich and Jemelka’s (1982) program modeling and decomposition was 

used to provide a framework for presenting the Delphi findings.  

 

Summary: An Integrated Accountability-Driven School Reform Model 

The model presented in this Chapter, depicted in Figure 5.1, presents the Delphi 

panel’s priorities for accountability-driven school reforms in a program model which 

links program activities, the inputs necessary for these activities, the constraints/modifiers 

to these activities, and the potential outcomes of these activities.  
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Figure 5.1. Integrated accountability-driven school reform model for special education. Abbreviations: GED – general 

education, IEP – Individualized Education Program/ Plan, PBIS – Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports, SED – 

special education, and SWD – students with disabilities 
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 As a whole, findings of the Delphi confirm and support literature findings on 

accountability-driven school reforms in special education presented in Figure 2. The 

integrated model informed by the Delphi panel differs from Figure 2 in two areas: (a) the 

addition of improving support for special education as a program activity, and (b) the 

view of parental involvement as a program activity rather than a constraint.  These two 

areas are discussed in more detail under the following section on program activities. 

When compared to existing accountability frameworks for special education, specifically 

the Consortium on Inclusive Schooling Practices (CISP) framework, the Delphi model 

also captures the six policy areas which the CISP framework utilizes: (a) curriculum, (b) 

assessment, (c) accountability, (d) personal training and development, (e) funding, and 

(g) governance. However, the integrated Delphi model allows for both researchers and 

practitioners to decipher whether these policy areas are considered as program activities, 

inputs, constraints, or outcomes; to view these areas in an integrated manner; and to 

explore manipulating one area in order to influence another area.  

Limitations that need to be considered in utilizing the model are that specific 

components (e.g. ableism) may be missing from the model as a function of the Delphi 

panel’s expertise and prioritization, and that a one-to-one causal relationship between 

components (e.g. a specific input leads to a specific outcome, a specific program activity 

leads to a specific outcome) should not be assumed in this model. Further research 

utilizing cross-impact analysis (Gordon & Hayward, 1968) is necessary to establish inter-

relationships across the model. 
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Program Activities 

 Figure 5.1 presents the top priorities for program activities which may be 

classified into 3 main categories: (a) professional development, (b) 

curricular/instructional responses, and (c) improving support for special education. 

Curricular/instructional responses can be further sub-divided into teacher-related 

responses and assessment-related responses. 

 

Professional Development 

Literature on accountability-driven school reform (Browder et al., 2005; Little & 

Houston, 2003) suggests that professional development is geared towards training 

teachers in academic content and instruction. This focus seems to be a natural 

consequence of NCLB’s mandate for high-stakes testing in core content areas and the 

requirements for being a highly-qualified teacher. This Delphi study provides additional 

considerations in professional development of personnel who serve students with 

disabilities. First, special education pedagogy should be an essential part of the training 

and support provided to general education teachers who specifically educate students 

with disabilities. Second, training and support for general education teachers serving 

students with disabilities should not be equated to dismissing the need for special 

education personnel and services. Thus, another top priority identified under professional 

development is training special educators on academic content areas. The question 

remains, however, of how this cross-training can effectively occur without over-

burdening teachers who are already undergoing professional development in their 

respective fields. Careful consideration of this complex, possibly conflicting need, is 
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necessary. University preparation, continuing professional education, and policy that 

defines this training needs to review the content and linkages of content when preparing 

both general and special education personnel. 

 

Curricular/Instructional Responses 

Two distinct responses to accountability demands can be distinguished among the 

program activities: (a) teaching-related responses, and (b) assessment-related responses. 

As illustrated in Figure 5.1, the expert panel prioritized teaching-related responses more 

than assessment-related responses. This finding is notable because there is evidence that 

accountability demands have led to instances where increases in assessment-related 

responses took place instead of teaching-related responses. For example, McNeil (2000) 

recounts a teacher’s experience of having to forego instructing students with “historical 

and literary works in the Latino culture” in order to prepare the students for responding to  

test booklets (p. 730). Nelson (2002) also noted an excessive amount of instructional time 

of students with disabilities devoted to test preparation activities.  

Findings of the Delphi on curricular/instructional responses imply that 

educational leadership must be mindful of the strategic responses schools use to fulfill the 

demands of accountability. First, teaching-related responses should be prioritized. Panel 

discussions suggested the need for a clearer research-base to guide actual implementation 

of the various teaching-related responses. Among these responses, the panel ranked 

highest the need to develop and utilize research-based practices. The expert panel 

discussions gave clear indications that research-based practices for special education need 

to be defined beyond the current NCLB definition (e.g., scientifically-based research as 
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“gold standard”). Specific examples of highly desirable and feasible research activities 

include: utilizing data and progress monitoring to make instructional decisions, 

documenting the effectiveness of individual interventions, developing clear guidelines as 

to what is research-based practice for special education, and funding research focused on 

instructing students with low-incidence and significant disabilities. Second, most 

assessment-related activities should be merely maintained rather than prioritized. For 

example, majority of the expert panel opted to maintain test preparation activities rather 

than recommend discontinuation. Panelists attested to the need for test preparation 

especially in general concepts and test-taking skills. Third, some curricular/instructional 

responses when implemented become accountability-driven negative unintended 

practices. For example, panelists alluded to test preparation that is “teaching to the test” 

(e.g., specific and rote content) and to collaboration/co-teaching that devalues special 

education expertise (e.g., special education teachers are tasked to perform subsidiary 

work in the classroom).  

Some commonly known curricular/instructional responses are not reflected in the 

model due to non-consensus among the expert panel. Some examples include: 

implementing Response to Intervention (RTI), emphasizing inclusive practices, and 

aligning special education curriculum to grade level standards. Further consensus-

building within the general and special education communities is necessary regarding 

how these practices should be operationally defined and implemented. This need for 

consensus appears even more urgent considering many schools are already implementing 

activities such as RTI. 
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Improving Support for Special Education 

 School administrators’ knowledge of special education (Raske, 1979) and parental 

involvement (McAfee & Vergason, 1979) have been clearly established early on in the 

literature as factors which impact the quality of services provided in special education. 

Experts in this Delphi study agree that these two areas should be made top priorities in 

accountability-driven school reforms. Specific activities to improve parental involvement 

were not indicated by the panel. However, the panel recommended ways to augment 

school administrators’ knowledge of special education including assuring special 

education content is present in leadership preparatory programs, providing principals 

with more information about special education, and exposing leadership personnel to 

disability-related issues brought about by NCLB.  

 

Inputs 

 Inputs for accountability-driven program activities can be further categorized into 

(a) personnel, (b) students and their families, (c) materials/techniques, and (d) supports. 

The three highest ranked inputs, namely teachers, students, and research can be 

classified under the first three broad categories, respectively. Inputs under supports were 

all considered second priorities. 

 

Personnel 

 Top priorities for personnel resources include teachers, IEP team, and experts in 

special education. Teachers as input are further described as those who are dually-

licensed in both special and general education, and special educators who act as 
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facilitators/consultants to general education teachers, and instructors in Tier 2 of 

Response-to-Intervention (RTI). As described, these teachers were considered as 

beneficial to special education and highly feasible to obtain as resources.  

It is also notable that the Delphi panel prioritized having experts in special 

education over academic experts as personnel resources to accountability-driven program 

activities. Literature suggests the opposite. Experts in academic content areas and 

scientifically-based research are identified as appropriate resources or trainers for 

professional development (Agran et al., 2002; Browder et al., 2005; Conderman & 

Katsiyannis, 2002; Duchnowski et al., 2004; Koh & Robertson, 2003; Little & Houston, 

2003). Experts in special education pedagogy as resources are not evident in the 

literature. The Delphi finding may be interpreted as a need to value special education 

expertise in accountability-driven school reforms. In addition, this prioritization is 

consistent with the panel’s recommendation of including special education pedagogy in 

professional development provided to general educators serving students with disabilities. 

This emphasis would require special education experts as resources for professional 

development. 

 

Students and their Families 

 Students as inputs ranked second highest among the top priorities. However, they 

seem to be viewed more as participants who may be changed by accountability-driven 

school reform, specifically through curricular/instructional responses. A possible active 

role for students would be to provide feedback regarding curriculum and/or teacher 
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effectiveness; although, this active role was rated by the panel as only moderately 

beneficial to special education and moderately feasible. 

 

Materials/Techniques 

The materials/techniques needed as input seem to have a direct correspondence 

with the program activity curricular/instructional responses. Research ranked first among 

the materials/techniques. The recommended type of research to be used was qualified by 

the Delphi panel. These include: scientifically-based research as "gold standard" for 

teaching academic content areas, qualitative research and single subject research to 

inform special education instructional practices. It is interesting to note that the panel 

considered qualitative research and single subject research as more feasible than 

scientifically-based research for students with disabilities. This finding seems to confirm 

apprehensions in the field of fulfilling the paradigm of scientifically-based research (e.g., 

sufficient sample size for randomized, control group, studies among low-incidence 

disabilities) (Bach, 2005). Nonetheless, this finding suggests that the panel recommends 

the use of a variety of research methods to guide special education. Research materials 

were also further qualified by the Delphi panel as research-based curricular materials 

with more in-depth accommodations and interventions, and technical documentation 

regarding the quality of alternate assessments.  

   

Constraints 

 Closer examination of the priorities for constraints implies at least two major 

types of constraints: (a) internal and (b) external. Internal constraints included school 
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context, teacher attributes, and student attributes. External constraints were political and 

social constraints. Top priorities were constraints that should be either actively reduced or 

enhanced to improve accountability-driven program activities. 

 

Internal Constraints 

 The highest ranked constraints are due mostly to teacher attributes: teacher’s 

knowledge and skills, teacher buy-in, and use of teacher time/amount of workload. This 

finding suggests that among the internal constraints, actively addressing the preparation 

and support of teachers specifically in areas of knowledge and skills/ attitudes/ time 

management or workload would greatly improve the effectiveness of accountability-

driven program activities. Specifically, the panel described teachers who were deficient 

in special education pedagogy, progress monitoring skills, research skills, and 

implementing instruction with fidelity as inhibitory constraints to positive changes in 

special education. These deficits in knowledge and skills would appear to directly impact 

the implementation of curricular/instructional responses to accountability. However, 

further research is needed to document this relationship, particularly to identify which 

knowledge and skills are essential for teachers serving students with disabilities.  

Another highest ranked constraint is school climate, specifically, top-down 

initiatives (i.e., administrative power used to promote school changes) and a climate that 

is solely attuned to academic achievement were found to be inhibitory to accountability-

driven program activities. Accountability-driven school reform may be viewed as a top-

down initiative which has the potential for creating a school climate heavily focused on 

academic achievement. Findings of Datnow (2000) on the politics of school reform 
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suggest that the principal may act as a gatekeeper to mandated reforms. When coupled 

with the findings of this Delphi, educational leadership may be seen as a potential 

modifier of negative school climates which impact accountability-driven program 

activities. For example, a school climate heavily focused on academic achievement may 

cause a negative unintended curricular/instructional response of ‘teaching to the test’ or 

efforts to exclude special education students from assessments. A principal 

knowledgeable that these potential effects can occur in accountability-driven school 

reforms can deliberately avoid or address these problems. However, pressures on the 

principal (e.g. district demands, pressures to show AYP) may inadvertently limit school 

leadership (McNeil, 2000).  

 

External Constraints 

 Two external constraints occurring outside the school system were considered as 

top priorities that could be actively addressed. These include policymakers and racism. 

However, the findings of the Delphi panel do not provide information as to how these 

constraints should be addressed. This would appear to be a fertile context for future 

investigations which could identify how these external constraints impact accountability; 

and, how these constraints can be addressed by educational leaders and policymakers. 

 

Outcomes 

 Three categories emerge from the top priorities for outcomes, namely: student-

related outcomes, teacher-related outcomes, and school-related outcomes. Student-related 

outcomes appear to span from immediate outcomes in the classroom (i.e., inclusion in 
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general education classrooms), to graduation or dropping out, and finally to long-term 

outcomes (i.e., post-secondary education and employment outcomes). Teacher-related 

outcomes also appear to have a time span from pre-service education (i.e., impact on 

teacher preparation), to classroom practice, and/or to discontinuing teacher service (i.e., 

teacher turnover). 

 

Student-related Outcomes 

 The highest ranked evidences of outcomes are student-related. These include: 

academic achievement of students with disabilities, graduation rates, and drop out rates. 

The impact on academic achievement appears to be the intended outcome of NCLB 

mandates which drive changes in schools. The Delphi study provides insights into this 

intended outcome. Panelists agreed that students with learning disabilities or high-

incidence disabilities achieving higher reading and math levels is a highly desirable 

outcome and that this has a high likelihood of occurrence. However, higher levels of 

academic achievement are forecasted to be less common among students with significant 

or low-incidence disabilities. This finding suggests that accountability-driven school 

reforms benefits students with particular disabilities more than others. The broader 

implication is that current accountability mechanisms are unable to live up to the ‘no 

child left behind’ ideal of all students achieving at the same high levels. This means that 

consideration must be given to why some students do not benefit from accountability-

driven school reforms and how these reforms or accountability requirements can be 

transformed to meet these students’ needs. 
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 Findings also suggest or forecast that the translation of academic achievement 

into meaningful independent adult outcomes seldom occurs for students with disabilities. 

This finding seems to be counter-intuitive with the original driving forces behind NCLB 

– which is to address the need for economically and globally competitive citizens (Foster, 

2004). Findings from the National Longitudinal Transition Study 2 (NLTS2) suggest that 

with the increase in academic courses among secondary school students with disabilities 

there has also been a decline in vocational courses (Wagner, 2003). Wagner mentions 

that vocational courses have been traditionally equated to successful employment and 

competitive salaries for students with disabilities. Findings from both the NLTS2 and the 

Delphi provide educational leadership with reason for re-assessing the long-term outcome 

standards in accountability-driven school reforms for students with disabilities. 

 Lastly, the Delphi suggests that graduation rates among students with disabilities 

are another major evidence of outcome for accountability-driven school reforms. 

Findings point to the possibility of increases in graduation rates masking higher drop out 

rates or students with disabilities graduating with atypical diplomas. Higher drop out 

rates and an increase in atypical diplomas were both considered undesirable outcomes by 

the Delphi panel. Educational leadership would need to be wary of accountability-driven 

negative unintended outcomes that could occur simultaneously with very positive 

intended outcomes. 

 

Teacher-related Outcomes 

 Among teacher-related outcomes, it is notable that impact on general education 

teachers’ expertise in differentiating instruction is prioritized more than special education 
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teachers’ expertise in content areas. This finding is consistent with the higher ranking of 

training and supporting general education teachers serving students with disabilities over 

the training of special education teachers in academic content areas. This trend appears to 

suggest that the panel views accountability-driven school reform as having a greater 

impact on the expertise of general education teachers serving students with disabilities. 

However, it appears that the panel would also like to see improvements in the 

expertise of special education teachers – greater research knowledge and skills than 

academic content instruction. The highest ranked teacher-related outcome is the 

implementation of research-based practices. Specifically, positive changes would be for 

special educators to develop expertise in selecting research-based curricula, and special 

educators being asked to justify their choice of instructional procedures. In contrast, a 

negative impact is greater confusion in the special education field about what is evidence-

based practice. Unfortunately, the panel’s likelihood of occurrence ratings suggests that 

the negative impact occurs more frequently than positive changes. Addressing the 

confusion of what is special education evidence or research-based practice may in turn 

assist special education teachers in selecting research-based curricula and justifying 

whether their instructional practices are evidence-based. For example, if special 

education research guidelines specify that single-subject research is an acceptable form of 

evidence for research-based practice then special education teachers could choose to 

provide individual interventions based on this line of research. 
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Conclusions 

An integrated accountability-driven school reform model represents the major 

findings of the Delphi study. This model creates an opportunity for educational 

leadership to view what special education experts recommend as priorities within each 

model component (i.e., program activities, inputs, constraints, and outcomes) and 

hypothesize the possible inter-relationships across components of accountability-driven 

school reforms. Although the program model utilized is inadequate in representing the 

complexity of accountability-driven school reforms impacting special education, the 

information provided may inform and guide educational leaders as to which areas to 

emphasize in accountability-driven school reforms responsive to the needs of students 

with disabilities.  

Major conclusions which emerged from the Delphi findings include: 

1. Special education pedagogy is needed in the professional development of highly-

qualified teachers serving students with disabilities. 

2. Special education teachers need professional development on utilization of 

research and academic content instruction. 

3. Improvements in curriculum and instruction should take higher priority over 

standardized assessment-related activities (e.g. test preparation).  

4. Research-based practice as defined by NCLB does not reflect current special 

education research and practice. 

5. Leadership preparatory programs and continuing education for principals must 

include special education and disability-related issues brought about by NCLB. 
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6. Experts in special education should be utilized as resources in accountability-

driven professional development. 

7. Teacher attributes ranked highest as a potential source of constraint towards 

successful accountability-driven school reforms. 

8. Higher levels of academic achievement are forecasted to occur more often for 

students with high-incidence disabilities than for students with significant 

disabilities. 

9. Accountability-driven negative unintended practices (e.g. teaching to the test) and 

outcomes (e.g. masking of higher drop out rates) can occur in accountability-

driven school reforms. 

10. Special education experts are struggling to operationally define various constructs 

mandated in NCLB. 

 

These conclusions appear to have specific implications to the: (a) re-authorization 

of NCLB, (b) comprehensive school reforms for all students, and (c) educational 

leadership responsive to special education. 

 

Re-authorizing NCLB: Mandates Responsive to Special Education 

 Findings of the Delphi call for careful consideration of NCLB mandates that have 

a major impact on special education and students with special needs. Specifically, the 

mandates on highly-qualified teachers and scientifically-based research need to be re-

assessed in order to make them more responsive to special education. In addition, special 
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education as a field also needs to come to consensus about specific NCLB mandates so as 

to influence the NCLB policy in its conception and actual implementation. 

 

Moving from Highly-Qualified Teachers to Highly-Qualified Teams 

 The mandate to meet highly-qualified teacher requirements applies to all general 

education teachers and special education teachers providing direct instruction for core 

academic subjects (New No Child Left Behind flexibility: Highly qualified teachers, 

2004). From the literature on accountability-driven school reform, this mandate appears 

to translate to increased professional development on academic content to the preclusion 

of special education content and instruction. The findings of the Delphi suggest that this 

preclusion should be addressed especially for highly-qualified teachers serving students 

with disabilities.  

Specifically, findings of the Delphi support professional development which 

trains general education teachers to be adept in identifying learning needs, and provides 

opportunities for teachers to share how they teach or adapt the standards for students with 

disabilities.  Training and support for general education teachers seem to be even more 

crucial for those teachers who serve students with severe disabilities in their classrooms 

(Agran et al., 2002). Research on more specific professional development activities that 

would cater to the needs of general education teachers working with specific special 

education populations appears warranted. 

Although seen as essential and even ranked as the highest priority, the Delphi 

panel clarified that training and supporting general education teachers serving students 

with disabilities should not equate to dismissing the need for special educators. One 
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panelist’s comment provides an insight that learning how to work in coordination with 

special educators is what is needed rather than general educators becoming experts 

themselves in special education pedagogy. By surveying across the different components 

of accountability-driven school reform, what emerges is that general education teachers 

and special education teachers have specific areas of expertise and areas of professional 

needs when serving students with disabilities. For example, in RTI, general education 

teachers are viewed as the inputs for Tier 1, while special educators are viewed as the 

inputs for Tier 2.  

General education teachers need exposure to individualized pedagogy and special 

education teachers need additional training on academic content. A case can be made that 

in serving students with disabilities it is not enough to have a highly-qualified teacher but 

what is needed is a highly-qualified team. One panelist aptly observed: 

 I feel that co-teaching allows the best of both worlds for the identified students in 

the general education classrooms – they have expertise of the core content teacher 

and the expertise of the special educator who knows how to meet their needs. 

The study of Little and Houston (2003), where academic content training was provided to 

teachers teams, suggests that attempts to provide joint professional development in 

response to NCLB are already under way. Findings of the Delphi also support utilizing 

joint professional development as an accountability-driven program activity with a 

notable difference from Little and Houston’s study – that of including special education 

content and instruction.  

Research that would specify how a highly-qualified team would differ from 

traditional concepts of teacher teams may be useful. From the findings of this Delphi 
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study, a highly-qualified team could be conceptualized as being composed of a highly 

qualified general education teacher and a highly qualified special education teacher who 

are both knowledgeable in academic content, individualized pedagogy, and research; and 

who work in genuine collaboration. The implications of mandating a highly-qualified 

team would require a review of content and linkages of content in university preparation 

and continuing professional development of both general education and special 

education. 

However, having a teacher who is dually-licensed may cancel out the need for a 

highly-qualified team. In fact, the Delphi panel rated dually-licensed teachers as highly 

desirable and feasible resources. Also, the cross training of general education teachers on 

special education and special educators on academic content may appear to have dual 

licensure, or at least dual expertise as a goal. A probable downside of expecting teachers 

to have the same level of expertise as their counterparts was pointed out in one dissenting 

argument: 

I am not convinced that special educators, who receive significant amounts of 

training already, need even more training in content areas. From the perspective 

of capacity, this seems unlikely (and even unfair to special educators)…  

Documentation of a dual license program suggest that even in preparatory programs, 

training for both general education and special education present significant challenges in 

the resources needed (e.g.,  increased planning time needed to integrate content, 

availability of inclusive environments as practicum setting) (Keefe, Rossi, de Valenzuela, 

& Howarth, 2000). Research that compares the effectiveness and practicality of dual 
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licensure versus highly-qualified teams may provide more insight as to which would be 

more beneficial resources for students with disabilities.  

 

Reconceptualizing Research-Based Practices 

Special education as a field has not been dormant in addressing the need to 

reconceptualize research-based practices as it is defined in NCLB. Current definitions 

favor the use of scientifically-based research which has been equated to randomized 

clinical trials.  A taskforce of the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) Division of 

Research has outlined quality indicators and guidelines for special education research 

(Odom et al., 2005). These guidelines promulgate the use of qualitative research, single-

subject research, and correlational studies in addition to randomized clinical trials. The 

findings of the Delphi support these guidelines by confirming that special education 

experts consider the use of qualitative research and single-subject research to guide 

special education practice highly desirable and highly feasible. These findings as well as 

the current trends in the field suggest that the NCLB definition of scientifically-based 

research needs to be updated by expanding the definition to include research procedures 

appropriate to the context and needs of students with disabilities. 

Findings of the Delphi also provide another consideration in the conceptualization 

of research-based practices. Research-based practices do not occur in a vacuum. Instead, 

as shown in the accountability-driven school reform model, these practices may be 

influenced by the availability of inputs and the degree of constraints. Probably the most 

influential among these factors is teachers because teachers ranked highest among the 

inputs and teachers’ knowledge and skills ranked highest among the constraints. A closer 
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examination of descriptors for teachers in the Delphi study suggests that it is common to 

have teachers who are poor consumers of research, have inadequate training in progress 

monitoring, and those who fail to implement research with fidelity. Future studies of 

teachers and other factors of the accountability-driven school reform model as they relate 

to research may provide insights for specifying and clarifying the mandate on research-

based practices for special education.  

 

Consensus Building on NCLB Mandates 

 In this Delphi study, there was an inability to come to consensus on several 

components of NCLB. A no consensus rating appears to imply either that the panel had 

dissimilar priority ratings for an item, or the panel could not come to a consensus on an 

item because its operational definition is ambiguous. An examination of the arguments 

presented for non-consensus items suggest the latter is true. The panel appeared to 

wrestle with the operational definitions of the following NCLB and IDEA constructs: (a) 

advocacy, (b) RTI, (c) inclusion, (d) special educator’s role in reform, (e) aligning special 

education with grade level standards, and (f) AYP. Definition of these constructs seems 

to have been elusive even before NCLB (e.g., inclusion). However, NCLB appears to be 

refocusing special education on these items. Consensus building among special educators 

regarding these NCLB mandates would allow for better guidance in practice and stronger 

advocacy. For example, an insight from one panelist states: 

Special educators’ roles are being redefined whether we like it or not. Why not 

take the lead on this, instead of passively accepting the way the political winds 

blow? 
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However, what is not clear from the findings of the Delphi is who exactly needs to be 

involved in consensus building. Utilizing the accountability-driven school reform model, 

possible persons to be included in future Delphi studies examining these NCLB 

constructs would be teachers, IEP teams, experts in special education, students with 

disabilities and their parents/families.  

 

Considering Special Education in Comprehensive School Reforms 

The Comprehensive School Reform (CSR) program is an essential part of NCLB 

which outlines 11 components that reflect effective school practices geared to help 

students meet accountability demands (U.S. Department of Education, 2002). These 11 

components include: (a) research-based methods, (b) comprehensive designs, (c) focus on 

student achievement, (d) buy-in, (e) professional development, (f) support for school 

staff, (g) partnerships with parents and communities, (h) external support, (i) evaluation 

planning, (j) combining resources, and (k) evidence of effectiveness. The integrated 

accountability-driven school reform model for special education informs various aspects 

of these 11 components in order to make CSR responsive to the needs of special 

education staff and students with disabilities.  

1. Expanding the research-base of CSR – Findings of the Delphi suggest that the 

research-base for teaching and learning need to include various research methodologies 

commonly utilized in special education practice. This consideration is especially relevant 

for individualized interventions, which require research methods beyond randomized 

clinical trials to establish its quality and determination of effectiveness. For example, 
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significant work is needed to address how to successfully include individuals with severe/ 

profound disabilities in school reform and accountability. 

2. Utilizing the integrated accountability-driven school reform model for special 

education as a comprehensive design – School administrators have the option to choose 

from several CSR models. The integrated accountability-driven school reform model may 

be explored as a form of CSR that provides a holistic approach to reform by providing 

specific program activities to implement, inputs and constraints to consider, and 

outcomes to account for especially for students with disabilities. 

3. Translating student achievement to meaningful goals for students with 

disabilities – One of the major findings of the Delphi revolves around re-evaluating 

academic achievement in light of its impact on graduation rates, drop-out rates, and post-

secondary and employment outcomes for students with disabilities. An authentic focus on 

student achievement requires that these areas be evaluated together with student state test 

scores.  

4. Prioritizing teacher buy-in – Under NCLB, buy-in to CSR translates to 

supporting the entire school and other professional staff. However, findings of the Delphi 

would suggest that teacher buy-in is the constraint that needs to be given top priority or 

addressed in accountability-driven school reforms impacting students with disabilities. 

The Delphi panel discussion does not provide indications on how teacher buy-in can be 

addressed. However, findings from the literature would suggest the essential role of the 

principal to improve buy-in to school reforms (Datnow, 2000). 

5. Including special education pedagogy in high-quality professional development 

– Probably one of the essential points made in the integrated accountability-driven school 
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reform model for special education is the need for special education pedagogy in teacher 

trainings especially for general education teachers serving students with disabilities. 

Findings of the Delphi also suggest that continuing professional development needs to 

reflect better linkages between general education and special education content and 

pedagogy. 

6. Supporting special education staff – CSR as a program is invested in 

supporting the entire school staff. However, previous literature suggests that special 

education teachers in schools implementing CSR find themselves at times receiving 

support that is either inadequate or simply analogous to their general education 

counterparts (Koh & Robertson, 2003). Under program activities in the integrated 

accountability-driven school reform model, improving support for special education 

would require augmenting school administrators’ knowledge of special education and 

engaging parents of students with disabilities in their children’s learning. Both of these 

activities can be translated to a direct support for special education teachers. For example, 

a school administrator knowledgeable of special education would be able to provide a 

school climate supportive of special education expertise. Special education teachers 

would then be able to request and receive the necessary training and materials specific to 

special education in a CSR program.  

 7. Partnering with parents of students with disabilities and advocacy groups – 

Although, findings of the Delphi do not provide enough information on how to better 

implement and utilize parental involvement and advocacy efforts; historically, these two 

groups have had a major impact in shaping the field of special education. Implementers 

of CSR would be remiss in not considering the impact of these partners in education. 
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Members of the Delphi expert panel suggest that advocacy groups are particularly 

essential for providing support to students with low-incidence disabilities. 

 8. Including special education experts as external supports – One of the key 

requirements for schools receiving funding for the implementation of CSR is effective 

technical assistance providers. A holistic team of technical assistance providers must 

include special education experts based on the recommendations of the Delphi expert 

panel. Special education experts are the appropriate resources towards providing special 

education pedagogy in high-quality professional development in CSR. 

 9. Considering the outcomes of the integrated accountability-driven school reform 

model in CSR evaluation planning – An annual evaluation of CSR should include 

student-related outcomes, teacher-related outcomes, and school-related outcomes. The 

integrated accountability-driven school reform model provides an overview of what 

elements need to be prioritized in this annual evaluation especially for special education 

and students with disabilities.    

 10. Considering the inputs of the integrated accountability-driven school reform 

model as CSR resources – One of the necessary components of CSR is identifying and 

coordinating the resources necessary for CSR implementation. The integrated model 

provides inputs identified by the Delphi expert panel as the essential resources to be 

considered in CSR impacting special education. The prioritization of these inputs may 

also serve as a guide for school administrators to allocate limited funds specific to special 

education. 

 11. Exploring evidence of effectiveness of the integrated accountability-driven 

school reform model for special education – Further research is necessary to document 
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actual effectiveness of utilizing the integrated model for special education. However, the 

model does appear to inform the other 10 CSR components specified in NCLB. In this 

capacity, the model may be used to supplement existing CSR models to make them 

responsive to special education. 

 

Valuing Special Education in Educational Leadership: Preventing Negative Unintended 

Practices and Consequences of NCLB 

In the Delphi study, accountability-driven school reform as a response to NCLB 

was criticized by some panelists and praised by others for its potential impact on special 

education. This appears to reflect on-going discussions in the field of whether or not 

accountability is beneficial for students with disabilities (Hardman & Nagle, 2004). 

Findings of the Delphi provide some indication of how educational leadership can 

maximize the benefits of accountability not only for students with disabilities but also for 

personnel who serve them; while preventing negative unintended practices and 

consequences. Specifically, a valuing of special education needs to occur – a valuing of 

special education experts, special education teachers, and students with disabilities. 

Experts in special education need to be tapped as a vital resource for highly-

qualified teachers if training and support in special education pedagogy is to become a 

top priority. Also, special education teachers have to be valued for genuine collaboration 

and co-teaching to occur – wherein special education teachers do not take an auxiliary 

role to their general education counterpart. A valuing of genuine learning for students 

with disabilities would be to prioritize improvements in curriculum and instruction (e.g. 
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research-based practices, preparation on test taking skills and content) rather than 

preparation equated to ‘teaching to the test’. 

Panel discussions implied that this valuing of special education needs to take root 

in educational leadership. School leaders need to be prepared and keep abreast about 

special education and the issues that arise due to NCLB. One panelist comments: 

If we don’t reach school administrators to be informed advocates of the special 

education process, we are doomed. It is make or break for students, special 

educators, and families. 

The integrated accountability-driven school reform model may serve as a quick reference 

for administrators with an overview of top priorities to consider. One of the major 

considerations for administrators when examining accountability-driven school reforms is 

to be wary of negative unintended practices and consequences that can occur 

simultaneously with positive changes and outcomes in accountability-driven school 

reform. For example, administrators examining student-related outcomes need to go 

beyond accounting for academic achievement. Special attention is required to assess (a) 

whether academic achievement translates to meaningful outcomes for the student with 

disability, (b) whether higher graduation rates mask high drop out rates, (c) or whether 

higher graduation rates are equivalent to a rise in atypical diplomas.  

The work of McNeil, Coppola, Radigan, and Heilig (2008) provides evidence that 

an increase in drop out rates is occurring especially among the most vulnerable youth. 

One of their findings indicates that there is a higher drop out rate among students with 

disabilities in schools with higher accountability ratings than schools with lower 

accountability ratings. This finding supports the need for administrators to be cautious 
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when documenting and interpreting student-related outcomes especially for students with 

disabilities.  

 Although evidence is available that educational leadership is under tremendous 

pressure to show academic accountability progress (Hussey, 2008; McNeil, 2000), the 

potential for school leaders to be effective mediators for reform remains plausible. What 

is required from special education as a field is to provide educational leadership with 

strategic responses that are beneficial for students with disabilities yet help fulfill 

accountability demands. One could ask: Are reforms that benefit special education 

students also beneficial to the accountability/ reform needs of general education students? 

 

Recommendations for Policy 

Findings of the Delphi indicate specific NCLB mandates to consider/reconsider: 

• Requirements for highly-qualified teachers needs to reflect students with 

disabilities and the special education pedagogy they require 

• Explore the possibility of requiring highly-qualified teams for special education 

rather than just individual highly-qualified teachers 

• Scientifically-based research as gold standard for special education needs to be 

expanded to include other research methodologies aside from randomized clinical 

trials 

• Research and guidelines for effective models of RTI need to become more 

generally available 

• Guidelines for special educators’ role in accountability need to be specified 
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• Guidelines for how to align special education curriculum with grade level 

standards need to be specified 

• Accountability measures which mask negative unintended consequences need to 

be re-evaluated and addressed 

 

Recommendations for Practice 

 The major conclusions of the Delphi support the following practices: 

• Joint professional development for special educators and general education 

teachers serving students with disabilities with an emphasis on special education 

content and pedagogy  

• Development and utilization of instructional practices that are based on a range of 

research methodologies (i.e., randomized clinical trials, qualitative, and single-

subject research) 

• Teacher training in the use of data and progress-monitoring to document the 

effectiveness of individual interventions and usefulness of alternative assessments 

• Augmenting school administrators’ knowledge of special education issues in 

accountability-driven school reform 

• Utilization of an integrated accountability-driven school reform model as a guide/ 

supplement for what needs to be prioritized in school reform impacting students 

with disabilities and special education 

As a caveat to utilizing an accountability-driven school reform model, potential users 

must take into consideration how NCLB is translated into practice in their own local 

setting. Thus, some components will be more relevant to some and not to others. In 
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addition, this model is intended as a starting point to communicate what needs to be 

addressed in accountability-driven school reforms for it to be responsive to the needs of 

students with disabilities and those who serve them. The goal is for others to build upon 

this model and adapt it to their needs. 

 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Several areas for future research are supported by the findings of the study. The 

following are sample research topics that may be pursued: 

• Designing a high quality team for special education: an exploratory study to 

determine essential characteristics of teams of general education teachers and 

special educators which effectively and efficiently serve students with disabilities 

• A comparative study between high quality teams and dual licensure teachers to 

determine significant differences in effect of instruction provided by high quality 

teams versus dual licensure teachers on academic content and individualized goals 

for students with disabilities 

• Regression of inputs and constraints to effective implementation of research-

based practices to determine which factors significantly impact practices in 

special education 

• Special education consensus on NCLB mandates: a Delphi study for consensus 

building on operational definitions of NCLB constructs affecting special 

education possibly among different levels of stakeholders (e.g. parents, teachers, 

IEP teams, influential persons impacting special education policy) 
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• Design-based research which specifically examines the next steps of enactment, 

analysis, and redesign for an integrated accountability-driven school reform 

model. Research could include second and third levels of program modeling and 

decomposition which further breaks down each program activity into specific 

steps of implementation.  A cross impact analysis (Gordon & Hayward, 1968) 

could also potentially extend the Delphi results beyond isolated forecasts and 

provide analysis of inter-relationships across the model components. Findings 

could further inform Comprehensive School Reform models for all students. 

 

Accountability-driven school reform appears to have the potential to create unique 

organizational opportunities and challenges for special education. The integrated 

accountability-driven school reform model and its implications are a starting point for 

understanding these opportunities and challenges. Given the diversity and complexity of 

change, it is unlikely that any one conceptual model will be able to provide a road map 

for policy makers and administrators to follow in leading reform to the benefit of both 

general education and special education. Rather, it is through a continuing discourse and 

problem solving that educational leadership will be able to position itself strategically in 

undertaking the challenge of ensuring educational accountability for all students.   
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Appendix A 

Guide Questions for Literature Review Coding  

For Program Activities 

1. What is/are the planned unit/s of activity in the study that has a measurable 

outcome for special education? 

2. Can this activity be tied back to the demands for accountability? 

For Inputs 

1. What are factors in the study that are required to run the program?  

2. Who are the participants expected to be changed by the program? 

3. Who are the personnel needed to run the program?  

4. What are the materials or facilities needed? 

5. Can these factors be measured in a present/absent manner rather than in a 

continuum? 

For Constraints 

1. What are the aptitudes, attitudes, and achievements of participants and trainers 

that modified the implementation of the activity or outcome? 

2. What are contextual factors (e.g. funding, political press, organizational climate) 

that modified the implementation of the activity or outcome? 

3. Can these factors be measured in a continuum or in degrees? 

For Outcomes 

1. What changes occurred in the program participants as a result of the activity? 

2. Are there cognitive, affective, or psychomotor changes? 

3. Are there other measurable factors that changed as a result of the activity? 
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Appendix B 

Sample Questionnaire for Round I: Brainstorming 

Questionnaire 1 of this survey is designed as an individual brainstorming session on 

accountability-driven school reform and its impact on special education. To assist with 

this process, (a) please try to generate as many answers to the questions provided as 

possible; (b) put criticisms of your own ideas on hold - answers will be presented to the 

group anonymously and in aggregate form; and lastly (c) feel free to include unusual 

ideas or recommendations.  

1.   Have you noticed changes in the practice of special education that you believe are 

a result of the No Child Left Behind Act? 

For Program Activities 

2.   Please list some of the major changes you have noticed in the practice of special 

education that can be tied to No Child Left Behind. 

      Example: Increase of professional development specifically on reading and math 

for special education teachers. 

3.   Have you noticed changes specific to how students in your area of specialization 

are served due to No Child Left Behind? If so, please list the type/s of students 

followed by the changed activity.  

Example: Students with severe disabilities - de-emphasis on vocational skill 

acquisition. 

4.   Please list any changes not yet seen in your current research or practice that you 

think or forecast will happen in special education practice as a result of No Child 



 159

Left Behind. 

Example: Use of more research-based practices in special education.  

For Inputs 

5.  Who are the persons and/or personnel commonly asked or required to lead or 

manage the changes you have noticed in the practice of special education? Please 

list their title and their role.  

Example: Experts in reading - provide professional development. 

6.  Who are the persons and/or participants asked or required to change their roles or 

activities because of new accountability requirements? Please list their title and 

the changed role or activity.  

Example: Students with disabilities - instructed in the general education classroom 

by general education teachers. 

7.  Please list materials and/or facilities required or utilized for the changes you have 

noticed in the practice of special education.  

Example: Student data from curriculum based assessments is used to guide 

instruction. 

8.  Are there persons who could be possible resources but who are currently untapped 

or underutilized in accountability-driven school reform? Please list their title and 

their potential role.  

Example: Technology specialist develops "computer games" to train students to 

participate in standardized assessments. 

9.  Are there persons who may need new activities to create a successful 

accountability-driven school reform responsive to students with disabilities? 
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Please list their title and your suggested new activity for them.  

Example: Parents of students with disabilities - parent training in tutoring of 

curricular subjects (e.g., math). 

10. Are there materials, facilities, and/or techniques that could be utilized but are 

currently underutilized or not utilized in accountability-driven school reform? 

Please suggest their use. 

Example: Single-subject research instead of group, aggregated test data to monitor 

individual progress. 

For Constraints 

11. Please list any aptitudes, attitudes, or achievements that inhibit or promote 

accountability-driven school reform for special education or students with 

disabilities.  

Example: Student's severity of disability - inhibits access to general curriculum. 

12. Please list contextual constraints (e.g., organizational climate) that inhibit or 

promote accountability-driven school reform for special education or students 

with disabilities.  

Example: Administrative pressure to have all students pass state accountability 

tests. 

13. Do you foresee other constraints that may inhibit or promote accountability-

driven school reform for special education or students with disabilities in the 

future? Please list them.  

Example: Action of advocacy organizations. 

For Evidences of outcomes 
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14. Are there positive or negative cognitive, affective, and/or psychomotor changes 

that have occurred among students with disabilities brought about by 

accountability-driven school reform? Please list them.  

Example: Students with disabilities have higher scores in academic content areas. 

15. Are there cognitive, affective, and/or psychomotor changes among school 

personnel as a result of accountability-driven school reform? Please list them.  

Example: Special education teachers have developed expertise in scientifically-

based research. 

16. What, if any, factors in special education have changed as a result of 

accountability-driven school reform? Please list them.  

Example: Special education referral rates have lessened. 

17. Are there any outcomes or changes specific to your area of specialization or to the 

students you serve that have been brought about by accountability-driven school 

reform? If yes, please list area(s) of specialization or students served followed by 

outcome.  

Example: Graduate course content on No Child Left Behind requirements in 

college/university courses.  

18. Are there other outcomes impacting special education and/or students with 

disabilities that you think or forecast will happen as a result of accountability-

driven school reform? Please list them.  

Example: Greater collaboration between general education classroom teachers and 

special education teachers. 
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Appendix C 

Sample Questionnaire for Round II: Priority Ranking 

I. Program Activities 

Indicate your priority for implementing each activity in accountability-driven school 

reform for special education. When prioritizing, please consider limited time and 

resources.  

Rating Scale: 

     1 – Top Priority 

     2 – Second Priority 

     3 – Maintain at present level 

     4 - Reduce or discontinue activity - do not initiate activity 

 
1. Utilize positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS) 

2. Provide test preparation 

3. Train special educators on academic content areas 

4. Develop accountability for non-academic goals 

5. Balance academic instruction and functional/ social/ vocational education 

6. Advocate for changes in federal policies 

7. Involve and inform parents of students with disabilities 

8. Utilize test accommodations appropriately 

9. Augment school administrators' knowledge of special education 

10. Provide tutoring and remedial services 

11. Emphasize inclusive practices 
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12. Align special education curriculum to grade level standards 

13. Utilize culturally-responsive pedagogy 

14. Redefine special educators' role 

15. Use Individualized Education Programs (IEP) appropriately 

16. Utilize collaboration and co-teaching 

17. Train and support general education teachers serving students with disabilities 

18. Implement Response to Intervention (RTI) 

19. Increase participation of students with disabilities in statewide assessments 

20. Develop and utilize research-based practices 

II. Inputs 

Indicate your priority in utilizing, acquiring or enhancing each source for accountability-

driven school reform for special education. When prioritizing, please consider limited 

time and resources. 

Rating Scale: 

     1 – Top Priority 

     2 – Second Priority 

     3 – Maintain at present level 

     4 – Reduce or discontinue resource 

 
1. Models, frameworks, and guides (e.g., curriculum guides) 

2. Experts in special education 

3. Professional organizations 
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4. Universities and higher education partnerships 

5. Parents and families of students with disabilities 

6. Paraprofessionals 

7. Special education directors 

8. Federal, state, and local education agencies 

9. Technology 

10. Research 

11. Commercial curriculum packages 

12. High stakes assessment data 

13. Curriculum based assessment data 

14. Students 

15. School administrators 

16. Community partnerships 

17. Progress monitoring tools 

18. Teachers 

19. IEP and IEP Team 

20. Health care professionals 

21. Experts in academic content areas 
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III. Constraints 

Indicate your priority for actively reducing or enhancing each potentially 

constraining source in accountability-driven school reform for special 

education. When prioritizing, please consider limited time and resources. 

Rating Scale: 

     1 – Top Priority 

     2 – Second Priority 

     3 – Monitor but not actively address 

     4 – Minimal/ No control over constraint 

 
1. Unions 

2. Administrative support/ pressure 

3. Attitudes towards disability 

4. Use of time/ amount of workload 

5. Pressure to show Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) 

6. Class size 

7. Student motivation 

8. Teacher buy-in 

9. Student's severity of disability 

10. School climate 

11. School funding 

12. Teachers' knowledge and skills 
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13. Advocacy efforts 

14. Racism 

15. Policymakers 

IV. Evidences of outcomes 

Indicate the importance you would attach to addressing each evidence of outcome for 

special education in an accountability-driven school reform. When prioritizing, please 

consider limited time and resources available in monitoring and accounting for outcomes. 

Rating Scale: 

     1 – Top Priority 

     2 – Second Priority 

     3 – Monitor but not actively address 

     4 – Minimally/ Do not account for 

 
1. Litigation 

2. Graduation rates 

3. Inclusion in general education classrooms 

4. Special education teachers' expertise in content areas 

5. Emotional impact on students with disabilities 

6. Collaboration efforts 

7. Stress and anxiety levels of school personnel 

8. Participation rates in statewide assessments 

9. Teacher turnover 
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10. Implementation of research-based practices 

11. Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) 

12. Parental involvement 

13. School choice/ Placement options 

14. Impact on attitudes towards disability 

15. Academic achievement of students with disabilities 

16. Identification and referral rates 

17. General education teachers' expertise in differentiating instruction 

18. Drop out rates 

19. Impact on teacher preparation 

20. Post-secondary and employment outcomes 
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Appendix D 

Sample Questionnaire for Round III: Consensus on Priority (Dissenting Arguments) 

GENERAL DIRECTIONS: Consider the collective responses from Questionnaire 2 and 

choose a response within the Inter-quartile Range (IQR) preferably the Mode unless you 

feel otherwise. If you choose to remain outside the consensus of the panel, provide your 

reason or rationale for your differing position.  

 
I. Program Activities  
 
Items that varied from consensus response:  

1. Train special educators on academic content areas 

 

Consider moving toward consensus (preferably by choosing the Mode) or retain previous 

response. 

�1-Top Priority �2-Second Priority �3-Maintain at 

Present Level 

�4-Reduce or 

Discontinue Activity 

If your new response is different from consensus response, give your rationale: _______ 



 169

Appendix E 

Sample Questionnaire for Round IV: Consensus on Priority (Critique of Arguments) 

GENERAL DIRECTIONS: For your responses to Questionnaire 4, choose a response 

within the inter-quartile range (preferably the Mode) unless you feel strongly that this 

developing consensus is flawed or you accept the rationale provided by panelist/s for a 

response that is outside the inter-quartile range. 

I. Program Activities 

Ratings reflect the expert panel's priority for implementing each program activity in 

accountability-driven school reform for special education. 

1. Balance academic instruction and functional/ social/ vocational education 

 

 

 

Outside Consensus Rank & Rationale: 

3 … Increase in vocational education will lead to increased tracking and inequality. 

3 If we emphasize the "functional, etc," we will be back to traditional, dumbed down 

special education. 

3 [Due to] limited resources... including too much of other (admittedly best practices) 

programming endangers all of our students' ability to access the general education 

curriculum. 
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3 For the majority of students with disabilities, we've over-emphasized functional-social-

vocational work... 

4 ... Time spent doing quasi-academic things in the name of special education has to be 

addressed - if "balance" means gearing up the rigor and expectations for academic 

achievement (which is the most powerful indicator of future success), then perhaps I 

misinterpret the item. 

Your previous response: 2 

Rank item taking into consideration the outside consensus response/s. 

�1 - Top Priority �2 - Second Priority �3 - Maintain at 

Present Level 

�4 - Reduce or 

Discontinue Activity 

Please provide your critique of rationale unacceptable to you: _____________________ 
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Appendix F 

Sample Questionnaire for Round V: Desirability/Feasibility Ratings 

GENERAL DIRECTIONS: Read each description and estimate its desirability and 

feasibility, using the rating scales provided in the drop down menus. 

I. Program Activities 

Estimate the desirability and feasibility of the specific activities under each general 

program activity. 

Rating Scales (presented as drop-down menus beside each description): 

Desirability Feasibility 

4 – Greatly improves special education 3 – Highly Feasible 

3 – moderately improves special education 2 – moderately Feasible 

2 – Minimal/No impact on special education 1 – Not Feasible 

1 – Leads to negative consequences  

Activity 1: Train and support general education teachers serving students with disabilities 

1. Train teachers to be data-driven and proficient in identifying learning needs 

2. Provide professional development on issues relevant to NCLB and its impact on 

students with disabilities 

3. Create opportunities for teachers to share their own strategies for teaching the 

standards to students with disabilities 

4. Provide joint professional development to general and special education teachers 

5. Train general education teachers in providing Tier 1 in Response-to-Intervention 
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programs 

II. Inputs 
 
Estimate the desirability and feasibility of the specific characteristics/functions of the 

following resources. 

Rating Scales (presented as drop-down menus beside each description): 

Desirability Feasibility 

4 – Greatly improves special education 3 – Highly Feasible 

3 – moderately improves special education 2 – moderately Feasible 

2 – Minimal/No impact on special education 1 – Not Feasible 

1 – Leads to negative consequences  

Resource 1: Teachers 

1. Special education teachers as facilitators/consultants to general education teachers 

2. Special education teachers who are credentialed/ highly-qualified in academic content areas 

3. Special education teachers who act as instructors in Tier 2 of Response-to-Intervention (RTI) 

4. Teachers as test tutors instructing students in test-taking strategies 

5. Classroom teachers as mainly responsible for students with disabilities in the general 

education classroom 

6. Teachers who are dually-licensed in both special and general education 

III. Constraints 
 
Estimate the desirability and likelihood of occurrence of each constraint scenario. 
 

Rating Scales (presented as drop-down menus beside each description): 
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Desirability Likelihood of Occurrence 

3 – Promotes positive changes in special education 3 – Commonly occurs 

2 – Minimal/No impact on special education 2 – Seldom occurs 

1 – Inhibits positive changes in special education 1 – Unlikely to occur 

Constraint 1: Teachers' knowledge and skills 

 
1. Failure to implement instruction with fidelity 

2. Lack of preparation to "operationalize" standards for students with disabilities 

3. Poor consumers of research 

4. Inadequate training in progress monitoring 

5. Lack of understanding of learning and special education theories to realize what is 

possible for students with severe disabilities 

IV. Evidence of Outcome 
 
Estimate the desirability and likelihood of occurrence of each outcome scenario. 
 

Rating Scales (presented as drop-down menus beside each description): 

Desirability Likelihood of Occurrence 

5 – Highly desirable outcome 3 – Commonly occurs 

4 – Desirable outcome 2 – Seldom occurs 

3 – Minimal/No impact on special education 1 – Unlikely to occur 

2 – Undesirable outcome  

1 – Highly undesirable outcome  

Outcome Area 1: Academic achievement of students with disabilities 
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1. Students with significant disabilities are learning more and can achieve at an academic 

level that exceeds teacher expectations 

2. Outstanding examples of schools raising the bar for students with disabilities and being 

successful 

3. Students are narrowing the gap in achievement with their non-disabled peers 

4. Students with learning disabilities are achieving higher reading and math levels 

5. Students' academic achievement has translated to meaningful independent adult 

outcomes 
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Appendix G 

Rounds and Arguments for Program Activities 
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Table G-1 

Delphi Rounds for Program Activities 

Program Activity 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Advocate for changes in 

federal policies 

2 1-3 31 (43%) 20 (28%) 14 (19%) 7 (10%) 

3 1-3 36 (46%) 20 (25%) 18 (23%) 5 (6%) 

4 1-3 40 (49%) 20 (24%) 20 (24%) 2 (2%) 

Align  special education 

curriculum to grade level 

standards 

2 1-3 31 (43%) 18 (25%) 14 (19%) 9 (13%) 

3 1-3 36 (46%) 19 (24%) 19 (24%) 5 (6%) 

4 1-3 31 (38%) 25 (30%) 19 (23%) 7 (9%) 

Augment school 

administrators' knowledge of 

special education 

2 1-2 40 (56%) 27 (38%) 5 (7%) 0 (0%) 

3 1-2 44 (56%) 33 (42%) 1 (1%) 1 (1%) 

4 1-2 50 (61%) 25 (30%) 7 (9%) 0 (0%) 

(table continues) 
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Table G-1 (continued) 
 
Program Activity 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Balance academic instruction 

and functional/ social/ 

vocational education 

2 1-2 37 (51%) 20 (28%) 12 (17%) 3 (4%) 

3 1-2 45 (57%) 24 (30%) 8 (10%) 2 (3%) 

4 1-2 45 (55%) 23 (28%) 11 (13%) 3 (4%) 

Develop accountability for 

non-academic goals 

2 1-3 21 (29%) 26 (36%) 14 (19%) 11 (15%) 

3 1-3 24 (30%) 30 (38%) 18 (23%) 7 (9%) 

4 2-3 20 (24%) 35 (43%) 19 (23%) 8 (10%) 

Develop and utilize research-

based practices 

2 1-2 53 (74%) 12 (17%) 5 (7%) 2 (3%) 

3 1-2 58 (73%) 14 (18%) 5 (6%) 2 (3%) 

4 1-2 59 (72%) 12 (15%) 10 (12%) 1 (1%) 

(table continues) 
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Table G-1 (continued) 
 
Program Activity 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Emphasize inclusive practices 2 1-3 33 (46%) 19 (26%) 17 (24%) 3 (4%) 

3 1-3 37 (47%) 20 (25%) 21 (27%) 1 (1%) 

4 1-3 33 (40%) 22 (27%) 25 (30%) 2 (2%) 

Implement Response to 

Intervention (RTI) 

2 1-3 30 (42%) 22 (31%) 14 (19%) 6 (8%) 

3 1-3 33 (42%) 24 (30%) 17 (22%) 5 (6%) 

4 1-3 38 (46%) 22 (27%) 20 (24%) 2 (2%) 

Increase participation of 

students with disabilities in 

statewide assessments 

2 1-3 19 (26%) 18 (25%) 28 (39%) 7 (10%) 

3 1-3 21 (27%) 23 (29%) 30 (38%) 5 (6%) 

4 2-3 16 (20%) 21 (26%) 41 (50%) 4 (5%) 

(table continues) 
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Table G-1 (continued) 
 
Program Activity 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Involve and inform parents of 

students with disabilities 

2 1-2 41 (57%) 20 (28%) 11 (15%) 0 (0%) 

3 1-3 48 (61%) 25 (32%) 6 (8%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-2 50 (61%) 23 (28%) 8 (10%) 1 (1%) 

Provide test preparation 2 2-3 14 (19%) 16 (22%) 32 (44%) 10 (14%) 

3 2-3 7 (9%) 21 (27%) 44 (56%) 7 (9%) 

4 2-3 6 (7%) 18 (22%) 50 (61%) 8 (10%) 

Provide tutoring and remedial 

services 

2 2-3 16 (22%) 31 (43%) 22 (31%) 3 (4%) 

3 2-3 8 (10%) 42 (53%) 28 (35%) 1 (1%) 

4 2-3 7 (9%) 48 (59%) 26 (32%) 1 (1%) 

(table continues) 
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Table G-1 (continued) 
 
Program Activity 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Redefine special educators’ 

role 

2 1-3 25 (35%) 22 (31%) 21 (29%) 4 (6%) 

3 1-3 28 (35%) 24 (30%) 24 (30%) 3 (4%) 

4 1-3 32 (39%) 24 (29%) 24 (29%) 2 (2%) 

Train and support GED 

teachers serving students with 

disabilities 

2 1-2 53 (74%) 17 (24%) 2 (3%) 0 (0%) 

3 1-1 60 (76%) 19 (24%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-1 63 (77%) 16 (20%) 3 (4%) 0 (0%) 

Train special educators on 

academic content areas 

2 1-2 31 (43%) 25 (35%) 14 (19%) 2 (3%) 

3 1-2 37 (47%) 32 (41%) 8 (10%) 2 (3%) 

4 1-2 35 (43%) 34 (41%) 13 (16%) 0 (0%) 

(table continues) 
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Table G-1 (continued) 
 
Program Activity 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Use Individualized Education 

Programs (IEP) appropriately 

2 1-2 51 (71%) 8 (11%) 10 (14%) 3 (4%) 

3 1-2 58 (73%) 11 (14%) 8 (10%) 2 (3%) 

4 1-2 58 (71%) 10 (12%) 11 (13%) 3 (4%) 

Utilize collaboration and co-

teaching 

2 1-2 34 (47%) 22 (31%) 13 (18%) 3 (4%) 

3 1-2 37 (47%) 29 (37%) 11 (14%) 2 (3%) 

4 1-2 34 (41%) 31 (38%) 14 (17%) 3 (4%) 

Utilize culturally-responsive 

pedagogy 

2 1-2.25 34 (47%) 20 (28%) 16 (22%) 2 (3%) 

3 1-2 38 (48%) 26 (33%) 14 (18%) 1 (1%) 

4 1-2 33 (40%) 29 (35%) 19 (23%) 1 (1%) 

(table continues) 
 
 
 
 



 182

Table G-1 (continued) 
 
Program Activity 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Utilize positive behavioral 

interventions and supports 

(PBIS) 

2 1-2 41 (57%) 23 (32%) 8 (11%) 0 (0%) 

3 1-2 46 (58%) 29 (37%) 4 (5%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-2 42 (51%) 32 (39%) 8 (10%) 0 (0%) 

Utilize test accommodations 

appropriately 

2 1-2 37 (51%) 18 (25%) 16 (22%) 1 (1%) 

3 1-2 42 (53%) 27 (34%) 10 (13%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-2 41 (50%) 27 (33%) 13 (16%) 1 (1%) 



 183

Table G-2 

Summary of Arguments for Program Activities 

Program Activities Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Advocate for 

changes in federal 

policies 

4 Our role as educators is to improve the lives of the 

students with whom we work, not to lobby for changes 

in federal law. 

4 Generally this statement means get rid of NCLB, and 

I think that is a misguided view. After 30 years of 

failure in special education, I believe it is time for a 

change. 

- Our role is much broader than "teaching" ; we must 

work to impact the policies that direct how and what 

we teach; we must teach policy makers what works; 

we must work to impact the support provided to 

education in this country. 

- I do not take this statement to mean get rid of NCLB. 

We cannot let laws/policies be done to us; we need to 

help shape them. 

(table continues) 
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Table G-2 (continued) 
 

Program Activities Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Align  special 

education 

curriculum to 

grade level 

standards 

4 … Human development and learning is neither linear 

nor necessarily sequential... "grade level standards" 

may in fact be completely inappropriate relative to a 

given student's disability. 

4 Our priority, as I understand it, is to align the 

curricula first and foremost to individualized student 

needs. 

 

- … While grade level standards may be a false 

assumption, it may force us to reexamine our own 

faulty practices of teaching content in a "dumbed 

down" manner. 

- … Differential instruction is the key 

- For students receiving academic instruction … grade 

level standards should not equate to grade level 

expectations… [Instead] need to have high 

expectations, and reasonable standards that are aligned 

with state grade level standards. 

- Some disability specific instruction in special 

education cannot be aligned to instructional standards 

(e.g., teaching a student to use a monocular) 

         (table continues) 
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Table G-2 (continued) 
 
Program Activities Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Augment school 

administrators' 

knowledge of 

special education 

3 I think this effort has been ongoing (with mixed 

success) the past 5 years, as NCLB finally got people 

to think about all kids as "their kids" ... 

4 Knowledge is not the problem requiring augmenting. 

- Effort hasn't been ongoing in some states, and should 

be a major priority. 

- Some research suggests that there are knowledge 

gaps that need to be addressed. 

- This needs to be a high priority to increase novice 

special educator retention and ensure effective and 

inclusive learning environments for all students 

especially those with disabilities. 

Balance academic 

and functional/ 

social/ vocational  

(continues) 

3 … Increase in vocational education will lead to 

increased tracking and inequality. 

3 If we emphasize the "functional, etc," we will be 

back to traditional, dumbed down special education. 

- …"functional" and "vocational" … may in fact 

require higher level cognitive and problem solving 

skills (e.g., computer science)  

 (table continues) 
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Table G-2 (continued) 
 
Program Activities Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Balance academic 

and functional/ 

social/ vocational 

education 

(continued) 

3 [Due to] limited resources... including too much of 

other (admittedly best practices) programming 

endangers all of our students' ability to access the 

general education curriculum. 

3 For the majority of students with disabilities, we've 

over-emphasized functional-social-vocational work... 

4 ... Time spent doing quasi-academic things in the 

name of special education has to be addressed - if 

"balance" means gearing up the rigor and expectations 

for academic achievement (which is the most powerful 

indicator of future success), then perhaps I misinterpret 

the item. 

- Students with disabilities are a heterogeneous group - 

they need to be viewed as individuals and provided 

with multiple options.  That means balancing academic 

and functional skill expectations and opportunities. 

(table continues) 
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Table G-2 (continued) 
 

 
Program Activities Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Develop 

accountability for 

non-academic 

goals (continues) 

4 I believe it is unrealistic to assess all aspects... the 

focus of schools should remain on the academics. 

4 … Our teachers are held accountable to a degree that 

currently puts extreme pressure to "teach to the test". 

Why would we even consider adding non academic 

issues to this? 

4 … We have had "accountability for non-academic 

goals" for 30 years in special education, and that is 

why we have the huge achievement gap now. 

- We should develop school accountability for all 

performances.  It should be non punitive and non test 

based and should be public.   

- I was hoping that academic [and] vocational goals 

would be honored in accountability goals (both should 

be pursued). 

(table continues) 
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Table G-2 (continued) 
 

Program Activities Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Develop 

accountability for 

non-academic 

goals (continued) 

4 "Accountability," as currently defined as test and 

punish, is inappropriate for measuring academic goals, 

let alone non-academic goals… What would you do, 

start standardized testing systems for behavior? 

 

Develop and 

utilize research-

based practices 

(continues) 

3 ... There's not always a research base that is 

applicable to the particular context and child. 

3 I have observed gain in the last few years in public 

school settings, but there is a long way to go in 

providing staff development to ensure fidelity in the 

use of research-based practices... 

3 We need to continue to broaden our 

conceptualization of research-based practices. 

- It is because of these [arguments] that we must make 

research-based practices a priority…  Let us do the 

research and define the term more clearly with data to 

back up the recommended methods & strategies… we 

either develop better practices, or get teachers prepared 

to use these practices if they are feasible. 

- There is substantial research on instruction, but more 

feasibility studies are needed.  

(table continues) 
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Table G-2 (continued) 
 
Program Activities Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Develop and 

utilize research-

based practices 

(continued) 

3 ... "Instructional" research-based practice is currently 

the focus of most of our schools... 

4 "Research-Based Practices" as currently defined in 

federal education policy is an expression of a very 

narrow, positivistic, and ultimately politically 

conservative view of research... 

- Given that a wide range of qualitative and 

quantitative designs would be appropriate to current 

Institute of Education Sciences Request for Proposals 

(IES RFP), the statement that federal policy focuses on 

a narrow range of designs is outdated. 

Emphasize 

inclusive practices 

4 Inclusion has failed to bring about proposed 

outcomes and does not have empirical support to 

continue. 

- The research on inclusion is mixed which implies that 

certain models may be providing the intended 

outcomes. We need to know more about the models 

that work 

- The real issue is "what" is inclusion -- until we have a 

definition that is realistic we can't measure it. 

(table continues) 



 190

Table G-2 (continued) 
 
Program Activities Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Implement 

Response to 

Intervention (RTI) 

4 RTI is a bandwagon that will likely be as ineffective 

as previous practices that received widespread 

acceptance with sufficient efficacy or scientific 

grounding. 

4 There is not an agreed upon evidence-based RTI 

model, it is terribly under funded. It will rely on 

special educators for implementation... I am all for 

early intervention, but special education law cannot 

change general education practice! Let's do it correctly 

next time. 

- The term RTI is another bandwagon under the guise 

of Applied Behavioral Analysis - but it's highly 

effective and seems to be a better tool of selecting 

students to give more intense support to. 

- We need to come to an agreed upon model for RTI 

and also what it means in secondary education. 

- There is scientific grounding [for] RTI…  I do agree 

that funding is always an issue.  However, RTI is not 

special education law and should be general education 

practice and probably should be in No Child Left 

Behind or its revision. 

(table continues) 
 
 



 191

Table G-2 (continued) 
 
Program Activities Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Increase 

participation of 

students with 

disabilities in 

statewide 

assessments 

(continues) 

4 For students with more severe disabilities ... [test 

participation] is having a direct effect on the types of 

skills those students are being taught [which adversely 

impacts] longitudinal adult outcomes. 

4 The tests are corrupt, particularly relative to the 

education of special education students. 

4 I have no problem with participating in statewide 

assessments. However, this question is not clear on 

issues of modification of tests… nor 

accommodations... 

- There is no research evidence that test participation 

and academic learning adversely impacts longitudinal 

adult outcomes for students with severe disabilities. 

The impact is unknown. What is known is that 

academic achievement is associated with improved 

adult outcomes for other populations, so it is a 

reasonable inference that this population will also 

benefit. 

- Inclusion of students with disabilities in statewide 

accountability has positively resulted in examination 

and change of what is being taught in special 

education. 

(table continues) 
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Table G-2 (continued) 
 
Program Activities Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Increase 

participation … 

(continued) 

 - Increasing testing overall is not the issue, ensuring 

that schools are accountable for all students is the 

issue. 

Involve and inform 

parents of students 

with disabilities 

3 We have strong policy and practice in this area now. 

Unless we improve the workplace conditions, special 

educators will continue to struggle... to implement the 

strong policies and practices. 

- Parents continue to be locked out of schools 

generally, especially low income parents... I am tired 

of seeing us do "to" families, and not "with" them. 

- Strong policy is in place, but needs to work better. 

Provide test 

preparation 

(continues) 

4 Standardized tests are absolutely invalid measures of 

student learning, and to cater to those tests only 

validates a system that essentially only serves to 

reproduce socio-economic inequalities. 

- Standardized testing provides at least evidence of 

learning the basic content. Without the tests and school 

accountability requirements, some students are 

overlooked.  

(table continues) 
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Table G-2 (continued) 
 
Program Activities Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Provide test 

preparation 

(continued) 

4 The focus on testing preparation has been too great, 

especially in the direction of teaching specific and rote 

content in the place of teaching generalized concepts 

and operations (which would improve test outcomes). 

While not ideal, the tests at least highlight where there 

is the need for better instruction and supports. 

- We want all students to be able to demonstrate what 

they know and not have a test score reflect ability (or 

lack thereof) of test taking behavior… not to teach the 

test, but how to take tests in general AND general 

concepts to be tested. 

Provide tutoring 

and remedial 

services 

(continues) 

1 ... Data tells us that > 40% of the American public is 

not graduating from high schools and that > 40% of the 

American public is functionally illiterate... Students 

will need ongoing supports such as tutoring and review 

to assist them with the gaps in their skill sets... 

- Not sure that the statistics is true (more than 40% of 

American public is not graduating form high schools?).  

Key service but should take secondary priority mostly 

[because] it is a funding issue. 

 

(table continues) 
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Table G-2 (continued) 
 
Program Activities Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Provide tutoring… 

(continued) 

1 ... Most students with high incidence academic 

disabilities require intensive tutoring and remedial 

services to sufficiently improve... With the 

implementation of RTI, I can't imagine a more 

appropriate type of service for students who are non-

responders in the Tiers preceding Special Education. 

1 One to one tutoring and remediation have very strong 

positive evidence-bases when done with fidelity. 

- If an IEP has identified the needs, the instruction to 

meet those needs is provided, then would we need 

tutoring? … thought special education services 

included tutoring and remedial by definition. 

(table continues) 
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Table G-2 (continued) 
 
Program Activities Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Redefine special 

educators' role 

4 We've been stressing changes in roles for special 

educators at the expense of promoting improved 

outcomes for students. I'm leaning in the direction of 

outcomes for kids. 

- Special educators' roles are being redefined whether 

we like it or not. Why not take the lead on this, instead 

of passively accepting the way the political winds 

blow? 

Train and support 

general education 

teachers serving 

students with 

disabilities 

2 Some appear to feel that if we just train general 

educators we can do away with special education. This 

is inaccurate and mistaken. Unless we train them to 

work in coordination with special educators we kid 

ourselves. 

- I think it's more about attitudinal training and 

providing current research to update general educators 

about strategies that work for students with disabilities. 

- Our job is to train and support the pedagogy of 

special education, as it is general educators' role to 

train and support us with content acquisition.  

(table continues) 
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Table G-2 (continued) 
 
Program Activities Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Train special 

educators on 

academic content 

areas 

3 The goal should not be to train special educators to 

be academic content specialists/ subject matter 

specialists. 

3 I am not convinced that special educators, who 

receive significant amounts of training already, need 

even more training in content areas. From the 

perspective of capacity, this seems unlikely (and even 

unfair to special educators). 

4 Special educators should already have academic 

content area knowledge. 

- Providing special educators with academic content 

knowledge does not imply that they will be content 

"experts"… general educators will continue to need to 

be the "content experts", but special educators do need 

to know relevant content information (especially at the 

middle & high school levels). 

- We need to figure out how to do this in a way that is 

fair and reasonable for special educators... Many 

programs have already begun this increased training in 

academic content so it is feasible. The benefits will be 

increased capacity to promote learning in the general 

curriculum. 

(table continues) 
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Table G-2 (continued) 
 
Program Activities Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Use Individualized 

Education 

Programs (IEP) 

appropriately 

3 What does "appropriately" mean? What evidence is 

there that IEPs are not being used appropriately? 

3 ... It is unclear that students with a disability in 

reading or math need a unique individualized program. 

Often, "standard protocol" interventions are used. 

3 It is important to recognize the need for standards- 

based IEPs and I think there is adequate research and 

support to do this. 

4 IEPs are not done well...so why use them? they are 

not designed to be anything other than a contract with 

a district. 

- It is because of significant differences in "what" is 

appropriate that we need to make IEPs a priority. 

- Utilize IEPs to teach skills necessary to access the 

academics (e.g., a student with a severe disability who 

is nonverbal may need to learn to communicate with a 

voice output device in order to demonstrate learning in 

math, language arts, and science) 

- We do not have research that says IEPs are 

inappropriately done or not well done. 

(table continues) 
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Table G-2 (continued) 
 
Program Activities Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Utilize 

collaboration and 

co-teaching 

3 Co-teaching reduces the professional status of highly 

qualified SPED teachers…. Special Educators usually 

wind up doing subsidiary work in the classroom. 

3 … Co-teaching increases the likelihood that eligible 

children are ignored in the general education classroom 

and denied a FAPE. 

3 … Overemphasis [of collaboration] leads to a 

diminution of intensive special education instruction. 

3 Within the context of many school systems, there is 

not sufficient financial or personnel support 

resources... for co-teaching models. 

3-4 Popular term but not an evidence-based practice. 

- Co-teaching does not reduce the professional status 

of a Special Ed teacher—rather it requires a higher 

level of professional skills…When well implemented 

co-teaching can be a partnership, provide intensive 

instructional support, and meet the needs of students. 

- Co-teaching is best practice (see Cook and Friend; 

Dieker) 

(table continues) 
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Table G-2 (continued) 
 
Program Activities Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Utilize culturally-

responsive 

pedagogy 

3 Poorly-defined construct and at present we do not 

have evidence-based practices for culturally-

responsive pedagogy. 

3 I think the field does an adequate job of this or is at 

least cognizant of these issues and embeds them in pre-

service training. 

4 This is a feel-good term in my view that doesn't offer 

much beyond what good teachers should be doing 

anyhow. 

- It is very much based in research and has been clearly 

defined by scholars such as Gloria Ladson-Billings and 

Geneva Gay. 

- … it should remain a priority given the low 

achievement levels of culturally diverse students with 

and without disabilities 

- School demographics are changing rapidly.  We need 

to help all educators understand the difference between 

"different" and "disability." 

(table continues) 
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Table G-2 (continued) 
 
Program Activities Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Utilize positive 

behavioral 

interventions and 

supports (PBIS) 

3 Many schools are implementing PBIS successfully. I 

sense from the overall data here that other respondents 

didn't actually prioritize - they simply saw ALL of 

these as important, which I believe isn't the point is it? 

- Behavior issues need to be a high priority, as little 

else happens in improving schools unless there is a 

safe, stable environment in which to learn… have 

observed schools where behavior issues are interfering 

with learning 

- Some schools are still working to implement this. 

Utilize test 

accommodations 

appropriately 

(continues) 

3 Recent reviews of accommodations show that they 

are not being used appropriately... Accommodations 

for classroom-based assessment activities are not 

implemented well. There is better utilization of 

accommodations for state assessments because of the 

standardization of directions. 

- Just because testing is inappropriate doesn't mean that 

we shouldn't provide appropriate accommodations. 

- Accommodations are important to participation of 

students with disabilities. Making this a top priority is 

needed especially if we need to improve their use. 

(table continues) 
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Table G-2 (continued) 
 
Program Activities Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Utilize test 

accommodations… 

(continued) 

3 Testing itself may be inappropriate. 

3 Test accommodations is not a new endeavor and is 

already being addressed appropriately. 
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Table H-1 

Delphi Rounds for Inputs 

Inputs 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Commercial curriculum 

packages 

2 3-3 3 (4%) 14 (19%) 42 (58%) 13 (18%) 

3 3-3 3 (4%) 11 (14%) 55 (71%) 9 (12%) 

4 3-3 3 (4%) 9 (11%) 57 (70%) 12 (15%) 

Community partnerships 2 1-3 24 (33%) 25 (35%) 21 (29%) 2 (3%) 

3 1-3 27 (35%) 28 (36%) 22 (28%) 1 (1%) 

4 2-3 20 (25%) 40 (49%) 20 (25%) 1 (1%) 

Curriculum based assessment 

data 

2 1-2 45 (63%) 20 (28%) 5 (7%) 2 (3%) 

3 1-2 50 (64%) 23 (29%) 5 (6%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-2 50 (62%) 24 (30%) 7 (9%) 0 (0%) 

(table continues) 
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Table H-1 (continued) 
 
Inputs 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Experts in academic content 

areas 

2 1-3 22 (31%) 28 (39%) 21 (29%) 1 (1%) 

3 1-3 23 (29%) 33 (42%) 22 (28%) 0 (0%) 

4 2-3 18 (22%) 41 (51%) 21 (26%) 1 (1%) 

Experts in special education 2 1-2 31 (43%) 27 (38%) 12 (17%) 2 (3%) 

3 1-2 35 (45%) 34 (44%) 9 (12%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-2 41 (51%) 29 (36%) 11 (14%) 0 (0%) 

Federal, state, and local 

education agencies 

2 1-3 23 (32%) 27 (38%) 19 (26%) 3 (4%) 

3 1-3 26 (33%) 31 (40%) 21 (27%) 0 (0%) 

4 2-3 19 (23%) 40 (49%) 21 (26%) 1 (1%) 

(table continues) 
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Table H-1 (continued) 
 
Inputs 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Health care professionals 2 2-3 11 (15%) 19 (26%) 40 (56%) 2 (3%) 

3 2-3 9 (12%) 22 (28%) 47 (60%) 0 (0%) 

4 2-3 9 (11%) 21 (26%) 51 (63%) 0 (0%) 

High stakes assessment data 2 1.75-3 18 (25%) 17 (24%) 25 (35%) 12 (17%) 

3 2-3 12 (15%) 23 (29%) 36 (46%) 7 (9%) 

4 2-3 9 (11%) 17 (21%) 46 (57%) 9 (11%) 

IEP and IEP Team 2 1-2 42 (58%) 14 (19%) 13 (18%) 3 (4%) 

3 1-2 47 (60%) 20 (26%) 10 (13%) 1 (1%) 

4 1-2 48 (59%) 21 (26%) 10 (12%) 2 (2%) 

(table continues) 
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Table H-1 (continued) 
 
Inputs 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Models, frameworks, and 

guides (e.g., curriculum 

guides) 

2 1-3 19 (26%) 26 (36%) 24 (33%) 3 (4%) 

3 1.25-3 20 (26%) 30 (38%) 27 (35%) 1 (1%) 

4 2-3 11 (14%) 39 (48%) 31 (38%) 0 (0%) 

Paraprofessionals 2 1-3 20 (28%) 22 (31%) 27 (38%) 3 (4%) 

3 1.25-3 20 (26%) 26 (33%) 31 (40%) 1 (1%) 

4 2-3 14 (17%) 27 (33%) 37 (46%) 3 (4%) 

Parents and families of 

students with disabilities 

2 1-2 42 (58%) 17 (24%) 11 (15%) 2 (3%) 

3 1-2 47 (60%) 25 (32%) 6 (8%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-2 52 (64%) 19 (23%) 10 (12%) 0 (0%) 

(table continues) 
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Table H-1 (continued) 
 
Inputs 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Professional organizations 2 2-3 12 (17%) 30 (42%) 25 (35%) 5 (7%) 

3 2-3 9 (12%) 38 (49%) 30 (38%) 1 (1%) 

4 2-3 10 (12%) 46 (57%) 25 (31%) 0 (0%) 

Progress monitoring tools 2 1-2 43 (60%) 22 (31%) 6 (8%) 1 (1%) 

3 1-2 49 (63%) 25 (32%) 4 (5%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-2 49 (60%) 26 (32%) 6 (7%) 0 (0%) 

Research 2 1-2 46 (64%) 21 (29%) 4 (6%) 1 (1%) 

3 1-2 51 (65%) 25 (32%) 2 (3%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-2 53 (65%) 22 (27%) 6 (7%) 0 (0%) 

(table continues) 
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Table H-1 (continued) 
 
Inputs 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

School administrators 2 1-2.25 30 (42%) 24 (33%) 16 (22%) 2 (3%) 

3 1-2 33 (42%) 34 (44%) 11 (14%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-2 31 (38%) 38 (47%) 12 (15%) 0 (0%) 

Special education directors 2 1-3 25 (35%) 27 (38%) 18 (25%) 2 (3%) 

3 1-2 27 (35%) 29 (37%) 21 (27%) 1 (1%) 

4 1-2 22 (27%) 39 (48%) 19 (23%) 1 (1%) 

Students 2 1-2 44 (61%) 16 (22%) 11 (15%) 1 (1%) 

3 1-1 54 (69%) 21 (27%) 3 (4%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-2 59 (73%) 16 (20%) 5 (6%) 1 (1%) 

(table continues) 
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Table H-1 (continued) 
 
Inputs 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Teachers 2 1-1 55 (76%) 11 (15%) 5 (7%) 1 (1%) 

3 1-1 70 (90%) 7 (9%) 1 (1%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-1 70 (86%) 6 (7%) 5 (6%) 0 (0%) 

Technology 2 1-2 37 (51%) 23 (32%) 10 (14%) 2 (3%) 

3 1-2 41 (53%) 33 (42%) 4 (5%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-2 38 (47%) 37 (46%) 6 (7%) 0 (0%) 

Universities and higher 

education partnerships 

2 1-2 30 (42%) 28 (39%) 12 (17%) 2 (3%) 

3 1-2 35 (45%) 38 (49%) 5 (6%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-2 32 (40%) 40 (49%) 9 (11%) 0 (0%) 
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Table H-2 

Summary of Arguments for Inputs 

Inputs Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Commercial 

curriculum 

packages 

2 ... These products are demonstrably inappropriate for most 

special education students. 

2 & 4 Commercial packages are seldom culturally responsive. 

4 Maintaining at present level is meaningless; too much 

variability in use of commercial packages. The use should be 

reduced in favor of individualized instruction. 

4 Commercial interests have no business in PUBLIC schools... 

With the increase of curriculum packages relative to high-

stakes test, these commercial enterprises are essentially driving 

our curriculum, and in the process gutting issues of race and 

social justice. 

-  Commercial packages that provide flexible 

options for … academic learning activities would 

allow for more teaching opportunities by 

[helping teachers] spend less time adapting and 

creating materials. 

- Use of a research or evidence based product, 

with set procedures and method to determine 

fidelity of implementation is an effective and 

efficient way to improve student achievement. 

(table continues) 
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Table H-2 (continued) 
 

Inputs Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Community 

partnerships 

No justification provided Especially important in the area of transition… 

and for community based education for students. 

Curriculum 

based assessment 

data (CBA) 

3 [We don't know] enough about the measurement properties 

of CBA to recommend its increased use. 

3 Much of CBA is invalid, lacks reliability, and is very 

inappropriate for use with students with disabilities. 

3 This is a heavy focus in our schools right now (and the 

exclusive focus in some places). 

3 Already appears to be a top priority based on funding. 

- CBA has 30 years of research behind it (Deno 

and others) and provides the accountability 

missing in our previous instructional efforts, 

allows changes to instruction in a timely 

manner… [and] provides motivation for the 

student to improve as they watch/graph their 

results. 

Experts in 

academic content 

areas 

No response outside Inter-Quartile Range (IQR) No critique to arguments 

(table continues) 
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Table H-2 (continued) 
 

Inputs Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Experts in 

special education 

3 There is no such thing as an "expert" in special education. - There ARE "experts" in special education… as 

in experts in development, use of instructional 

strategies, accommodations, and amelioration. 

Federal, state, 

and local 

education 

agencies 

No response outside IQR No critique to arguments 

Health care 

professionals 

1 Schools need linkages with health professionals, and many 

health professionals need up to date (research-based) 

information about resources for students with disabilities. 

1 Health care professional are vital on the team working with 

students with significant needs. 

No critique to arguments 

(table continues) 
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Table H-2 (continued) 
 

Inputs Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

High stakes 

assessment data 

(continues) 

4 … High-stakes tests are invalid measures of student 

learning... 

4 … I feel it's immoral to hold any students accountable for 

their own learning until we've achieved perfect schools - [e.g.,] 

equitable distribution of resources .... 

4 … We risk doing harm to individuals with disabilities when 

we require this policy and do not yet know how to select 

appropriate accommodations. 

4 Not useful for instruction. 

4 I have great concerns for students with special needs being 

tested in material they have never been exposed to -- simply 

because "they are in that grade".... 

- High stakes assessments receive a lot of bad 

press, but there is no research to support the 

claims of negative impact. 

- High stakes assessment data needs to be top 

priority because too many students are affected 

by them.  We need to do something about them 

so our students don't feel that they are not "worth 

anything" because of what a test score says. 

(table continues) 
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Table H-2 (continued) 
 

Inputs Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

High stakes 

assessment data 

(continued) 

4 Many schools will "pin" the schools failure to meet AYP on 

the "special ed students" making them scape-goats. This has 

resulted in the movement of students (that would have profited 

from inclusion) to much more restrictive programs... 

 

IEP and IEP 

Team 

3 I don't see as much impact here as others... - The IEP is paramount to directing a child's 

academic program.  It's very influential.   

Models, 

frameworks, and 

guides 

No justification provided No critique to arguments 

Paraprofessionals No justification provided Much training and attention has been devoted to 

paras most recently and this is crucial -especially 

attitudinal as they tend to have less education. 

(table continues) 
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Table H-2 (continued) 
 

Inputs Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Parents and 

families of 

students with 

disabilities 

No justification provided No critique to arguments 

Professional 

organizations 

1 … Professional organizations are a primary means of life-

long learning for teachers and keeping current with your 

field... 

1 … Professional organizations can be a unifying route to 

synthesizing and disseminating information and expertise. 

1 Historically, almost all professional disciplines needed a 

strong central professional association to improve practice and 

move to a professional level. 

- Professional organizations are all too frequently 

ineffective in attempting to respond to the 

diverse voices in the organization. 

- Professional organizations are political and 

should be eyed with a critical view… great 

opportunities with a group think but also 

dangerous. 

(table continues) 
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Table H-2 (continued) 
 

Inputs Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Progress 

monitoring tools 

3 These are adequately utilized for stated purposes. 

3 ... Things like RTI and other forms of progress monitoring 

are put in place before they are defined--causing legal 

quagmires. 

Traditional monitoring should give way to 

monitoring based on student outcomes although 

we must keep basic protections afforded by 

IDEA to students and families. 

Research 3 Unless research has practical use, it is a waste of time and 

money. 

Original research may develop into the practical 

so should not be discarded if theoretical only in 

infancy… no research is a waste as we never 

know what we may need to know. 

School 

administrators 

(continues) 

3 School administrators often condone inappropriate school 

behaviors during the IEP processes. 

3 Training administrators without the appropriate supports for 

the workplace conditions will fail. 

- The research supports how important the 

building leader is to bring about positive changes 

in a school building. 

 

(table continues) 
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Table H-2 (continued) 
 

Inputs Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

School 

administrators 

(continued) 

 - If we don't reach school administrators to be 

informed advocates of the special education 

process, we are doomed. It is make or break for 

students, special educators, and families. 

Special 

education 

directors 

No justification provided No critique to arguments 

Students No justification provided Students are minors with limited life and school 

experience and have minimal input into 

determining future directions in schools…  [but] 

would be a good source of information for 

feedback on teachers and schools.  

(table continues) 
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Table H-2 (continued) 
 

Inputs Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Teachers 2 Without [improving] workplace conditions teachers will 

continue to struggle to use best practice. 

Improving the workplace condition is an aspect 

of addressing the "teacher issues". 

Technology 3 I haven't seen technology improve learning -- 

implementation issues are too challenging and it is distracting 

us from actually improving teaching. 

- What about programs like Accelerated Math, 

Accelerated Reader, etc.? 

- I have seen great advances in the use of 

technology… many teachers/professors do not 

take or have the time to learn the technology… 

the issue is about change more than technology. 

Universities and 

higher education 

partnerships 

(continues) 

3 There is no reciprocity in university-higher education 

partnerships. 

- I am currently directing a doctoral program 

with 13 school based leaders where the 

reciprocity is great. 

 

(table continues) 
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Table H-2 (continued) 
 

Inputs Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Universities and 

higher education 

partnerships 

(continued) 

 - Since 1991 our program has had partnerships 

with three different local education agencies 

(LEAs) … and each of these have evolved to 

being full partnerships with reciprocity. 

-  Service-learning is an empirically supported 

strategy used in my courses. 
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Appendix I 

Rounds and Arguments for Constraints 
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Table I-1 

Delphi Rounds for Constraints 

Constraints 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Administrative support/ 

pressure 

2 1-2 37 (54%) 15 (22%) 13 (19%) 4 (6%) 

3 1-2 43 (57%) 25 (33%) 6 (8%) 2 (3%) 

4 1-2 53 (66%) 21 (26%) 5 (6%) 1 (1%) 

Advocacy efforts 2 2-3 17 (25%) 28 (41%) 20 (29%) 4 (6%) 

3 2-3 12 (16%) 38 (50%) 22 (29%) 4 (5%) 

4 2-3 11 (14%) 45 (56%) 21 (26%) 3 (4%) 

Attitudes towards disability 2 1-2 32 (46%) 20 (29%) 15 (22%) 2 (3%) 

3 1-2 35 (46%) 34 (45%) 5 (7%) 2 (3%) 

4 1-2 41 (51%) 32 (40%) 5 (6%) 2 (3%) 

(table continues) 
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Table I-1 (continued) 
 
Constraints 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Class size 2 1-3 27 (39%) 21 (30%) 18 (26%) 3 (4%) 

3 1-3 30 (39%) 25 (33%) 18 (24%) 3 (4%) 

4 1-2 36 (45%) 30 (38%) 12 (15%) 2 (3%) 

Policymakers 2 1-3 28 (41%) 21 (30%) 14 (20%) 6 (9%) 

3 1-2.25 32 (42%) 25 (33%) 17 (22%) 2 (3%) 

4 1-2 41 (51%) 26 (33%) 12 (15%) 1 (1%) 

Pressure to show Adequate 

Yearly Progress (AYP) 

2 1-3 23 (33%) 19 (28%) 18 (26%) 9 (13%) 

3 1-3 27 (36%) 22 (29%) 23 (30%) 4 (5%) 

4 1-3 27 (34%) 26 (33%) 25 (31%) 2 (3%) 

(table continues) 
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Table I-1 (continued) 
 
Constraints 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Racism 2 1-3 29 (42%) 17 (25%) 15 (22%) 8 (12%) 

3 1-3 35 (46%) 19 (25%) 18 (24%) 4 (5%) 

4 1-2 39 (49%) 26 (33%) 13 (16%) 2 (3%) 

School climate 2 1-2 33 (48%) 29 (42%) 5 (7%) 2 (3%) 

3 1-2 42 (55%) 31 (41%) 1 (1%) 2 (3%) 

4 1-2 51 (64%) 27 (34%) 2 (3%) 0 (0%) 

School funding 2 1-2 33 (48%) 25 (36%) 8 (12%) 3 (4%) 

3 1-2 40 (53%) 30 (39%) 3 (4%) 3 (4%) 

4 1-2 47 (59%) 30 (38%) 1 (1%) 2 (3%) 

(table continues) 
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Table I-1 (continued) 
 
Constraints 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Student motivation 2 1-2 34 (49%) 26 (38%) 5 (7%) 4 (6%) 

3 1-2 40 (53%) 31 (41%) 3 (4%) 2 (3%) 

4 1-2 46 (58%) 30 (38%) 3 (4%) 1 (1%) 

Student's severity of disability 2 1-3 26 (38%) 16 (23%) 15 (22%) 12 (17%) 

3 1-3 29 (38%) 20 (26%) 18 (24%) 9 (12%) 

4 1-2 37 (46%) 24 (30%) 15 (19%) 4 (5%) 

Teacher buy-in 2 1-2 43 (62%) 22 (32%) 1 (1%) 3 (4%) 

3 1-2 49 (64%) 25 (33%) 1 (1%) 1 (1%) 

4 1-2 58 (73%) 18 (23%) 2 (3%) 2 (3%) 

(table continues) 
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Table I-1 (continued) 
 
Constraints 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Teachers' knowledge and 

skills 

2 1-1 53 (77%) 12 (17%) 2 (3%) 2 (3%) 

3 1-1 66 (87%) 8 (11%) 0 (0%) 2 (3%) 

4 1-1 74 (93%) 5 (6%) 0 (0%) 1 (1%) 

Unions 2 2-4 4 (6%) 16 (23%) 22 (32%) 27 (39%) 

3 2-4 3 (4%) 17 (22%) 23 (30%) 33 (43%) 

4 2-4 3 (4%) 18 (23%) 24 (30%) 35 (44%) 

Use of time/ amount of 

workload 

2 1-2 39 (57%) 20 (29%) 9 (13%) 1 (1%) 

3 1-2 45 (59%) 22 (29%) 8 (11%) 1 (1%) 

4 1-2 54 (68%) 21 (26%) 5 (6%) 0 (0%) 
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Table I-2 

Summary of Arguments for Constraints 

Constraints Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Administrative 

support/ pressure 

No justification provided No critique to arguments 

Advocacy efforts 

(continues) 

1 ... The needs of children with disabilities have been 

overshadowed by the requirements of NCLB... 

particularly in the area of low incidence disabilities. 

Advocating for [valid and ethically correct] practices is 

critical to maintain an educational system that truly 

serves individuals with disabilities as well as those 

without. 

No critique to arguments 

(table continues) 
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Table I-2 (continued) 
 

Constraints Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Advocacy efforts 

(continued) 

1 As a disability advocate at the local and state levels, I 

strongly see the urgency in our efforts to bring the 

plight of the disabled to the forefront of everyone's 

agenda. 

4 ... Difficult to address because it depends on specific 

advocacy issues. 

 

Attitudes towards 

disability 

3 We do a lot in this area now. 

3 Realistically all issues cannot be addressed at the 

same time. We must prioritize... 

Poor societal attitudes continue to keep productive 

adults with disabilities from competitive jobs and 

careers. It starts with us and the way in which we 

change attitudes, even if it is one person at a time. 

Class size No justification provided No critique to arguments 

Policymakers No justification provided No critique to arguments 

(table continues) 
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Table I-2 (continued) 
 

Constraints Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Pressure to show 

Adequate Yearly 

Progress (AYP) 

4 AYP is a bad joke. It is based on what I consider to 

be invalid measures of student learning - the high-

stakes tests. Not to mention some of the internal 

problems with AYP, which, under current federal 

guidelines, creates well over 100 individual ways that 

schools can fail to meet AYP... 

- AYP may not be perfect… [but] important to 

consider how students are doing as a subgroup and 

what factors account for their successes and failures. 

- AYP is poorly constructed but, for now, it can't be 

ignored. 

Racism No justification provided No critique to arguments 

School climate No justification provided Important indicator of opportunity to learn. 

School funding 

(continues) 

3 School funding is a local and state issue. It can be 

monitored, but not impacted otherwise. 

- Funding of IDEA is not a state and local issue… the 

feds have never lived up to the promises of full 

funding. 

(table continues) 
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Table I-2 (continued) 
 

Constraints Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

School funding 

(continued) 

 - Adequate resources are the bedrock of a quality 

education for all students.  We can and must impact it. 

Student motivation 3 Student motivation is an effect of many variables. 

One does not directly change motivation. 

3 Student motivation is embedded in using research 

based scientific pedagogy - which should be the norm. 

- Motivation is influenced by 'good teaching', and we 

should study this more, figure out how to 

inform/influence teachers more. 

Student's severity 

of disability 

4 Special education should be individualized, 

regardless of disability. It should be based on students' 

unique educational needs. 

No critique to arguments 

Teacher buy-in No justification provided No critique to arguments 

Teachers' 

knowledge & skills 

No justification provided No critique to arguments 

(table continues) 
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Table I-2 (continued) 
 

Constraints Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Unions 1 ...The unions are absolutely vital to the survival of 

teaching as a profession, and... absolutely vital to 

maintaining safe working/learning environments for 

both teachers and students alike... 

While I concur that unions are absolutely vital to the 

survival of the teaching profession… this is one of 

those priorities that should not be legislated. 

Use of time/ 

amount of 

workload 

No justification provided No critique to arguments 
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Appendix J 

Rounds and Arguments for Evidences of Outcomes
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Table J-1 

Delphi Rounds for Evidences of Outcomes 

Evidence of Outcome 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Academic achievement of 

students with disabilities 

2 1-1 51 (76%) 15 (22%) 1 (1%) 0 (0%) 

3 1-1 66 (89%) 8 (11%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-1 72 (91%) 7 (9%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

Adequate Yearly Progress 

(AYP) 

2 1-3 18 (27%) 20 (30%) 22 (33%) 7 (10%) 

3 2-3 18 (24%) 24 (32%) 28 (38%) 4 (5%) 

4 1.5-3 20 (25%) 26 (33%) 30 (38%) 3 (4%) 

Collaboration efforts 2 1-2 31 (46%) 27 (40%) 8 (12%) 1 (1%) 

3 1-2 35 (47%) 33 (45%) 6 (8%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-2 39 (49%) 33 (42%) 7 (9%) 0 (0%) 

(table continues) 
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Table J-1 (continued) 
 
Evidence of Outcome 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Drop out rates 2 1-2 41 (61%) 19 (28%) 7 (10%) 0 (0%) 

3 1-2 48 (65%) 24 (32%) 2 (3%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-1 60 (76%) 18 (23%) 1 (1%) 0 (0%) 

Emotional impact on students 

with disabilities 

2 1-2 25 (37%) 28 (42%) 11 (16%) 3 (4%) 

3 1-2 29 (39%) 38 (51%) 4 (5%) 3 (4%) 

4 1-2 28 (35%) 45 (57%) 4 (5%) 2 (3%) 

General education teachers' 

expertise in differentiating 

instruction 

2 1-2 43 (64%) 22 (33%) 2 (3%) 0 (0%) 

3 1-2 48 (65%) 24 (32%) 2 (3%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-2 55 (70%) 21 (27%) 3 (4%) 0 (0%) 

(table continues) 
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Table J-1 (continued) 
 
Evidence of Outcome 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Graduation rates 2 1-2 42 (63%) 22 (33%) 3 (4%) 0 (0%) 

3 1-2 49 (66%) 25 (34%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-1 61 (77%) 18 (23%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

Identification and referral 

rates 

2 1-2 30 (45%) 25 (37%) 12 (18%) 0 (0%) 

3 1-2 35 (47%) 35 (47%) 4 (5%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-2 39 (49%) 38 (48%) 2 (3%) 0 (0%) 

Impact on attitudes towards 

disability 

2 1-3 25 (37%) 23 (34%) 17 (25%) 2 (3%) 

3 1-3 29 (39%) 24 (32%) 19 (26%) 2 (3%) 

4 1-2 34 (43%) 26 (33%) 17 (22%) 2 (3%) 

(table continues) 
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Table J-1 (continued) 
 
Evidence of Outcome 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Impact on teacher preparation 2 1-2 31 (46%) 28 (42%) 7 (10%) 1 (1%) 

3 1-2 36 (49%) 34 (46%) 3 (4%) 1 (1%) 

4 1-2 47 (59%) 29 (37%) 3 (4%) 0 (0%) 

Implementation of research-

based practices 

2 1-1 51 (76%) 12 (18%) 2 (3%) 2 (3%) 

3 1-1 62 (84%) 9 (12%) 2 (3%) 1 (1%) 

4 1-1 65 (82%) 10 (13%) 3 (4%) 1 (1%) 

Inclusion in general education 

classrooms 

2 1-2 32 (48%) 21 (31%) 12 (18%) 2 (3%) 

3 1-2 36 (49%) 28 (38%) 9 (12%) 1 (1%) 

4 1-2 46 (58%) 25 (32%) 8 (10%) 0 (0%) 

(table continues) 
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Table J-1 (continued) 
 
Evidence of Outcome 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Litigation 2 2-3 10 (15%) 18 (27%) 33 (49%) 6 (9%) 

3 2-3 7 (9%) 24 (32%) 40 (54%) 3 (4%) 

4 2-3 7 (9%) 20 (25%) 49 (62%) 3 (4%) 

Parental involvement 2 1-2 32 (48%) 19 (28%) 15 (22%) 1 (1%) 

3 1-2 36 (49%) 31 (42%) 6 (8%) 1 (1%) 

4 1-2 45 (57%) 30 (38%) 4 (5%) 0 (0%) 

Participation rates in statewide 

assessments 

2 1-3 19 (28%) 27 (40%) 17 (25%) 4 (6%) 

3 1-3 20 (27%) 34 (46%) 18 (24%) 2 (3%) 

4 2-2 16 (20%) 47 (59%) 15 (19%) 1 (1%) 

(table continues) 
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Table J-1 (continued) 
 
Evidence of Outcome 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Post-secondary and 

employment outcomes 

2 1-2 43 (64%) 18 (27%) 3 (4%) 3 (4%) 

3 1-2 51 (69%) 19 (26%) 2 (3%) 2 (3%) 

4 1-2 58 (73%) 17 (22%) 2 (3%) 2 (3%) 

School choice/ Placement 

options 

2 2-3 9 (13%) 13 (19%) 35 (52%) 10 (15%) 

3 2-3 6 (8%) 18 (24%) 43 (58%) 7 (9%) 

4 2-3 6 (8%) 18 (23%) 50 (63%) 5 (6%) 

Special education teachers' 

expertise in content areas 

2 1-2 28 (42%) 30 (45%) 8 (12%) 1 (1%) 

3 1-2 29 (39%) 42 (57%) 3 (4%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-2 28 (35%) 48 (61%) 3 (4%) 0 (0%) 

(table continues) 
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Table J-1 (continued) 
 
Evidence of Outcome 

R
ou

nd
  

IQ
R

 

Priority Rating with Mode 

1 Top  2 Second  3 Maintain at 

Present Level 

4 Reduce/ 

Discontinue  

Stress and anxiety levels of 

school personnel 

2 1-3 22 (33%) 27 (40%) 17 (25%) 1 (1%) 

3 1-3 24 (32%) 28 (38%) 22 (30%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-2 23 (29%) 39 (49%) 17 (22%) 0 (0%) 

Teacher turnover 2 1-2 29 (43%) 26 (39%) 11 (16%) 1 (1%) 

3 1-2 35 (47%) 32 (43%) 7 (9%) 0 (0%) 

4 1-2 47 (59%) 28 (35%) 4 (5%) 0 (0%) 
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Table J-2 

Summary of Arguments for Evidences of Outcomes 

Evidences of 

outcomes 

Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Academic 

achievement of 

students with 

disabilities 

(continues) 

2 We do not yet know how to measure this well, and 

we risk doing harm. 

2 Achievement is not always a priority to eligible 

children and families. Some students need more 

emphasis on daily living skills. 

- Don't know how to measure well, but need to 

maintain accountability and high expectations while 

we figure this out. 

- If academic achievement is broadly defined 

(including all aspects of functional/life skills 

instruction, social interactions, arts) then I would be 

more apt to concur with the majority. Unfortunately, 

most people view academic achievement as Reading, 

Math, Science, Written Language and occasionally 

Social Studies (as in history, community helpers, our 

friends to the north/south, etc.).  

(table continues) 
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Table J-2 (continued) 
 

Evidences of 

outcomes 

Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Academic 

achievement 

(continued) 

 For many kids with more significant disabilities – we 

need to expand the definition to better understand the 

outcomes. 

Adequate Yearly 

Progress (AYP) 

4 AYP is an unworkable policy that essentially only 

creates failure and is not structured to promote success. 

It should be done away with generally, and certainly 

has no place in special education. 

Needs to be revised but is still potentially useful. 

Collaboration 

efforts 

No justification provided No critique to arguments. 

Drop out rates No justification provided No critique to arguments 

(table continues) 
 
 
 
 



 241

Table J-2 (continued) 
 

Evidences of 

outcomes 

Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Emotional impact 

on students with 

disabilities 

3 How can something that cannot adequately be 

measured be assessed as an outcome? 

3 Why do something about it if we don't even know if 

it is a problem? 

4 Important, but not for accountability. 

No critique to arguments 

General education 

teachers' expertise 

in differentiating 

instruction 

3 Most general education teachers have no idea how to 

work with students with disabilities. 

3 I think most general education teachers are doing 

about as much differentiating as they can given the 

range of abilities in their classrooms. 

- If they don't currently have this expertise, then they're 

not being adequately prepared… thus the need to make 

it a top priority. 

Graduation rates No response outside Inter-Quartile Range (IQR)  

(table continues) 
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Table J-2 (continued) 
 

Evidences of 

outcomes 

Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Identification and 

referral rates 

3 Don't see a need to address this issue unless changes 

occur. I'm convinced that some changes will occur in 

this area in some settings, not others. 

3 With the exception of over- and under-representation 

issues, this is not a problem, and the federal 

government does not have the will to genuinely 

address the over and under representation issues. 

With AYP, schools are changing the way they perceive 

referrals -- to get them out of the count by moving 

them to more restrictive environments -- so they are 

out of "my" school count. 

Impact on attitudes 

towards disability 

4 This variable is important in many contexts, but not 

when considering accountability. 

No critique to arguments 

(table continues) 
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Table J-2 (continued) 
 

Evidences of 

outcomes 

Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Impact on teacher 

preparation 

3 We are doing an excellent job of preparing students 

at the higher education level. They run into opposition 

when they try to implement what they have learned in 

classrooms. 

Teacher preparation is much more than higher 

education, especially considering alternative 

certification and test only options… [there are] on-line 

programs and degree mill entities that are NOT doing 

an excellent job. 

Implementation of 

research-based 

practices 

(continues) 

2 … There's a need and place for emergent practices. 

We may not actually know everything there is to know 

just yet! 

2 I focused in on the term "research" I believe there is 

a difference between evidence based and research 

based. The paucity of research-based practices in 

special education makes this an issue for me. 

No critique to arguments 

(table continues) 
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Table J-2 (continued) 
 

Evidences of 

outcomes 

Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Implementation of 

research-based 

practices 

(continued) 

2 This is a complex issue. We need to use effective 

practices, but Professional Development that works, 

and related school change to support these efforts, 

seem more important than the "implementation" of 

these practices… 

4 ..."Research-based practices" is currently defined in a 

backwards, rather un-research-based way... We 

absolutely need to base our practice on research, just 

not in the way that the feds have defined it. 

 

Inclusion in 

general education 

(continues) 

3 ...Inclusion seems to be increasing and being utilized 

more frequently... Please see the National Longitudinal 

Transition Study 2 (NLTS2) for further substantiation. 

- … This is a high priority as it relates to "access". 

(table continues) 



 245

Table J-2 (continued) 
 

Evidences of 

outcomes 

Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Inclusion in 

general education 

classroom 

(continued) 

3 ... This is a very unreliable indicator. It is highly 

determined by factors other than how the student is 

benefiting from that experience. 

 

Litigation 1 Attending to current litigation may lead us in the 

future directions of the field... 

1 Anytime you are involved with litigation or the 

potentiality of litigation - you must make it a priority. 

Perhaps we're overly litigious as a field. Litigation is a 

critical part of our history - critical in gaining rights for 

children, but now that these rights have been 

established and, for the most part, upheld in policy and 

practice, it may be time to move beyond litigation as a 

way to establish "future directions". 

(table continues) 
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Table J-2 (continued) 
 

Evidences of 

outcomes 

Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Parental 

involvement 

3 In what additional ways do we want to monitor 

parent involvement? If this becomes a top priority... I 

don't know what else we would do as a field to capture 

their involvement in student outcomes. 

3 Parental involvement means different things in 

different communities; communities should monitor. 

3 We can only do what we can do with the resources 

we have. Workplace conditions must improve first. 

We are required by law to address parental 

involvement. We need to come-up with new ways to 

encourage parents to want to be involved in the 

process… for school improvement, support with policy 

issues, and so forth. 

(table continues) 
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Table J-2 (continued) 
 

Evidences of 

outcomes 

Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Participation rates 

in statewide 

assessments 

4 Standardized tests are bogus. As long as states use 

high-stakes standardized tests, then I will always vote 

to stop using them. Now, if states create more process-

based assessment of student learning, then I would 

support them... 

- If our students are to count, they must be included in 

the overall accountability system. 

Post-secondary 

and employment 

outcomes 

3 Our focus has to be on what is provided in K-12 

settings before we can adequately focus on post-

secondary and employment outcomes. 

4 Post-secondary and employment options are 

important, but their availability and student access to 

them would not be evidence of the effectiveness of 

special education programs. 

- … If our goal is to assure each individual with a 

disability reaches their fullest potential this must be a 

priority and is therefore related to the effectiveness or 

lack of it of our special education programs. 

(table continues) 
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Table J-2 (continued) 
 

Evidences of 

outcomes 

Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

School choice/ 

Placement options 

1 ... All parents should be given school choice as there 

are many schools who have high ranking but… totally 

ignore anyone who is different. 

4 ... The benefits of school choice have not been 

empirically established and are probably overrated. 

4 Although I firmly believe in community control of 

schools, I am opposed to the current notions of school 

choice, particularly as they are framed as free-market, 

capitalist reforms of education. 

-… If [school choice] means we decrease our support 

of public schools and end up with a plethora of faith 

based and/or private schools…  I think "choice" in its 

current form undermines public schools rather than 

helping all learners have access to a higher quality 

education. 

Special education 

teachers' expertise 

in content areas 

3 Special educators already have to learn a ton of stuff. 

Perhaps the better question would be for mainstream 

teachers to increase their knowledge of special ed. 

No critique to arguments 

(table continues) 
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Table J-2 (continued) 
 

Evidences of 

outcomes 

Dissenting Arguments 

(Outside Consensus Rating and Rationale) 

Critique of Arguments 

(Critique of Unacceptable Rationale) 

Stress and anxiety 

levels of school 

personnel 

No response outside Inter-Quartile Range (IQR) Even in a large, metropolitan school district, the 

employee assistance program was cut. Staff 

development does not focus on wellness, but on the 

barriers to achievement which increases staff stress. 

Teacher turnover 3 This is not an issue in some settings, but is in others. 

Needs to be monitored and addressed as needed. 

No critique to arguments 
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