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The least restrictive environment provision of Public Law
94-142 creates a presumption in favor of educating children with
handicaps in regular education environments. Placement in the
least restrictive environment (LRE) has been discussed and
contested in advocacy efforts, professional literature, the
courts, countless due process hearings, and in the regulation
development process for the 12 years since the law's signing.
The statute and implementing regulations require that: (1) first,
educational services appropriate for each child be defined
annually in an Individualized Education Program (IEP), and (2)
then an educational placement be selected from a continuum of
alternatives so that the Individually appropriate education can
be delivered in the setting that is least removed from the
regular education environment and that offers the greatest
interaction with children who are not handicapped. To assist in
implementing the least restrictive environment requirement,
federal monitoring/ discretionary grants, and technical
assistance efforts have been designed to build the capacity of
regular educational environments to serve children with

disabilities.
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Though there has been significant professional discussion
related to LRE there has been little empirical analysis of the
extent to which various educational placements actually are used.
Data presented in the U.S. Department of Education's Annual
Reports to Congress on the implementation of the Education of the
Handicapped Act (EHA) indicate little variation over time in the
national composite use of the various settings. For example,
Figure :, which presents data since 1976-77, reveals little
change in the use of separate facilities for students with
handicaps over the decade. This period shows an increase in the
use of regular class placements which most likely reflects the
increase in students with learning disabilities.

Ore interpretation of these data is that the relative use of
the various environments reflects educationally related
characteristics of individuals with different types and levels of
disabilities. This interpretation would suggest that there is
little potential for change or improvement. It would further
suggest that the patterns of services across environments would
be relatively similar across states. The present paper
investigates this possibility by examining state-to-state
variability in use of alternative placements during the most
recent year for which data are available, school year 1986-87.

If state to state variability does exist, this would demonstrate
potential for improvement in the national effort to educate

children with handicaps in less restrictive environments. Clear
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informafion on the nature of this variability could aid in budget
planning and priority setting, and could provide a baseline
agai nst which future inprovenents could be measured. A second
purpose of the paper is to provide an opportunity for
prof essional review and discussion of a nethod of analyzing data
on educational placenents. The anal yses di scussed have not been
included in the previous reports to the Congress and are
distributed in this paper so that their inclusion in future
reports can be done with the benefit of the interpretation that
follows the professional discussion this year.

The specific questions to which this paper is addressed are:
(1) To what extent are students placed in environnments that
renove them from the regular education environnent? and (2) Wat
Is the state-to-state variability in the use of those placenent
cat egori es.

Met hod

Data sources. Each year states submt data to the (fice of

Speci al Education Prograns (OSEP) in the U S. Departnent of
Education on the nunber of children with handi caps who are served
in each of six different educational placenents: regular class,
resource room separate class, separate day school, separate
residential school, and hone/ hospital. (Table 1 presents the
definition of these environnments used in data collection.) These
data are anong the data requirenents nandated in Section 618 of
Part B of the Education of the Handi capped Act. States are

required to report an unduplicated count of all children with
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handi caps, by type of placenent and disability category for
students aged 3-5, 6-11, 12-17, and 13-21.

Data collection and verification. A set of data fornms and

I nstructions developed by OSEP are nailed to the states each
year. States, in turn are responsible for collecting and
conpiling data from school districts and other agencies that
serve students w th handi caps. Since all children, ages 3
through 21, that receive special education and related services
are required to be included in this count, each agency within a
state that serves students w th handi caps nust be involved in the
state's data collection. Children in private placenents where
public funding is provided nust al so be count ed.

Once states have provided data to OSEP, editing and
verification of data occurs. Editing is a straightforward
process of checking row and column addition and examning forns
for mssing data. After these checks, data are examned for the
presence of unusual data values. Typically, this involves year-
to-year conparisons of each state's data to identify any unusual
fluctuations which states are then asked to verify and expl ain.
The data reported here did not undergo the year-to-year analysis
since the 1986-87 school year was only the second year of data
collection using these particular forns. The first year's data
were not judged to be of sufficient quality to permt useful
conparison with data reported here. Since states have been
reporting placenent data that have been relatively consistent

from year-to-year over the last decade, it is reasonable to
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assune they have a capacity to collect and report these data,
even though the reporting forns have been altered sonewhat.

Cunul ati ve placenent rate. In. order to conpare state

pl acement patterns, a statistic, cunulative placenent rate, was
conputed in the followng way: The nunber of special education
students aged 6-17 years in a state who were served in a sel ected
educational placenent and all nore segregated placenents was
divided by the state's total population in this age group.
Defined in this way, the cunulative placenent rate statistic
allows one to ask what percent of the school aged students in a
state are served in a particular educational placenment and all
nore segregated pl acenents.

For the present analyses the statistic was limted to the 6-
17 age group because of differences anong states in the extent to
whi ch students under 6 and over 17 are included in nandatory
educati on prograns. The data are analyzed across all
handi cappi ng conditions. Because states exercise flexibility In
defining handi capping conditions and sonetines use different
categorical systenms or none at all, it would be difficult to
interpret variation In placenment practices across states within
handi cappi ng condi tions.

The states' flexibility in determining eligibility for
speci al education also affects the overall nunber of children
wi th handi caps who are served. Consequently, conparisons across
states require reference to the total school age popul ati on, not

just to the special education child count. For exanpl e,
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conputing placenent rate as a function of the total special
education child count rather than the state popul ati on could nake
a state with a snall overall special education child count that
Is serving few children with mld handi caps appear to be serving
alarge nunber of children in nore segregated environnents.
Popul ation figures used to conpute the cumul ative placenent rate
were obtained from the Popul ation Report Series published by the
U S. Census Bureau.

Use of cunul ative placenent rate appears to be particularly
appropriate as a neasure that begins at the nost restrictive end
of the continuum of placenent alternatives. State-to-state
differences in the rate of identification of children with
handi caps primarily affect whether students with mld academc
handi caps are counted in special education. This variability can
be assunmed to nmake state-to-state conparisons in use of regular
class placenents a function of both states' placenent practice
and their overall identification rate. By contrast, data
col l ected on special education students can be assuned to be nost
conparabl e. for nore segregated environnents. By examning the
proportion of students served in nore segregated settings, one
can draw concl usions about use of |ess segregated environnents.
The present analysis excluded data on home and hospital
pl acenents because too little is known about how this placenent
category is used by the states.

Resul ts

Table 1 sunmarizes the data for the 50 states, the D strict
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of Colunbia, and Puerto Pico for each of the six educational
pl acenent s. Nearly 44 percent of the students w th handi caps
were served in resource roons with another 25 percent served in
regul ar cl asses. Consequently, over 70 percent of the students
counted in special education spend substantial anount of tine in
regul ar education classes. Another 24 percent of students wth
handi caps are educated in regular school buildings but are served
primarily in segregated classes. Conbining this with the regular
class and resource room figures reveals that 94 percent of the
children with handi caps are educated in regular school buil dings.
Over 225,000 students, or 6 percent of all students wth
handi caps, are educated in prograns outside the regular school
buil ding. Expressed as a function of the resident popul ation of
the US. , 6 to 17-year-old children are placed in separate
facilities at a national rate of approximtely 3800 per one
mllion of sane-aged resident popul ation. The placenent of 6 to
17-year-old students in residential facilities occurs at a rate
of approximately 970 per mllion of same-aged popul ation. The
conbined rate of placenent in segregated facilities is over 4800
students per mllion of sane-aged popul ati on.

The state-by-state variation in the placenent rate of
children and youth in segregated day and residential facilities
Is depicted in Figure 2. The length of each bar reflects the
cunul ative rate of placenent in segregated prograns, wth the
| oner portion showng rate of placenent in residential prograns

and the upper portion showng rate of placenent in separate day
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schools. There is considerable state-to-state variation. For
exanple. in the Dstrict of Colunbia the rate is nearly 15,000
children per mllion, 25 tines the rate in Oegon (about 600
children per mllion popul ation).

e nethod for analyzing this variability is to estimate -he
potential for use of regular education settings by averaging the
cumul ative placenent rates of the five states that place the
fewest students in segregated settings. The average State pl aces
nearly five times as nany students in segregated settings as do
these five states, and six states place nore than 10 tinmes this
many students in segregated settings.

The largest proportion of students is placed in day school s.
Wiile the overall rate depicted in Figure 2 for nost states is
| argely a function of use of separate day schools, there is
substantial variation anong states in the placenent rate for
residential prograns. For exanple, Mine and Del aware are anong
the states with the highest placenent rate outside regular
schools, yet they differ substantially in their residential
pl acenent rates.

Figure) 3 displays the cunul ative placenent rate in
segregated facilities and separate classes. Wile the variation
Is not of the sane magnitude as in Figure 2, those states with
the highest rates are five to six tinmes nore likely to have
children placed in separate classes or facilities than those with
the lowest rates. In each state, the nunber of students placed

Iin separate classes is l|larger than the number placed in
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segregated placements (combined day and residential programs).

Consequently, state rank on the cumulative placement rate for

separate class and segregated facilities could vary substantially

from the rate for segregated facilities alone. However, 8 of the

10 states with the highest cumulative placement rate through

separate class were also among the 10 states with the highest

placement rate for segregated facilities.

Discussion
Data reported by states for the 1986-1987 school year show
that approximately 6 percent of special education students (4800
students per million same-aged resident population) receive their
education in segregated day or residential schools. An
additional 24 percent of special education students are educated
in separate classes. Nearly 27,000 students per million of
resident population receive services in separate classes,
segregated day or residential schools. The use of separate
educational environments has been relatively stable over the 10
years in which the Department of Education has collected national
data on educational placements. However, state-to-state
variation In reliance on the various educational placements is
quite high, indicating far less stability in service patterns
than the national data would suggest.
Three factors should be considered in interpreting this

variability in placement rate. First, the cumulative placement
rate statistic differs from traditional measures of

implementation of the LRE provisions of the statute and
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regulations in its focus o. the outcones, rather than the
process, of individualized decision nmaking in special education
services. The requirenments of the statute and regul ati ons focus
on the process. on the way that decisions about individual
educational goals are made, and on the selection of appropriate
pl acenents to achieve those goals. In and of itself, no
particul ar pattern of placenments is consistent with or
contradictory to these requirenents. However, the statute is
clear in creating a presunption that services be provided in the
regul ar educational environment to the extent appropriate for
each student. (ne nmust conclude from the data that sone states
have been nore successful than others in providing services in
regul ar settings that were seen as appropriate by |ocal decision-
makers .

Second, while the statute and requlations establish a
presunption in favor of the regular educational environnent,
there are other values that are also present. O equal or
greater inportance in the statute is the value that educational
services be individually planned by a team of professionals and
parents noat know edgeabl e about each student, so that an
i ndividual |y appropriate service is provided. Consequently, data
on placement practices alone should not be interpreted as
I ndicative of the quality of special education in a state. Wile
a high placenent rate for segregated facilities does suggest
difficulty in achieving results consistent with the LRE

provisions, a low placenent rate in segregated settings is not
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necessarily a testinmony to effectiveness of services. To
denmonstrate such effectiveness states would also have to show
that students receive the services necessary and achieve
successful | y.

Third. attributing neaning to the degree of variability
across states is a matter nore of values than enpirical analysis.
It Is reasonable to assune that the needs of students wll be
simlar across states, and that random variation would be rather
small in the summary data on the large nunber of students served
by a state. The extent of variability does suggest that factors
in addition to the characteristics of students are determnants
of individual educational placenents, and that the decision-
maki ng power vested in the |IEP process has not been sufficient to
overcone these factors.

O course, sone of the variability across states may be the
result of neasurenment error. Wile states have been reporting
pl acement data since the 1976-77 school year, the current
categories have been in use just 2 years. The current
I nstructions represent an inprovenent over earlier versions in
that they define the various placenents operationally. The
current definitions, which are linked to the percent of tine
students actually spend in a placenent, should provide greater
state-to-state consistency in the use of the placenment
cat egori es. Sanmpling of school districts is not permtted for
these data, so sanpling error is not present. However, the fact

that each state admnisters the data collection has the potenti al
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for producing some inconsistency in. the interpretations of terms
and instructions. Though OP has worked extensively with states
in the past two years to improve comparability of data from
state-to-state, this continues to be of concern. Furthermore,
states vary in the degree to which they verify the LIA-reported
data. Differences from state-to-state in data collection
procedures and terminology could affect a state's placement rate
for segregated facilities. However, it is not at all likely that
procedural or terminology differences could account for the
variance reported here. Nevertheless, interpretation of
placement rate data for any particular state should proceed with
some caution wuntil further work is done to determine that
reported data accurately reflect each state's placement
practices.

The present analysis raises a number of questions for
further research. Further analysis of both state and local data
IS needed to identify specific factors that account for
variability in cumulative placement rates. It would be helpful
to know the extent to which placements outside regular school
environments are made by non-education agencies for purposes
other than education (e.g, by the courts and social service
agencies). It would also be helpful, particularly in the
analysis of district-level data to determine whether factors such
as urbanicity, district history of services, district size,
district wealth, and so on, are associated with cumulative

placement rates.
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The analysis reported here conbined data for all
handi cappi ng conditions and used the 6 through 17 age range.
Future analyses mght examne variability in placenent data
wi thin the handi capping conditions. P acenent data mght also be
anal yzed for each of the four age groupings wthin which data are
reported (i.e, 3-5, 6-11, 12-17, and 18-21 year). It is possible
that even for the 6 through 17 age group there may be substanti al
differences in placenent patterns between children of elenentary
school age and youth at the secondary school level. In the next
several years, there will be a great interest in the placenent
data for children in the 3-5 year age group as states nove toward
the service nmandate established by P.L. 99-457.

OBEP and states need to strengthen efforts to inprove the
accuracy and state-to-state conparability of data. As part of
this, CSEP will be conpiling descriptions of nethods states use
to collect, verify, and analyze placenent data. Fur t her nor e,
CBEP will attenpt to work with several individual states to begin
to examne within state variability and to identify factors

associated with this vari ance.
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TABLE :
Pl acenent Categories used by CSEP

Regular dass includes children who receive a majority of their

education in the regular class and receive special education and
related services for 21 percent or less of the school day. It
includes children placed in regular class but receiving special
education within regular class, as well as children placed in
regul ar class and receiving special education outside regular
cl ass.

Resource Room i ncl udes children who receive special education and

related services for 60 percent or less of the school day and at
| east 21 percent of the school day. This may include resource
roons with part-tine instruction in the regular class.

Separate dass includes students who received special education

and related services for nore than 60 percent of the tine and are
pl aced in self-contained special classroons wth part-tine
instruction in regular class or placed in self-contained class
full-time on a regul ar school canpus.

Separate school Facility includes students who receive specia

education and related services in separate day schools for the
handi capped for greater than SO percent of the school day.

Residential Facility includes students who received education in

public residential facilities for greater than 50 percent of the

school day.

Honebound/ Hospl tal Environnment includes children placed in and

recei ving education in hospital or honmebound prograns.
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Tabl e 2

Nunber and Percent of Students wth Handi caps, 6 through
.7 years old, Served in D fferent Educational Environnments
School Year 1985-86
50 States, D.C. & Puerto Rico

Nunber Per cent of Pl acenent Rate
Handi capped per 1 MIlion

Popul ati on
Regul ar C ass 1, 002, 809 26 24, 200
Resource Room 1, 654, 318 43 39, 900
Separate C ass 907, 500 23 21,900
Separate Facility 158, 660 4 3, 830
Residential Facility 40, 342 1 974
Honmebound/ Hospi t al 25, 753 0 621

TOTAL 3, 789, 382 100 91, 400



Percent

19

Figure |

Percent of Children Aged 6-17 Served
in Regular Schools and in Segregated Facilities
From 1970-1971 to 1985-86
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Regulor School include Regular Rooms. Resource Rooms and Seporate
Classes. Segregated Facilities include Public and Private Seporate Schools
and Residential Facilities and Homebound/Hospitol Environments.

Percent of children served is based on estimated resident population

counts for July 1986; resident populations are estimated by the U.S.
Bureau of the Census.

/¢

Faguiar Schoais



Fipure 2

Mlacerent Rate for Studente with Handicans in Separate Schools and Regidential Facilitles
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