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Abstract

A number of variables have been suggested that may contribute to under-identification
(relative to prevalence estimates) of students with behavioral disorders. Several of
these variables were investigated in a study preceding the present study. This study .
investigated the possible relationship of the restrictiveness of state department of °
education positions on interpretation of the definition of serious emotional disturbance,

"of the social maladjustment exclusion in that definition, end a state’s degree .of
Republicanism with level of service to students with behavior disorders. Two of the
variables investigated were found to have positive correlations with the criterion.
variable. One of the findings was in the expected direction and the other was in the
direction opposite expectations. Implications of the findings from this investigation
and possible explanations for them are ciscussed.

The term "behavior disorder”  sense. That is, the term includes all
will be used in this paper instead of disturbed students regardless of what
the P.L. 94-142 term "serious emotional particular label a given state may use

disturbance” and is used in its generic for its population of school-age children
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and youth with serious behavxor prob-
lems. ‘

Of the three largest handicapped | .

student populations, only services for
students with behavior disorders fall
significantly below the official preva-
lence estimate. The estimated preva-
lence of students with behavior disor-
ders is 2% of the school-age population
(National Center for Education Statis-
tics, 1979). Currently, the portxon of
the school-age population receiving
special education services for behavior
disorders is about .91% (Division of
Educational Services, 1987). Analysis
of service trends (Algozzine & Korinek,
1985) show services increasing modest-
ly for students with behavior disorders,
declining modestly for students with
mental retardation and increasing
rapidly for students with learni
disabilities (Chalfant, 1985). Preva-
lence and service figures for individuals
who are mentally ha.ndJcapped are not
significantly different, service level
significantly exceeds estimated preva-
lence for learning disabilities, and
estimated prevalence significantly
exceeds service level for behavior disor-
ders. A
1t is widely thought that the
official 2% prevalence estimate is too
conservative (Center, 1989a; Kauffman,
1985). Alternative estimates of preva-
lence suggest a much larger population.
Bower (1981), who wrote the definition
adopted for use in implementing P.L.
94-142, conducted a study that suggest-
ed 10% of the school-age population
would meet his definition. In another

study (Rubin & Barlow, 1978), 7.4% of

the students studied were judged, by at
least three different teachers, to have a

behavior problem. Xauffman (1985)
indicated that, in his opinion, most of
the students identified in the Rubin
and Barlow study would meet the crite-
ria in the federal definition. Thus, it

. appears that the number of students

with behavior disoxders has probably
been under-estimated and even that
projected population is under-identified
and under-served. Since this appears
to be the only handicapped population
being grossly under-identified and
under-served, the question why""

‘naturally arises.

In a recent study, Center and

| Obringer (1987) discussed the problem

of under-identifica tion of students with
behavior disorders (BD). Center and
Obringer investigated several variables
suggested in the professional literature
as possibly affecting under-identifica-
tion of BD students. The variables
investigated inclaxded misplacement of
BD students in LD programs (Chalfant,
1985), large minority enrollments
(Long, 1983), and low per pupil expen-
ditures for education (Long, 1983).
None of the variables investigated were
found to be significantly different for
hagh service states in contrast to low
service states.

Center (1985) and Center and
Obringer (1987) suggested under-iden-
tification might be related to the re-
strictiveness of & state’s interpretation
of the definitioxa of serious emotional

| disturbances used for P.L. 94-142. The

more restrictive the interpretation the
greater the potential number of stu-
dents that can be excluded from ser-
vice. Paul (1985) has discussed the
rise of conservative political ideology,
in recent years, and its opposition to
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social service programs. Paul suggesb-"
ed that a Republican administrationin

Washington is evidence for both trends.
He further suggested that Republican
opposition 10 social service programs
. might have an adverse influence on

states’ identification of BD students.

Paul suggested that services for BD

students would be the most likely to be

“affected by strong Republican senti-
“thent. His reasoning was that among
Jay persons and particularly conserva-
tives behavior/emotional problems are,

for the most part, viewed as an individ-

ual’s own fault; i.e., one could choose to

be otherwise if one wished.

The present study investigated

the influence of the restrictiveness of a
‘Etdte’s position on interpretation of the
federal definition of serious emotional
disturbance, meaning of the social
maladjustment exclusion in that defini-
tion, and a state’s level of Republican-
ism on Jevel of special education servic-
es for BD students. In this study, a
restrictive position is one which, in the
authors’ opinion, is more likely to re-

sult in exclusion of potential students.

from service than is some other posi-
tion. The research hypothesis was that
the restrictiveness of a state’s positions
and the degree of its Republicanism are
related to the level of service in the
state for BD students. There has also
been an ongoing debate over the label,
serious emotional disturbance, used in
P.L.94-142 (Huntze, 1985). Therefore,
a secondary objective in this study was
to obtain some data on that issue.

Method

- To test the research hypothesis,

data on service levels for behavior
disorders were obtained from the Sev-
enth Annual Report to Congress on
the Implementation of Public Law
94-142 (Division of Educational Servic-
es, 1985). The data presented in this
report are based on statistical data
provided by each state on the number
of children between the ages of 6 and
17 ruled eligible and: provided with
special education servicesby that state.
Data from this report were judged the
most appropriate because it is the most
recent report following a presidential
election for which voting data was
available. Furthermore, there had
been a Republican administration in
Washington for four years, which
should be enough time for its attitudes
to have affected the actions -of their
supporters in the various states. A
survey was also conducted of state
directors of special education. The
survey identified each state’s position
on label, SED definition, and meaning
of social maladjustment. When a state
had no official position, the respondent
was asked for his or her opinion on an
issue. The reasoning was that state
directors are in a position that allows
them to significantly influence both
official and wunofficial policy through
their opinions. Finally, an index of a
state’s Republicanism was developed.
This index was selected from several
suggested indices (Mason, 1986) and
was based on votes by party in elec-
tions at three levels of government.
The survey asked state directors
of special education if they favored a
change in the label used for students
with serious emotional disturbance and
if s0 what label they preferred.. The
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state directors were also asked to
choose from three interpretations of the
federal definition of serious emotional
disturbance, and of the social malad-
justment exclusion in that definition.
The option was available for each re-

-spondent to make & written response if

the choices provided were not judged
appropriate. The three choices in the

last two items were constructed to -

reflect the author's judgement of three
different levels of restrictiveness (high,
‘intermediate, and low). A restrictive
‘position is one that would tend to limit
the size of a potential service popula-
tion.
: The item concerning interpreta-
tion of the definition focused on the
following wording in the definition,
"The term means a condition...." Inter-
pretation of the definition hinges on
this wording (Center, 1985, 1989b,
1989¢c). The choices offered, in de-
scending order of restrictiveness were
as follows.
1. The term means an emotional

. condition...(where "emotional" is in- -

- tended to apply only to disturbed
thoughts and feelings and in particular
those problems involving anxiety
states).

This choice is the most restrictive in-

terpretation bec¢ause it would exclude
the largest group of students exhibiting
problems in public school programs.
2. The term means a behavioral condi-
tion...(where "behavioral” is intended to
apply only to externalized, overt, and
observable problems in social behavior).
This choice is a less restrictive inter-
pretation because it would exclude the
smallest group of students exhibiting
problems in public school programs;

i.e., those described in (1) above.
3. - The term means any condition...
(where "any" is intended to apply to all
types of psychopathological behavior,
e.g., affective, cognitive, social, etc.).
This choice is the least restrictive in-
terpretation because it would be inclu-
sive of both choices 1 and 2 and has
the least potential for excluding stu-
dents from services.

The item concerning interpreta-
tion of the social maladjustment exclu-
sion in the definition focused on several
possible interpretations of what was
meant by social maladjustment (Center
1988b, 1989¢c). The choices offered, in

descending order of restrictiveness,
were as follows.

1. Social maladjustment means stu-
dents who exhibit antisocial behavior
that is due to a failure of the socializa-
tion process.

This is the m ost restrictive interpre-
tation because it could be applied to
most students exhibiting antisocial
behavior and wwould allow exclusion of
the largest nurmnber of students. -
2. Social mal adjustment means stu-

. dents who exhaibit antisocial behavior

that is due to socialization within a
subculture where the behavior exhibit-
ed is acceptabl e.

This is a less restrictive interpreta-
tion because it would exclude only
those students whose antisocial behav-
ior can be attri buted to socialized delin-
quency.

3. Social maladjustment means stu-
dents who are psychiatrically normal
but who exhiba t problems as a result of

' finding themselves in an unfamiliar

culture or hav e conflicting loyalties to
two cultures.
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This is the least restrictive interpre-
tation because it would exclude the

‘smallest group of students. Exclusion
would be limited to those who have

been acculturated in a different culture
.and are having difficulty adapting to
the mainstream Ammerican culture, e.g.,
immigrants and refugees.

The choices were ass:gned rat-

ings of one, two, or three going from

“most to least restrictive. Only a few

respondents exercised the option to
make a written response.
responses were evaluated by the au-
thors and assigned a rating, by consen-
sus, using the same scale.

The index developed for Republi-
canism was each state’s Republican
voting record. Voting in three types of
elections were used to construct the
index. The voting records used for the
index were each state’s 1) Republican
vote for president in 1984, 2) for U.S.
Congressional cand.ldates, and 3) for
representatives to-state Jegislatures-in
the years meedlately preceding 1984
and in that year’s elections. These
“data were obtained from the Statisti-
cal Abstracts of the United States
(U.S. Department of Commerce, 1987).
The selection of Republican voting
record as an index was made because it
was judged the index most directly
related to the suggestion of Paul (18-
86). The reasoning behind the index
was that the more political party con-
formity there is between the political
administration in Washington and a
state’s voting support for that adminis-
tration’s party the more likely is an
influence by that administration on
social policy in the state.

Written

Raesul_ts

A total of 48 states and U.S.
territories responded to the survey. All
responses to ilem one in the survey -
were usable and 47 responses to items
two and three were usable. On the
item concerning a change in the P.L.

 94-142 label, 45.8% did not favor a

change in the label, 37.5% did favor a
change in the label, and 16.7% were
undecided. Of those favoring a change
in the label, 72% favored the label
"behavior disordered.”

The percent of respondents se-
lecting each of the three positions for

the two mterpretat\on items were as
follows. '

Item two, interpretation of the defini-

_ tion:
Choice #1; 14 89%

Choice #2: 12771%
Choice #3: 72 34%

social maladjustment eiausxon
Choice #1:. 53.19% o ' *'i- -
Choice #2: 14.89% ',
Choice #3; 3292% ———  —-

The data available allowed the
Republicanism index to be constructed
for states but not U.S. territories.
Therefore, the number of respondents
on whom data for all variables were
available dropped to 43 when the index
values were added to the data. A step-
wise, multiple regression analysis was
run on this data (Anderson, 1986).
Restrictiveness of position on definition
and social maladjustment, and Republi-
canism were run against state service
level for BD as the criterion variable.
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. The F value for P = .05 was the criteri-
on for removal of a variable from the
analysis. The F value for the analysis
was 7.7893 and the P value was P <«
.002. The obtained R was .5294 and R-
Squared was .2803. The final step in
the analysis retained two variables.
One was the definition variable, r = .28
- with service level (P < .060) which
would account for 6.52% of the vari-
ance. ' The second variable was Repub-
licanism, r = .464 with service level (P
< .002) which would account for 20.2%
of the variance.

Discussion

Opinion on the label issue was
fairly evenly divided with the undecid-
ed having the weight to make either
the change or no change position the
majority position.-Clearly, the majority
of those desiring a change (72%) fa-
vored the alternative label "behavior
disordered." ‘The majority of state
directors of special education chose the
least restrictive interpretation of the
definition -and -the —most _restrictive
interpretation of the social maladjust-
ment exclusion. This seems puzzling
because one position would allow inclu-
sion of the largest number of students,
while the other position would exclude
the largest number of students. In
fact, the net effect would seem to be
the creation of a highly restrictive

definition. The most restrictive inter-
" pretation of the exclusion would, for
the most part, limit the definition to
students with "an emotional condition,"
which was the first, and most restric-
tive choice offered for the interpreta-

tion of the definition item. Perhaps the
intent was to only give the appearance
of favoring a non-restrictive definition.
On the other hand this anomalous pair
of choices may have been due to a
failure to fully consider the implica-
tions of the two interpretations select-
ed. However, a third of the state direc-
tors chose the least restrictive interpre-

~ tation of both the definition and the

exclusion which is the type of choice

- relationship one would expect.

~ Both interpretations of definition
and Republicanism had positive corre-
lations with BD service level. As inter-
pretation of the definition became less
strict, BD service went up. While this

“ relationship was in the expected direc-
. tion, it was a weak relationship.” As

Repubhcamsm became stronger, BD
service level also went up. This rela-
tionship was moderate but much stron- -
ger than the one for interpretation of
deﬁmhon It was also the reverse of
what was expected.
——-The suggestion by Center (1985)
‘and Center and Obringer (1987) re-

- ceived mild support from this study.

_Given the weak correlation and the
small amount of variance accounted for
by the interpretation of definition vari-
able, this is probably not a major con-
tributor to the wvariability (.03% to
8.09%) in the BD service level among
the states. It does suggest, however,
that some states may be deliberately or

~incidentally holding down their level of

service to BD students by the way they
choose to interpret the P.L. 94-142
definition. . |

The suggestion of Paul (1985)
received no support from this study.
While the suggestion appears to have
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face validjt};, the data do not support it.
That is, Republicanism appears to be
associated with higher levels of service
to BD students. The study offers no
_explanation for this unexpected finding.
One possible explanation is that states
with strong Republican sentiment

respond more favorably to services for

handicapped students as an image
“management strategy. That is, Repub-
Ticans are commonly believed to oppose
social services.
possible that educational services for
handicapped children, of the various
social service programs, is the least
likely to be opposed by any large seg-
ment of a state’s voting population.
» = It would be of interest to know if
the relationship found between Repub-
licanism and higher levels of service to
BD students exists along with a nega-
tive relationship between Republican-
-ism-and-support-for other social pro-
grams. If such an association was
found, it would lend support to the

image manageme‘ﬂt*hwoﬁjesissuggestf -
ed above. Of course, there exists the

possibility that Republicanism is asso-

-aated with-someunidentified variable--

which influences higher service levels
for BD students.

The weak positive ﬁndmg for the
interpretation of definition variable
suggests that this variable might be
worth further investigation. Perhaps a
better test of the restrictiveness of
interpretation variable would be an
examination, state-by-state, of eligibili-
ty criteria for BD services. Eligibility
criteria would provide a more direct
assessment of restrictiveness than the
survey method used in this investiga-
tion. Assuming such an investigation

In other words, it is
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revealed that restrictiveness of inter-
pretation has a _stronger association
with low BD service level, the underly-
ing reason for restrictive interpretation
would still need to be identified. The
underlying reason may be social policy,
but it appears unlikely that Republi-

canism is strongly related to such so-
cial policy. :
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