CHAPTER

Constructing Behavior
Disorders: From Troubling
to Troubled Behavior

There is pressure from the administration and teachers to remove kids,
who are not EH, who are a pain in the neck. They get into a lot of f;ghts
They are disruptive, but that is not EH. They are conduct disordered. .
Some kids are so far gone that they are just criminals, instead of kids.
—School counselor

HE QUOTATION ABOVE calls attention toa crucial concern in identi-

® behavior that indicates that a child is truly “troubled” {Leone, Walter,
Wolford, 1990). This distinction, as is usual within special education’s cate-
gorical mindset, results in a need to determine whether behavior reflects a de-
liberate refusal to conform to behavioral expectations, or whether it is beyond
the child’s control and beyond normal responses to adverse circumstances.

The means of making this determination vary widely and depend on the
preference of psychologists.ar on state or school-distriet-regulations (Hosp
8 Reschly, 2002). In this school district, projective testing was the required
approach. The subjectivity inherent in the process of interpreting the mean-
ings behind a child’s stories or drawings was exacerbated by the relativity of
local norms. According to one teacher in a school serving a low-income pre-
dominantly African American population:

Social-emotional problems are difficult. A lot of it depends on the
school. You put a child in another school, [gives an example of a
higher-SES school]. They would be considered EH. They wouldn’t be
considered normal if they got into a fight because that’s a very upper-
middle-class school. They rarely have fights and a deficit problem
might be if a child talks out in class and doesn’t finish work . . . [In
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this school] the only kids I would place would exhibit psychopathol-
ogy. ... Then, you have some people who would say that it is
unusual for a child to talk about killing people and drawing guns.
Here, that is reality. It is the way they live. It is not EH. If they were
to draw pictures of daisies and picket fences, they would be crazy!

This, indeed, was the thinking of the psychologist who inferred that
Kanita’s reluctance to reveal her family problems indicated a “denial of her
feelings,” since most children “in this neighborhood,” were quite “blasé”
about events such as a parent’s incarceration. Both the psychologist and the
teacher quoted above illustrate the danger of assuming that chnldren s social
circumstances will dictate how they think.

Most of the children we saw referred for behavioral problems were of
the “pain in the neck” variety. The referral often reflected the teacher’s poor

dren whose behavior was transformed when they entered the music class.
Despite the obvious variability in classroom contexts, the environment of
the regular class was seldom taken into account when children were referred
for their behavior,

We have already introduced three of the four children who were placed
in EH programs: three African American children—Matthew, whom we
described in the opening and foregoing chapters, and Kanita and Robert,
whose families we described in our discussion of the discrepancy between

school personnel’s views of families and our own. In this chapter we intro-
duce a Haitian American girl named Edith.

The outcomes for the four children placed in EH programs were dramatic:
All appeared to have their behavior transformed after placement in these self-
contained settings. There are two possible interpretations of this—either the
children never had any internal disturbance leading to the noncompliant or
troublesome behavior, or the programs into which they were placed were ex-
cellent and were exactly what the children needed. In the following summa-
ries of these case studies, we will offer our conclusions regarding these two
potential explanations. We note also that although all four met the expecta-
tions of their behavioral programs, after 3 years of this placement, only one
child returned to the mainstream. We will highlight briefly the key aspects of
Matthew’s story and will then focus on the other three children.

MATTHEW

As was the case for children in all the EH programs we observed, Matthew’s
entire classroom experience was framed by a behavioral token-economy
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system, Despite the fact that the teacher and teacher gssistam 'in his EH classes
were less nurturing, and instruction was less effective t‘han in the classroom
of the general-education teacher who had .referred hlm,_ Matthew settled
quickly into the EH program and proved quiet and compliant even whgn he
had finished or was bored with an activity. The only reports of behavpra‘ll
difficulties occurred in the cafeteria. Nevertheless, our foll'owﬁup study md.x—
cated that after 3 years of consistently satisfactory behavior, there was still
no sign of mainstreaming for Matthew. - . N ‘

It is difficult to know what was really going on with this sensitive child
who had experienced serious family loss. It could be thgt the size and struc-
ture of the EH class accounted for his improved behavior. H‘owe'ver, there
could also have been other social factors at play. For example, in _hxs genftral-
education class Matthew may have been affected not only by the hlgl} achieve-
ment levels of his peers but also by their high income and valued r.acxal stiltu&
In his “I have a dream” composition, Matthew’s keen' perception of “hel-
mets” as symbols of wealth among bike-riding children in th‘e school shox,ve(cil
his sensitivity to his social situation. In his general-education class he ha
been one of only two African American boys in the class and was perf.om‘l*
ing at the bottom of the class, though close to grade' level. BY contrast, in his
EH class, which typified the overrepresentation of his group in this program,
8 of the 10 children were Black, and Matthew’s behavior and academic level
earned him the reputation of a “star” in the eyes of the teacher.

We acknowledge that it is speculation to wonder if Matthew’s progress
may have been related more to the familiar social environment of the EH
class than to his status as a child with “emotional disturbance.” Neverthe-
less, this question indicates that such contextual information could be more
important in understanding a child’s difficulties than are dcconteguahze@
“tests” through which a psychologist who does not know the chxlfl or his
family purports to interpret the internal states “projected” by the child onto
the external world.

Matthew’s record in the EH class was the same as those of the three stu-
dents we will describe next. Within a very short time, all were functior}ing
consistently at the top level of their behavioral programs. We do not believe
that this sudden turn in behavior is consistent with emotional disturbance.

KANITA

Kanita’s transformation in her EH program was even more dramatic than
Matthew’s. In her first-grade class we had observed her to be stubborn, re-
sistant or even hostile to the teacher, and provocative to her peers. In our
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first visit after 2 weeks of her placement, Kanita’s behavior was so compli-
ant that the teacher asked if we knew why she had been referred.

Unlike Matthew, Kanita had the good fortune to be in the hands of a
very good teacher who moved her quickly to part-time mainstreaming, where
her behavior was seldom an issue. Nevertheless, it was evident that the bar
had been raised for this “EH child,” to the extent that typical third-grade
behiaviors such as passing notes or making fun of other kids were enough to
warrant a report to the EH teacher and, at one point, a return to the EH
class. Because of this, the team decided to keep Kanita for a 2nd year so that
she could get the support of the EH teacher. In the 3rd year, Kanita was fully
mainstreamed and placed in a part-time gifted program, but her EH teacher
managed to keep her on an IEP, “just in case.” In our discussing this with
the teacher, she commented that Kanita knew when to behave and tended
to take advantage of weaker teachers. The teacher acknowledged that
Kanita’s behavior was actually no worse than that of many of her general-
education peers, but the teacher did not want to release her from the pro-
gram only to “see her back in my classroom the next year.”

In contrast to the EH teacher’s misgivings about Kanita’s readiness to
be without an IEP, the teacher of the gifted program reported that Kanita
displayed no behavior problems and was doing very well in her work. The
teacher of that program asked us, “Do you think she was misplaced [in the
EH program]?”

How did Kanita get to the EH program? She had had a history of emo-
tional outbursts in her kindergarten year, during her placement in the class
of Ms. L, the excellent kindergarten teacher cited earlier. This teacher told
us that she saw Kanita’s difficulties as being a response to her mother’s in-
carceration, and that the strategies the teacher devised for helping Kanita
overcome these outbursts had worked quite effectively and consistently.
However, the teacher stated that in Kanita’s first-grade year she “put the
school in an uproar.” This teacher said that she had not expected Kanita’s
difficulties to prove so severe and was surprised when she qualified for EH
services,

The environment of Kanita’s first-grade year was, however, very inad-
equate for a child with emotional difficulties. The first-grade teacher was
Ms. E, whom we refesred to in Chapter 3 as ractiﬁgamtit)m
management. The first time we observed in her ¢ ass it was 6bvious that she
made next to no effort to intervene in early signs of misbehavior and typi-
cally did not respond to it until it was nearly out of control, Qur observation
of Kanita in this classroom, around the same time as her referral, revealed a
very disjointed lesson to which only a few children seated near the front were
paying attention. Most children were restless and distracted, and Kanita and
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one or two others stood out as verbally oppositional to the teacher, while
another student simply stood at her desk with her back to the teacher and
appeared to stare at the wall throughout the period without any attempt by
the teacher to redirect her attention. The following is an excerpt from the
observation field notes:

The teacher begins a lesson on synonyms. Her voice is loud as she
tries to talk over the noise in the class. . . . Soon after she asks a
question, students at the computer request help and other distractions
occur so that she is not focusing on any one thing. She then walks out
of the classroom for something and when she returns she asks
another question about synonyms. During this lesson there is little
student involvement. Some are looking at what their classmates are
doing at the computer. At least one student is cutting paper, while
others look aimlessly around the room. ... The boy sitting next to me
keeps talking to Kanita, who is at the computer, Someone tells the
teacher that Kanita is doing Math Corner on the computer and the
teacher tells her not to. Kanita replies that she is going to do it
anyway.

A child near me tells his neighbor to behave and says, pointing to
me [the researcher], “She writin down what you do.” The neighbor
looks around and replies, “She ain’t writin bout me, she writin bout
her!” [pointing to the teacher]. A child at his table starts singing
Aretha Franklin’s “Respect.”

Although we observed this classroom only once while Kanita was in it, we
observed the teacher again in the following year with a different group and
noted exactly the same {lack of) management style.

Kanita, the only “success story” of our four EH students, exited the EH
program when she entered middle school. Nevertheless, we are concerned
that a child should have to experience such a stigmatizing label in order to
receive an appropriate educational program—indeed, in order to get back
on track. Based on our observations of Kanita in her first-grade classroom,
we concur that she was a “pain in the neck.” So was her teacher. In con-
trast, Kanita’s quick perception that good behavior was required in the EH
class resulted in an immediate change in her behavior.

We conclude, first,that with an_effective general-education_teacher,

Kanita’s behavior would not have deteriorated to-the point of her requiring

a referral. Second, this was a bright child whose scores on the WISC-II de-
fied the sociocultural bias of that test (she achieved a combined score of 107
with 118 on the freedom-from-distractibility subset). Had she been placed
in a class with a strong teacher whose expectations were high, she might well
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have been perceived as “gifted” rather than “disturbed.” Finally, the power
of the psychologist’s preconceived and erroneous belief that Kanita’s family
was dysfunctional resulted in an evaluation that was truly a travesty. In sum-
mary, Kanita’s success resulted from her good fortune in being placed in the
only high-quality EH program we observed.

ROBERT

As in Kanita’s case, the first thing we noted about Robert was that he was
referred t i ucati a very ineffective classroom. In the first
grade, Robert had been marked as having behavioral problems that seemed
to become worse the following year and resulted in his referral.

Our first recorded observation of Robert was in the fall of his second-
grade year. The atmosphere in this classroom was extremely negative and
exemplified our ¢ i idity of a referral coming from such a
classroom. Although the class was team-taught, there was minimal individual
attention given to any child and almost total reliance on repetitive seat work,
which was seldom monitored. When instruction did occur, it was offered
by the younger teacher, Ms. J, who, despite a nurturing approach to some
children, was largely ineffective. The older teacher, Ms. P, reserved her
participation almost totally for discipline, which usually amounted to harsh
reprimands, insults, and threats, such as: “Do you want me to snatch you!?”
or, yelling at Robert, “I don’t appreciate your acting like somebody crazy
today! Did you take your medicine? I can’t take this every day. I will get on
the cell phone and call your momma.” Robert first appeared in our observa-
tional notes that fall in the following context:

Marvin, one of the students we have been following from [his first-
grade class] last year, is seated at a lone desk facing the wall near the
front of the room. He is doing nothing. If he has a reading book it is
not in evidence on his desk. He stands and looks around. 1 g0 over to
him and ask if he should be reading. He shrugs and says no. I walk
away and soon he is wandering around the room talking to various
children. Ms. P is seated at her desk talking to a parent and Ms. Jis
standing facing the class. Neither teacher pays any attention to him.
The noise level is increasing.

After about 10 minutes, Ms. ] starts calling on some children to
read their books out loud to the class. Several volunteer but many do
not appear to have heard the request and continue to chatter to their
neighbors. After about five children have read their books aloud, the
teacher tells a boy to collect the books. The chatter increases even
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more. Marvin is still wandering around and Jose is also out of his
seat. Ms. J reprimands Jose. ...

Every now and then, Ms. P looks up and reprimands the class
sharply . . . they quiet down immediately but as she returns to her
conversation with the mother they soon start talking again. At one
point she tells Jose, “I'li take you to the cafeteria to your momma.
That’ll stop that smiling!” Another child, Robert, whom we had also
noticed in the first-grade class last year, is also wandering around.

Our observations through the fall confirmed that the negative ambience
and ineffective instruction were typical of this classroom. In January of that
school year, both Robert and Marvin were placed on half-day school atten-
dance because of their behavior, with a referral to the CST. Marvin’s mother
became angry and pulled him out of the school, while Robert’s mother ac-
cepted the decision and he remained on this arrangement for 5 months. In
our earlier discussion of families, we explained that the arrangement for
Robert to attend school only from 8:30 to 11 a.M. continued for 5 months,
unti} his mother, Jacintha, refused to come for him at 11:00 A.M. any more.
At that point he was referred for evaluation. Most shocking was that his
records revealed that his mother had signed permission for evaluation in
January.

When Robert returned to school in May that year, it was clear that no
one, including himself, expected appropriate behavior from him. At this time,
Ms. P’s approach to Robert’s misbehavior was to send him to stand at the
front of the room where he did basically whatever he pleased until she no-
ticed him again and offered some reprimand that would quiet him for a few
minutes, This teacher was often out of the room, and although the co-teacher
said she did not agree with putting Robert to stand at the front, it was not
her decision. The following excerpt illustrates the scenario:

Ms. J is standing behind the screen at the back of the room. I hear her
talking to someone and 1 think perhaps Ms. P is there with her, since
I don’t see her anywhere else in the room. Soon I realize that Ms. J is
talking on her cell phone behind the screen. She remains there for
about 10 minutes. I realize that Ms. P has left the room.

There is steady, though not too loud chatter in the room. Robert
is at the front, standing and playing around the teacher’s desk. Ms. ]
comes from the behind the screen, still talking on her cell phone as
she walks toward the front of the classroom, She puts the phone
away and then yells at Robert, “No! Not at my desk!” She tells him
to get away from her desk. He moves away from the desk and
remains in constant movement, kneeling, standing, then walking over
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to a girl seated near the front. He stands next to her watching her. He
is alwaysion the move but is not really noisy. Soon, he stands at the
front, swinging his arms. . . . Then he walks around the front of the
room chatting to kids. She tells him to go back to the front. He does
stays for about § minutes, then walks around again. Ms. P has not ’
returned.

Our final observation of Robert in this classroom toward the end of the school
year noted the following:

Robert is standing toward the front of the room. He is hopping up

and dgwn with his shoes off [all the children have their shoes off to
be w'elght‘ed and measured for some reason]. Then he puts them on

a‘nd is quiet for a few minutes. Then he starts rocking from side to

side, h9ps, jumps, walks over to stand in line. He looks over at me

and grins. . .. Soon after this, Robert is doing flips on the floor and
crawls under a desk. The line of standing children blocks the teach-
ers’ view of him.

Robert was evaluated twice, which reflected a continuing controversy
over wha‘t his label and services should be. The psychologist’s first evalua-
tion _Of him determined that he had no emotional disturbance but was ex-
hibiting !)ehaviors typical of attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)
such as impulsivity and lack of reflective approach. Because of these findj
ings, the psychologist referred Robert to a doctor and he was designated as
having ADHD. This allowed him to be served under the category Other
Health Impaired (OHI), and placed, within the same school, in a pullout class
that served children eligible for various high-incidence categories. His IEP
howev'er, did not include a behavioral plan, and although his behavior proveci
bettf:r in the hands of a skillful special education teacher, it was still chal-
lenging, and he was still being troublesome in his general-education place-
ments. Some months later, after an occasion when he threatened to harm
?notlcller childl,.thzbert was reevaluated by the same psychologist. He was
ound to quality for an EH placement and laced in a self-contained pro-
gram in another s.chm@.“&ggi he proceeded %) the most resmi
ment without-appropriate behavioral interventions having been tried.

‘Thi's child’s story raises several important concerns. First is the issue of
medlcgtxon. All school personnel who worked with Robert described his
Ezehavxor as being variable according to whether he was taking his medica-
tion, and they expressed the belief that he often was not. His mother sup-
ported the medication plan but tended to withdraw the medication when
Robert complained that it made him feel ill. The ensurance of compliance is
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not always within the power of the school, and parental ambivalence when
children express discomfort with medication is common.

The second issue, classroom quality, certainly was in the hands of school
personnel. The negative effects on Robert of this unproductive classroom were
exacerbated by the third issue, the administration’s decision to place Robert
on 5 months of half-day attendance at school. From the point of view of the
school’s responsibility to provide appropriate educational opportunity, this
decision was unconscionable. School personnel’s awareness of the dangers
of the neighborhood was evident in that they did not consider it safe for
Robert to walk home alone outside the regular hours, so they requested the
mother to come for him personally every day. ‘When Robert returned to full-
day school in May, he was more of a “pain in the neck” than ever.

Fourth, despite Robert’s obvious need for behavioral support, no be-
havior plan was written into Robert’s IEP when he was placed in the special
education pullout classroom. In a class of only about 12 children and a com-
petent teacher, such a plan would have been feasible. Further, the school had
Robert’s mother’s full agreement to the placement, which she hoped would
help to curb his behavior. ‘

Finally, the most disturbing aspect of Robert’s story is the outcome at the
end of his primary-school years. After the end of our funded research project
we did not see Robert during his fourth-grade year. In his fifth-grade year, Hart
(2003) obtained permission to resume research on him for her doctoral disser-
tation. Observations and interviews with Robert, his mother, and his teachers
indicated that Robert put out more effort in all areas than did his peers and
was consistently compliant with the behavioral program, maintaining full
points for extended periods of time. In this program children would lose points
for minor infractions such as turning around in their seats, whispering to a
neighbor, or asking a classmate for a pencil without permission. Robert’s only
periods of challenging behavior occurred when he had not taken his medica-

tion. ];gggi“gg_g_ghgtﬁs.succﬁ in thi ive_placement, he was not
mainstreamed for any elective orcontent-area-classes, and at the end of the
fifth grade, he was sent to an even more restrictive setting—a totally separate

school for students with emational disturbance.

o

[N

EDITH

Like Kanita, Edith was a child whose story supports the hypothesis that she
had no emotional condition that warranted an EH placement. Of greatest
concern was the fact that Edith showed no behavioral problems at home, as
explained by her mother and verified by our home visits.
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Edith was born in the United States, of Haitian parents. She was a third
gradex: when we first saw her, and she stood out among her peers because of
her height .arlld unusual attire—somber, conservative skirts and blouses required
by i}er religion. These features made her appear quite atypical in her class of
f}chan American and Hispanic children. She was described by her teacher as

different” and was referred for evaluarion because of poor academic achieve-
ment. However, near the time of her evaluation, there was an incident in which
she reacted to her peers’ teasing by threatening to kill herself. This event caused
the psychologist to focus on emotional rather than academic issues in her as-
sessment and Edith was found to qualify for an EH placement.

Since Edith did not stand out in the classroom in terms of her behavior
or academic level, her placement in an EH class came as a shock both to us
and to the school counselor who told us about it. It was a shock also to her
mother, who expressed adamant disagreement with the evaluation:

Edith is not handicap! [emphasis on handicap in a raised voice]. I tell
them at school, Edith do lots for me at home. I send her to the's‘tore
she get everything I need, no problem, She listen at home and do ’
v-vhat I tell her. She behave. She have no problem in the brain. She
ime. 'I p}fa.)}r1 to }?OC; z:ind :-;hf:f fine. I have six children. Two in college

wo in high school, doing fine. 1 - - ing fin
o Edigth t ;0. have a 4-year-old and he doing fine

. There was these kids, bothering Edith every day, that’s why.
det,h come hqme, she cry every day. I go to the school, the principal
don’t do nothing about it. They tell me Edith have problem. So I take
her to doctor. He say she fine. No handicap. I take her to another
one. Same thing. I take her to three doctor. They all say she fine!
They [school personnel] say Edith say she want to die, so she ha;rc
problem. I tell them, kids been bothering Edith every ziay and she cry
she upset. That why she say that. Doctor say she fine. She fine with ’
me at hO{rne. She go to church every week. She walk with her cousins
§he sing in the chorus at church. She going to be in a play at church .
in Df-:cember 25. Edith, she OK. She fine. She need help with her
readnlng and writing, but she not handicap.
weut to the school [placement conferencel. I am n i

them about Edith. They tell me Edith cannot reid and \»Ztitzg;fd“;gg
have problem. . .. They say she stay in program one year. Sl’w still
there. If she need help to read, they should help her,

We began observing Edith again in her self-contai i
’ - ined fifth-grade EH
placement and followed her into her placement in middle school. Bgoth ctﬁhese



156 Why Are So Many Minority Students in Special Education?

placements were extremely restrictive, her only potential contact with chil-
dren in general education occurring at lunch. Hart’s (2003) follow-up study
reported that, across 16 classroom observations (including regular-educa-
tion homeroom, special classes, and EH classrooms), and observations at
lunch and during transition periods, there was never any sign of Edith’s be-
havior being problematic. The only report we had from school personnel
in the elementary education EH setting was that she once had to be “taken
down” (physically restrained) for telling lies. State regulations on the use
of physical restraint indicate that this was not an acceptable sanction for
lying.

The first issue in this case was that the entire placement process reflected
family stereotyping. Unfounded assumptions related to Edith’s family and
culture resulted in disregard of family information. Our visits to Edith’s home
confirmed her mother’s claim that Edith functioned well and normally within
her family. On one occasion, a researcher accompanied Edith to Sunday
school, which she attended with her cousins and in which she participated
fully and appropriately. It is clear that school personnel’s perception of Edith
was based totally on her social difficulties in school, which defies the require-
ment that the disturbance should exist across settings or that information
given by the family be taken into account.

The second issue was the lack of attention to context in the referral
process. It was reported by her referring teacher that Edith was initially re-
ferred for learning difficulties, but the psychological assessment, conducted
by a Hispanic psychologist, focused on a report that Edith had threatened to
kill herself. Without any attempt to investigate or correct the peersgroup
dynamics that led to Edith’s frustration, the assessment “revealed” underly-
ing emotional issues, which resulted in an extremely restrictive placement
for this child who, in her home and community, functioned no differently
from her peers. The parent attended the conference and expressed her dis-
agreement, but her views concerning Edith’s emotional state and needs were
disregarded, and Edith was placed in the EH class with promises from school
staff that the placement would last “about a year” and would assist Edith
“with her reading.”

A third issue brings Edith’s situation in line with that of Robert—the
question of the efficacy of the EH program and its ultimate outcome. Hart
(2003) reported extensive evidence of inappropriately restrictive settings and
ineffective, rote instruction that did not address Edith’s language needs. Al-
though she demonstrated little, if any, propensity toward angry outbursts,
she was instructed solely in the EH class because of her “inability to deal
with the frustrations of the mainstream.” Like Robert, Edith often maintained
the top level of the behavioral system and her cumulative file showed no
instances of behavior referrals.
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CONCLUSIONS

Two overwhelming conclusions emerge from our study of the four children

placed in EH classes. First, classroom contexts were most often not taken 4

into acconnt either in the_decis; E@sessmem
referral processes for Kanita and Robert djd not raise qu’—e;t-i(;r—lg—:)mﬂl{éther
or to what extent negative classroom environments were contributing to these
children’s behavior. No one thought to address the extreme teasing that led
tf) Edith’s threat to kill herself, Andno one raised the question of the poten-
tial effects of the busing policy on Matthew, a sensitive African American
boy_ whose on-grade academic achievement seemed inferior in a class of high-
achieving, wealthy, White peers. s

Second, with the exception of Kanita’s program, the EH programs we
ob_geryed defied > i or the least restrictive environment.
Even in Kaplta’s case, the stigma of the EH label worked against initial ef-
fprts at mainstreaming her and it was only her teacher’s persistent protec-
tion and advocacy that enabled her eventual return to general education. This
very protection, of course, echoes the words of the psychologist who had
referred both Kanita and Germaine, who put children in special education
“to save their lives.” It can certainly be argued that these two children were
“saved” by these actions. Nevertheless, we think that if this is to be the job
of special education, it should not be done under the guise of disability.

Overall, we do not believe that the changed behavior of Robert, Kanita
Egith, and Matthew proved tha@s%&clf-conta’ined EH cl;;;:fhe):
ne‘é.ded to be in smaller classes with good teachers who were sensitive to their
social and emotional needs and structured in their approach. In Edith’s case
the placement was particularly inappropriate from the point of view of thé
evaluation results. If Edith’s threat to kill herself had been serious, she would
have needed a much more supportive environment than the “file the line”
classroom into which she was placed. Conversely, Austin, whose case we
Feported in Chapter 9, was truly in need of emotional support, but was placed
in an LD program.

Kanita was the only student whose EH placement was helpful to her
and she was the only one who exited the EH program. Kanita’s “success”’
story points to the power and the pain of special education. A good teacher
small class size, a structured but challenging curriculum, individualized sup3
ports, and an openness to recognizing the child’s strengths are all within the
purview of the IDEA. We believe that Kanita benefited from, but did not
ne.ed, this classroom. Two years after the initial placement, she functioned
without a hitch in a classroom of about 22 children designated “gifted,” in
the same school from which she had been referred. We believe that she c:)uld
have done that in the second grade.
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These students’ stories underscore the negative results of a construction
of disability that focuses on identifying within-child deficits. As we argued
in our earlier discussion of assessment, there is great danger in this approach,
especially when it is reliant on controversial, subjective projective testing.
Our research dramatically endorses the arguments of several scholars who
have called for an emphasis on school response and context rather than child-
centered labeling (Keogh 8¢ Speece, 1996; Montague & Rinaldi, 2001).
Further, the importance of effective classroom management in the first grade
has been shown to have a lasting effect on children’s behavior (Kellam, Ling,
Merisca, Brown, & lalongo, 1998). Recently, there has been a great deal of
concern with the punitive and “zero tolerance” approaches to such issues.
Skiba and Peterson {2000) and others have argued for zero tolerance to be
replaced with “early response” strategies too numerous to detail here. Cen-
tral to all these proposals is a preventive principle that combines individual-
ized response with supportive rather than punitive schoolwide policies and
a commitment to functional assessment of behavior. Skiba and Peterson state:

The technology of functional assessment, for example, enables school person-
nel to better understand the “communicative intent” of challenging behavior
(Brady & Halle, 1997). In a zero tolerance environment, however, teachers and
administrators may be less interested in understanding communicative intent
than in ridding schools and classrooms of troublesome students. (p. 340)

Robert’s school exemplified the zero tolerance approach. This was the
school cited earlier as suspending more than 100 students in one year, with
a required suspension for fighting. This applied even to kindergarten'and first
graders.

Finally, we conclude that despite good intentions, the concept of “emo-
tional handicap” as practiced in this state is not tenable. The existence of

<the EH category encourages school personnel to assume child deficits with-
out examining context and to place children who are troubling to teachers

or peers in separate settings that defy the law’s call for the least restrictive

environment. The reification of these negative labels in the eyes of school

personnel results in school careers marked by exclusion.

CHAPTER

Info Special Education:
Exile or Solution?

Disproportionate representation is a problem if the quality and academic
relevance of instruction in special classes block students’ educational

progress, including decreasing the likelihood of their refurn fo the regular
classroom,

—Kirby A. Heller, Wayne H. Holtzman, and Samuel Messick,
Placing Children in Special Education

O UR RESEARCH was premised on the argument of Heller et al. (1982)
‘ t}fat overrepresentation of culturally and linguistically diverse student;
in special education must be considered a problem if either the precursors
to, or the outcomes of, placement are inappropriate or inadequate. In other
words, how did the students get there? Was it worth it? The preceding chap-
ters have presented our answers to the first question, concluding that the
process was so variable and subjective as to be inequitable. We have reserved
this chapter for close attention to the second question.

SPECIAL EDUCATION BENEFITS: IDEAL VERSUS REALITY

The two statements below represent the ideal versus the reality of special
education in this district:

If you get them placed correctly, and get them whatever they need
early on, they have a chance. You know, get them counseled, or gét
them reading or doing math and writing, you know, whatevér it is
that they need. (High-referring, first-grade general-education teacher)

Wi.th special ed, there are large numbers in the classroom. And we
write these wonderful individual education plans. When I was going
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