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A STUDY OF SELECTED VIRGINIA PRINCIPALS’ KNOWLEDGE OF SPECIAL 

EDUCATION LAW 

        Donna M. Power 

         (ABSTRACT) 

With the re-authorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and 

the federal mandates of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), the role of the principal has new 

implications regarding the free and appropriate education of students with disabilities.  As a 

result of the inclusion model of special education instruction being supported as the most 

effective learning environment for students with disabilities, principals now need to know the 

definitions of types of disabilities, appropriate placements,  how to provide correct feedback for 

parents and at a minimum, the basics of special education law.  The literature review focused on 

principals’ attitudes and concerns for special education placements and how knowledgeable 

school principals are with regard to issues of special education law and the possibility of 

litigation when planning for the free and appropriate education of special education students.  

Few U.S. studies have focused exclusively on the actual principals’ knowledge of special 

education law.  

 This study researched the knowledge of Virginia principals on special education.   A 

geographical random sample of 462 principals from the state of Virginia were asked to complete 

an on-line survey of 24 hypothetical scenarios based on the following components of IDEA:  free 

and appropriate public education, due process, individualized education plans, least restrictive 

environment, related services, student discipline and liability for reimbursement of parents..  

Experts, practitioners, and researchers in the field reviewed these scenarios. 

 



 

 The survey was e-mailed to the principals from October 1st to November 1st, 2006.  A 

follow up e-mail was sent two weeks after the initial contact as a reminder to complete the 

survey.  From November 2nd to November 15th 10% of the respondents who did not respond 

were contacted by phone and asked why they did not respond. Out of 49 phone calls, 12 

principals responded.  The instrument was anonymous and color coded according to the eight 

Superintendents’ Study Groups across the state of Virginia in order to identify the number of 

schools that participated.  

A total of 236 principals responded resulting in a 51% response rate.   Upon completion 

of the questionnaire principals were provided correct responses. 

Using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), an analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) was performed on all demographic variables and the principals’ test score.  An item 

analysis of each of the hypothetical scenarios determined the areas of deficiencies in the 

principals’ knowledge base.  Results of this study show that there is no significant difference 

between principals’ test scores and each of the demographic variables.  Seven areas of special 

education law were tested:  free and appropriate public education (FAPE), individualized 

education plan (IEP), least restrictive environment (LRE), student discipline, related services, 

due process and liability for reimbursement of parents  This study identified two significant areas 

of weakness: related services and FAPE.  The information from this study will be beneficial in 

determining school districts’ professional development needs and coursework in university 

education programs that addresses special education law. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 The implementation of federal legislation for students with disabilities has had a 

profound impact on public schools in the United States. As Alexander & Alexander (2005) 

noted: 

During the last generation Americans have witnessed an explosion of litigation affecting 
education.  Courts have become much more actively involved in aspects of education that were 
heretofore left entirely to the discretion of school administrators and school boards. IDEA 2004 
clearly promulgates the rights of parents and students, in particular student discipline,  by which 
administrators now need to know and provide services for. 

 
 The number of internet sites that are devoted to special education provides evidence of 

this increase in litigation.  There are over 75,703 law sites on Netscape, with a large percentage 

that deal with special education, such as Wrightslaw; Council of Parent Attorneys and 

Advocates; and Mark B. Martin, Esq. (Bridgewater, 2003).  Today, these forces, such as the 

proliferation of education law, the public convergence of legal and educational questions, and the 

law’s broad impact on public education have been factors affecting the environment of public 

schools (Ludlow &  Lombardi, 1992).  These forces along with the federal mandates of IDEA 

(Individuals with Disabilities Education Act) guaranteeing parental rights and the continuous 

assessment of specified sub-groups as outlined in NCLB (No Child Left Behind) have created a 

litigious society, and the principals have been thrust in the middle of the conflict. 

Background of the Problem 

Special education, more than any other area in public schools, is entangled with and 

affected by increasingly complex issues.  Litigation involving special education increased six 

fold in the 1990’s (Thune, 1997). Educational practices have been driven by IDEA that mandates 

a free and appropriate education to children with disabilities.  The principal is charged to manage 

the array of special education services.  According to Thune (1997), principals are being forced 
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to operate educational programs under a growing number of federal and state mandates for which 

they have limited knowledge and available resources. 

Goor, Schwenn, and Boyer (1997) report that a growing number of exceptional children 

being served in a regular school setting requires a principal to have administrative preparation in 

special education law.  Case law indicates parents and advocacy groups are challenging school 

officials over the appropriateness of special education services.  According to Osborne, Dimattia, 

and Curran (1993), knowledge of special education law is essential to administrative decision 

making for two main reasons: (a) Ensure an appropriate education for all students with 

disabilities as required by IDEA, and (b) Minimize losing potential lawsuits resulting from 

inappropriate implementation of special education legal requirements.  The federal government 

holds the state education agency responsible for implementing the mandates of IDEA. 

Subsequently, the state education agency assigns the responsibility for the supervision of special 

education to the local education agencies (Turnbull, 1993).   

For the building administrator, managing both regular and special education has resulted 

in a dichotomy, very similar to dueling opponents, thereby leaving the building administrator 

entangled in a mass of laws, regulations and procedural safeguards.  Principals with limited 

knowledge of special education law often are seen as opponents, rather than advocates, for 

children with disabilities. 

Need for the Study 

Two important administrative competencies are the knowledge of special education law 

and understanding policies and procedures mandated as procedural safeguards.  Administrators 

must understand that non-compliance with federal mandates can result in expensive and time 

consuming litigation.  Mandates of IDEA have serious implications for the principal as an 
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instructional leader.  According to Smith and Colon, (1998), success or failure of the special 

education process is dependent on the knowledge that the school administrator takes to the 

decision-making process.  The potential for judicial review has placed enormous demands on the 

school principal.  Although P.L. 94-142 was a necessary and well intended legislation to provide 

a free and appropriate education to all special education children, every administrative action or 

lack of action relevant to special education has the potential to lead to litigation.  According to 

Yell (1998), the intent of the law, was not, to overwhelm school principals, frustrate parents or 

exhaust school resources. In reality, IDEA has raised the bar on accountability of student 

progress and success and, at the same time, increased school litigation. Today, school principals 

must divide their time between compliance with federal mandates and how they relate to student 

achievement and the appropriate process for enforcing student discipline. The school principal 

must be administratively prepared in not only interpreting the law but also in understanding the 

potential impact on significant court cases in policy and special education mandates.  This 

knowledge or lack of knowledge in special education law will result in judicial consequences 

when school principals’ decisions are not in compliance with federal mandates.  Therefore, this 

study will address the following question:  What is the level of knowledge of special education 

law among Virginia school principals? 

Statement of the Problem 

This study includes reviews of pertinent federal legislation, special education regulations 

and procedures for federal compliance, and court decisions that have influenced mandates 

governing school principals and their defined responsibilities.  The intent is to measure school 

principals’ basic knowledge necessary to oversee their instructional programs, properly apply 

procedures as related to special education and uphold mandated procedural safeguards for 
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children with disabilities and for their parents.  Principals involved in the supervision and 

provision of special education services need more than a superficial understanding of the law in 

order to comply with the federal regulations of IDEA, school district obligations and professional 

responsibilities. 

This research study focused on Virginia Public School Principals’ knowledge of special 

education law as it relates to the seven areas of special education law identified for this study:  

(1) Free and appropriate public education; (2) Due Process; (3) IEP; (4) Least Restrictive 

Environment; (5) Related services; (6) Student Discipline; and (7) Liability for Reimbursement 

of Parents.  

Demographic variables such as age, gender, length of administrative service will be analyzed to 

determine if these variables have a significant effect on principals’ knowledge of special 

education law.  Principals were selected from the eight regions identified in the Virginia 

Superintendents Study Groups.  

Purpose of the Study 

This research analyzed the knowledge of Virginia school principals in the area of special 

education procedural safeguards and educational services.  This research used a 24 hypothetical 

scenario web-based survey instrument to determine the strengths and weaknesses of principals’ 

knowledge of special education law as it pertained to seven categories of the law.  Demographic 

variables were analyzed to determine if these variables had a significant effect on principals’ 

knowledge of special education law.  This information is valuable to all educational systems as 

there is very little research on this topic in the last 10 years.  With the new federal mandates of 

IDEA, it is imperative for principals to be educated in the seven different law areas in order to be 

effective leaders. 
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This study proposes to identify: 

1. The level of knowledge that may exist between characteristics of schools and 

principals as it relates to special education law. 

2. The level of knowledge that may exist between individual characteristics of 

principals as it relates to special education law. 

3. The relationship between principals’ knowledge of special education law and 

principals’ involvement in special education litigation. 

Research Questions 

Research Question 1  

What is the relationship between grade level of schools and size of schools (ADA) as 

identified in the eight Virginia Superintendents’ Study Regions and the principals’ 

knowledge of special education law? 

Research Question 2 

What is the relationship between principals’ knowledge of special education law and the 

following characteristics: gender, age, years of experience as an administrator, and the 

number of courses taken in special education? 

Research Question 3 

What is the relationship between principals’ knowledge of special education law and the 

occurrence of litigation of special education safeguards? 
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Collection of Data 

A twenty-four hypothetical scenario survey was developed based on seven categories of 

special education law.  This survey was submitted to experts in the field of special education 

who are well versed in special education law and who were able to assess the clarity, correctness 

and content validity of the survey.  The survey was piloted by three different groups: 

  (1) Educational Leadership and Policy Studies Doctoral Cohort—at the summer, 2006, 

Orientation to Residency (OTR). A group of 11 principals were asked to field test the survey. 

 (2) Dr. David Alexander‘s graduate law class at the Virginia Tech Richmond Center was 

asked to field test the survey.  Eighteen principals and central office personnel completed the 

survey in August, 2006. 

(3)  Dr. Eller’s Principal Preparation Personnel Class at the Virginia Tech Hampton 

Roads Center was asked to complete the survey.  Dr. Eller and fifteen participants completed the 

survey in September, 2006.  

(4)  Mrs. Lynne Forrester, Director of Special Education for Mathews County Public 

School reviewed the study and her suggested changes were applied after the first group who field 

tested the survey (OTR).  Mrs. Kathy Mehfoud, a special education attorney, provided changes 

to the wording of the survey which were applied after the second group who field tested the 

survey (Law Class-Richmond Center). 

The survey was composed of 24 hypothetical scenarios based on seven areas of special 

education law as well as demographics.  These questions consisted of information about the 

principals’ gender, age, years of experience, size of school district, special education preparation, 

level of schooling and whether the principal had personal experience with special education 

litigation. 
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The geographical sampling methodology was used to select 462 public school principals 

from the eight Superintendent Study Groups of Virginia identified in the Virginia  

Department of Education Directory.  The survey was conducted on-line and all efforts were 

made to secure the highest response rate.  Non-respondents received a follow up e-mail with the 

attached link to the on-line survey, with a follow up phone call to 10% of those who had not 

responded within four weeks. 

Treatment of the Data 

Analysis of variance was used to interpret the survey data and to examine the strength of 

the relationship between the variables.  If the percentage of Don’t Know responses was less than 

10% these responses were dropped and a t test would be administered between the yes and no 

responses.  Descriptive statistics were applied to determine the mean scores for the entire test as 

well as the seven categories of special education law previously defined.  A .05 level of 

significance was applied. 

       Delimitations of the Study 

1. This study was limited to Virginia public school principals in Kindergarten 

through 12th grade. 

2. There was no control as to whether the respondents received on-line assistance 

while taking the survey. 

3. The seven areas of special education law were: free and appropriate public 

education, due process, IEP, least restrictive environment, graduation, related 

services, and student discipline. 
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Organization of the Study 

Chapter 1 Introduces the problem, discusses the background of the problem, and 

summarizes the methodology. 

Chapter 2 Outlines the relevant history of special education and the related  

  research and literature associated with the topic. 

Chapter 3  Outlines the research design used in the study, the methodology  

  utilized in the collection of data and the statistical analysis used to  

  explain the results. 

Chapter 4 Presents the findings of the research. 

Chapter 5 Presents conclusions and recommendations for the study. 

Definitions 

For the purpose of this study, the following definitions will be used: 

1. Behavior Intervention Plan (BIP):  A plan of strategies and supports to prevent a 

student from displaying inappropriate classroom behaviors and teach ones that are 

socially acceptable.  The IEP team develops the plan, which becomes part of the 

student’s IEP, based on information collected from a functional behavior 

assessment (Gartin & Murdick, 2001). 

2. Change in Placement:  For purposes of removal of the child with a disability from 

the child’s educational placement, a change in placement occurs if (a) the removal 

is more than 10 consecutive school days or (b) the child is subjected to a series of 

removals that constitutes a pattern of exclusion (Wright & Wright, 2000). 

3. Child with a disability:  The term means a child “(i) with mental retardation, 

hearing impairments, speech or language impairment, visual impairments, serious 
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emotional disturbance, orthopedic impairments, autism, traumatic brain injury, 

other health impairments, or specific learning disabilities; and (ii) who, by reason 

thereof, needs special education and related services” [20 U.S.C.A. § 1401(3) (A) 

(i)]. 

4. Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) means special education and related 

Services that: (a) have been provided at public expense, under public supervision 

and direction, and without charge; (b) meet the standards of the State educational 

agency; (c) include an appropriate preschool, elementary school, or secondary 

school education in the State involved; and (d) are provided in conformity with 

the individualized education program required under this law [20 U.S.C.A § 1401 

(9)]. 

5. Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA): “A systematic process for describing 

problem behavior, and identifying the environmental factors and surrounding 

events associated with the problem behavior” (Office of Special Education 

Programs Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports, 1999, p. 13). 

6. Individual Education Program (IEP):  The IEP constitutes a written statement of 

each special education student’s present level of performance, including how the 

disability affects the student’s involvement and progress in the general 

curriculum, a statement of annual goals, and a statement of the special education 

and related services that will be provided to the student (Grzywacz et all, 2000). 

7. Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA): the federal special education law, 

codified at 20 U.S.C. § 1400 et seq. 
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8. Injunction:  an equitable remedy, or court order, forbidding a party from taking a 

contemplated action, or requiring a party to take some action. (Osborne & Russo, 

2006). 

9. Least Restrictive Environment (LRE):  To the maximum extent appropriate, 

children with disabilities, including children in private or public institutions or 

other care facilities, are educated with children not disabled.  The removal of 

children with disabilities from the regular educational environment occurs only 

when the nature or severity of the disability of a child is such that education in a 

regular classroom with the use of supplementary aids and services cannot be 

achieved satisfactorily. [20 U.S.C.A. § 1412(a)(5)(A)]. 

10. Manifestation Determination:  An analysis of the causal relationship between a 

student’s disability and the misconduct for which he/she is being disciplined. 

Such reviews must be conducted when a student served in special education is 

being removed from school over 10 days or due to a drug or weapons charge, or if 

an appeal is made to a hearing officer to remove a child who is a danger or threat 

to himself or others (Hartwig & Ruesch, 2000). 

11. Related Services:  Transportation, and such developmental, corrective, and other 

supportive services (including speech-language pathology and audio services , 

psychological services, physical and occupational therapy, recreation, including 

therapeutic recreation, social work services, counseling services, including 

rehabilitation counseling, orientation and mobility services, and medical services, 

which will only be used for diagnostic and evaluation purposes as may be 
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required to assist a child with a disability to benefit from special education (20 

U.S.C. § 1401, 1997). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

History of Special Education and the Law 

Two particular historical movements initiated the development of special education in the 

United States.  In the late 1800’s compulsory education laws were enacted with all states 

enforcing these laws by 1918.  For the first time a promise of an education for all was mandated.  

However, children with disabilities were usually excluded from this new promise (Ysseldyke & 

Algozzine, 1984). 

The second movement was the Civil Rights legislature of the 1950’s. In 1954, Brown v. 

Board of Education the Supreme Court declared that the “separate but equal” education of black 

children was not only unequal but was a violation of the equal protection clause of the 

Fourteenth Amendment, which ensures that all citizens must be afforded due process before 

being denied life, liberty, or property.  “Education is perhaps the most important function of state 

and local governments….in these days, it is doubtful that any child may reasonably be expected 

to succeed in life if he is denied the opportunity of an education.”(Brown v. Board of Education, 

1954, pg. 7).  This statement has often been quoted or paraphrased by other courts where parties 

sought equal educational opportunities for students with disabilities. 

The landmark class action suit, Pennsylvania Association for Retarded Children 

(P.A.R.C.) v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania) in 1971 involved a child classified as mentally 

retarded and being excluded from school.   The P.A.R.C.  case was resolved by specifying that all 

children with mental retardation between the ages of 6 and 21 years must be provided a free 

public education and that mentally retarded children should be educated in a program most like 

the programs offered to non-disabled students (Yell, Rogers, & Lodge Rogers, 1998). 
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Another landmark class action case of Mills v. Board of Education of the District of 

Columbia in 1972 ruled that the District of Columbia Board of Education must provide a public 

education to all children, including special education children as well as provide due process 

safeguards and periodic review for educational placement.  The procedural safeguards included 

the following: the right to appeal; the right to have access to records, and the requirement of 

written notice at all stages of the process.  These safeguards became the framework for the due 

process component of the Education for all Handicapped Children Act ( Zettel & Ballard, 1982). 

IDEA 

The Education for all Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA) was signed by President 

Gerald Ford in 1975. This act set new mandates for the needs of children with disabilities.  Also 

known as P.L. 94-142, as well as IDEA, this act ensured children of certain basic educational 

rights: (a) A free appropriate education; (b) An individualized education plan; (c) Related 

services; (d) Due process procedures and (e) Education in the least restrictive environment 

(LRE).  Since its enactment in 1975, the EAHCA has been amended in 1978 and reauthorized in 

1990 and was signed by President Clinton.  Changes in IDEA 1990 (P.L. 101-476) included the 

following: (a)  The language of the law was revised to emphasize the person first, including the 

renaming of the law to the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA), as well as changing the 

terms handicapped student and handicapped to child/student/ individual with a disability; (b) 

Students with autism and traumatic brain injury were identified as a separate and distinct class 

entitled to the law’s benefits; and (c) A plan for transition from high school was required to be 

included on every student’s IEP by age 16 years. 

With IDEA reauthorization in June 1997, the paramount issue of the Individuals with 

Disabilities Act Amendments (IDEA)(P.L.105-17) was improving the educational achievement 
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of students with disabilities in both the special and general education curriculum (Senate Report, 

1997).  The following changes were mandated by IDEA 1997: (a) Students with disabilities 

would be included in state and district wide assessments; (b) IEPs must have measurable annual 

goals with objectives outlined; (c) Mediation must be offered to parents and educators for dispute 

resolution; (d) Functional behavior assessment plans would be included on IEPs for students; and 

(e) the Child Find efforts continued to be extended to private school students in need of special 

education and related services.  IDEA ensured a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) to 

all handicapped students.  There was a significant shift from substantive to procedural policy, so 

that schools were making placement decisions based upon a student’s individual needs, not by 

classes or groups of individuals (Crockett, 1999). 

IDEA, now recognized as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act,  

was reauthorized in 2004.  IDEA 2004 now contains comprehensive guidelines dealing with 

discipline especially in the areas of alternative settings and providing a concise definition of 

manifestation.  A new provision requires school boards to convene meetings between parents and 

school officials before due process hearings are convened for the purpose of attempting to 

resolve disputes.  In addition, Congress has now included specific statutes of limitations to 

govern the timelines for requesting a due process hearing or filing suit.  Current rules require a 

party to request an impartial due process hearing within two years of the date of the action that 

formed the complaint.  The 2004 amendments included a provision that allows school boards to 

seek reimbursement of their legal expenses in situations when parents file complaints that are 

later found to be frivolous, unreasonable or without foundation.  Other new additions to the law 

include the new definition of “parent” and permits school systems to place notice of the 

procedural safeguards on their Web sites (Osborne & Russo, 2006). 

14  



 

A major controversial issue for school districts was distinguishing school health services 

from medical services, especially with an increasing number of students with severe health needs 

attending school. The IDEA requires school districts to provide services that are necessary for 

students with disabilities to receive educational benefits, but excludes medical services for 

coverage except for evaluation or diagnostic purposes. In the 1984 case of Irving Independent 

School District v. Tatro an eight year old child needed “clean intermittent catheterization” which 

the school district would not provide.  The parents filed suit and a U.S. district court held against 

the parents.  In appeals the U.S. Court of Appeals, Fifth Circuit, reversed the district court 

decision.  The school district appealed and the Supreme Court affirmed the court of appeals 

ruling that “clean intermittent catherizaton” is not a medical service excluded from the IDEA.  

From the 1984 Irving Independent School District v. Tatro decision, schools utilized the 

following criteria to qualify students for receiving related services: (a) The student must be 

IDEA eligible; (b) The services must be necessary to assist the student to benefit from special 

education; and (c) The services must be performed by a nurse or otherwise qualified person.  In 

the case of Cedar Rapids Community School District v. Garrett F (1999) the Supreme Court 

agreed with the lower courts that all services needed by a child with severe medical needs are 

covered under IDEA as long as the services do not need to be given by a physician.  

 

Review of the Literature 

One area of public education that has seen the most change over the last twenty-five 

years has been that of special education (Eads, Arnold, & Tyler, 1995; Hines, 1993; Russell, 

1990; Ysseldyke & Algozzine, 2000).  Since the enactment of P.L. 94-142 in 1975, additional 

provisions were included in the Education of Handicapped Act Amendments of 1986; the 
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Handicapped Infants and Toddlers Act (P.L. 99-457) and the Handicapped Children’s Protection 

Act (P.L. 99-372).  When P.L. 94-142 was amended,  the Handicapped Children’s Protection Act 

(HCPA), allowed parents/guardians to recover reasonable attorneys’ fees under certain 

circumstances.  This litigation increased the likelihood that school districts’ decisions regarding 

procedural issues and educational services would be challenged by parents/guardians (Zirkel, 

1997).  While education litigation in general declined in the 1980’s and 1990’s, special education 

litigation has increased dramatically (Zirkel, 1997).  School principals, as well as classroom 

teachers, find themselves vulnerable to liability if they do not fully comply and document that 

compliance. 

Having a basic knowledge of special education laws appears to be fundamental to a 

principal’s ability to supervise special education programs.  Nevin (1979) was one of the first to 

address the competencies required of general education principals relative to administration of 

special education programs.  Her study was followed by Cline (1981) who addressed the 

attitudes and knowledge of principals in a large school district.  Burrello and Zadnik (1986) 

categorized principal competencies in special education into three broad domains: (1) Basic 

knowledge of special education; (2) A working knowledge of related laws, and (3) A working 

knowledge of best practices.  Nelson and Benz (1995) conducted a knowledge inventory of 

administrators –in-training to determine how well they know and understand IDEA.  The move 

toward inclusive education indicates that administrators have increasing responsibilities to 

develop programs to meet the needs of students with disabilities in the most appropriate way 

(Eads et al., 1995).  In this new era, schools face ongoing audits of compliance with state and 

federal mandates for special education. In order for schools to meet the needs and expectations of 

students and parents, as well as avoid judicial litigation, building level administrators must 
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possess a thorough understanding of special education law and how it impacts themselves, their 

staff, and their students (Davidson & Algozzine, 2002). 

 The administration of special education programs and the delivery of educational 

services to students with disabilities have been significantly altered since the passage of Public 

Law 94-142 in 1975.  Educational administrators must possess knowledge of special education 

law and its history in order to meet the legal mandates of providing a high quality education for 

all students regardless of disability.  The year 2000 marked the 25th anniversary of federal 

legislation mandating a free, appropriate, public education for individuals with disabilities. 

     Before 1975, four million children with disabilities did not receive the help that they 

needed to succeed in school, while another one million were simply excluded from school.  Few 

infants, toddlers, or preschoolers with disabilities received services (Pardini, 2002).    

      Since its enactment in 1975, the Education for all Handicapped Children Act 

(EAHCA) has been amended in 1978 and reauthorized in 1990,1997 and 2004.  This law was 

renamed the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) in 1990 and is now recognized as The 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA, 2004).   This law guaranteed 

the delivery of services to individuals previously denied access to a free and appropriate 

education.  Students are not only in regular education classrooms but, depending on the language 

of their Individualized Education Plans (IEP), are assigned to small classes where specially 

trained teachers tailor their lessons to meet each student’s individual needs.  Schools are also 

required to provide any additional services-such as interpreters for the deaf or computer assisted 

technology for the physically impaired-that students need to reach their full potential.  IDEA was 

reauthorized in 2004 with a new set of mandates which were to be implemented by July, 2005.  

The actual federal mandates were released in November, 2006. Some of these mandates include:  
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Consultation with private school officials, race and ethnic disproportionality, extended school 

year services and as recently as November, 2005, that the burden of proof in a due process 

hearing (Schaffer v. Weast (2005) is the responsibility of the party seeking relief.  In IDEA cases, 

this is usually the parents (Osborne & Russo, 2004).  This issue is important because the burden 

of proof must show that an IEP is deficient. 

Parallel to these mandates are the requirements of President Bush’s federal legislation 

titled No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).  This act affects every person employed in public 

schools.  All school districts that accept Title 1 federal funds must make detailed annual reports 

on the progress of all children.  Each school must also report the progress of four subgroups: 

minority children, children with disabilities, children with limited English proficiency, and 

children from low income families.  If a school district is not successful in raising the level of all 

students, immediately and steadily, to the state defined level of proficiency, then the school 

district will be subject to federal consequences.  The impact of the No Child Left Behind Act and 

meeting the new mandates of IDEA has provided a significant challenge and opportunity for 

school principals. The challenges for principals regarding special education have never been 

greater than they are today.  Federal laws have addressed the need to safeguard the educational 

rights of all students.  The IDEA has specified that students with disabilities must have access to 

the general education curriculum and participate in school wide assessments.  The NCLB 

legislation has redefined K– 12 grade education with the primary goal of closing the achievement 

gap between disadvantaged and minority students and their peers (DiPaola and Walther-Thomas, 

2002).  One major component of both of these laws is educating children with disabilities in the 

least restrictive environment (LRE) also referred to as “inclusion”.  In order for schools to 

become more successful in including students with special needs, attitudinal, organizational, and 
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instructional changes must take place (Block & Haring, 1992; Sapon-Shevin, 1994/1995).   In a 

study of 32 schools implementing inclusive education DiPaola and Walther-Thomas found that 

administrative leadership was the most powerful predictor of positive teacher attitudes towards 

inclusion.  A major player in the change process is the school principal.  In spite of evidence 

(Goldman, 1998; Dunkee, 2000; Levine, 1990; Pigford, 1995) that in effective schools the 

principal is the key element, the role of the principal in addressing issues related to students with 

disabilities is rarely addressed in the leadership literature.  Bateman and Bateman (2001) 

discussed the role of the principal in the implementation of federal regulations related to students 

with disabilities.  Specifically, they identified the need for principals to have training in the 

requirements of the IEP and their role in the process of developing and facilitating the IEP.  

Baker (2002) found that principals expressed a need for additional training related to state and 

federal regulations for special education.  In addition to this, principals are also responsible for 

keeping their school districts out of court. 

 The President’s Commission on Excellence in Special Education (2002) expressed the 

following concern in its final report: 

More than one administrator voiced concerns about the growing threats of litigation when 
parents and schools cannot agree on the appropriate level of special education and related 
services to provide.  These threats create an adversarial atmosphere that limits the ability of 
parents and schools to cooperate.  The threat of litigation alone has costs for teachers, students 
and taxpayers; the cost of attorneys’ actual hearings and court actions; the cost of attorneys in 
preparation for cases that do not reach the dispute resolution system; and the cost of paperwork 
by districts believing that extensive records help prevent lawsuits. (p. 40). 

 
Potential law suits in the area of special education often result from inappropriate 

implementation of legal requirements of IDEA.  According to Langley (1993) 90% of principals 

surveyed indicated that the way they learned special education law was by making mistakes.  
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The consequences principals have endured caused by administrative errors regarding special 

education vary from demotion to high cost litigation for the school district. 

                                        Components of the Law 

Zirkel and D’Angelo (2002) confirmed that special education cases have continued to 

increase in federal courts from the 1970’s to the 1990’s.  Since the passage of IDEA there have 

been thousands of cases that have involved numerous aspects of the federal special education 

legislation.  The deluge of litigation in special education is unlikely to stop in the near future as 

the rate of cases continues to increase (Zirkel, 2005).  In each of the following seven sections of 

the Individuals with Disabilities mandates, different court cases illustrate the need for school 

principals to have excellent knowledge of the law. 

FAPE—Free and Appropriate Public Education   

The IDEA, which provides students with disabilities with unprecedented access to public 

education, directs all school systems in the United States to provide each child with special needs 

with a free appropriate public education (FAPE).  This means that special education and related 

services that:  (a) Have been provided at public expense, under public supervision and direction, 

and without charge; (b) meet the standards of the State educational agency; and (c) Include an 

appropriate preschool, elementary school, or secondary school education in the State involved.  

The first case to interpret the IDEA was Board of Education of the Hendrick Hudson Central 

School District v. Rowley, (1982). A New York student with hearing impairments has residual 

hearing and was an excellent lip reader.  Her parents requested a sign-language interpreter from 

the school district at the school district’s expense.  The parents argued that the IDEA required 

that the school district maximize her potential.  The U.S. district court, the U.S. Court of 

Appeals, Second Circuit, and the Supreme Court found no requirement in the IDEA to maximize 
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the potential of each student with a disability.  The IDEA guarantee a free and appropriate public 

education that was designed to allow students with disabilities to benefit from public education. 

Rowley established a minimum standard of what constitutes FAPE under federal law.  

The Fourth Circuit affirmed that Rowley permits the courts to make case-by-case 

evaluations of the substantive standards needed to meet the criterion. The IEPs must be 

reasonably calculated to enable students to receive educational benefits (Hall v. Vance County 

Board of Education, 1985. 

The Third Circuit wrote that in order to comply with Rowley’s mandate, an IEP must 

confer an educational benefit that is appropriate, that is, progress of the student must be evident 

(Board of Education of East Windsor Regional School District v. Diamond, 1986). 

The Eleventh Circuit defined an appropriate education as one where a student makes 

measurable and adequate gains in the classroom (J.S.K. v. Hendry County School Board, 1991) 

 The Fifth Circuit Court upheld a board’s proposed IEP in concluding that a student 

received significant benefit from his special education program because he not only achieved 

passing grades but also demonstrated an increased ability to focus on tasks (Teague Independent 

School District v. Todd D., 1993.) The Eighth Circuit observed that since a student achieved 

passing grades and improved his reading skills, his IEP was appropriate (Fort Zumwalt School 

District v. Clynes, 1997, 1998). 

Students with disabilities who attend religiously affiliated private schools may be entitled 

to services under IDEA and / or Section 504 (Russo, Massucci, & Cattaro, 2002).  In Everson v. 

Board of Education the Supreme Court established the Child Benefit test which provides aid to 

children in nonpublic schools on the basis that the aid is directed to the children and their 

families and not their schools.  This Child Benefit test was reactivated in 1993 in Zobrest v. 

21  



 

Catalina Foothills School District.  The Supreme Court ruled that the Establishment Clause of 

the First Amendment did not bar an Arizona school board from providing the on-site delivery of 

the services of a sign language interpreter for a student who attended a Roman Catholic high 

school.  The court reasoned that the interpreter was a conduit through whom the information was 

passed, such services did not violate the Establishment Clause which prohibits Congress from 

establishing religion or prohibiting the free exercise of practicing religion.  Providing a sign 

language interpreter under the IDEA was part of a general program for distribution of benefits in 

a neutral manner to qualified students. 

Due Process 

The IDEA is a system of elaborate procedural safeguards to ensure that: (1) Students with 

disabilities are properly identified, evaluated, and placed accordingly to the procedures outlined 

in the Act (20 U.S.C.A. § 1415; and (2) To make parents equal partners in the education of their 

children.  Parents now have explicit rights to safeguard the education of their children.  The 

IDEA (2004) requires school officials to work with parents to develop individualized education 

programs for all children who need special education and related services.  The IDEA and its 

regulations assure that school officials cannot act without parental knowledge or informed 

parental consent prior to an evaluation.  At the same time, the IDEA makes it clear that parental 

consent for initial evaluations cannot be taken as consent for placement in special education 

and/or related services.  School officials also need parental written consent before initiating 

changes in placement.  Student IEPs must be reviewed at least annually and re-evaluated once 

every three years, unless parents and school officials agree that re-evaluations are unnecessary.   

Parents are required to receive a Procedural Safeguards Notice that contains a complete 

explanation of the 12 rights and regulations that pertain to them.  It is important to note three 
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additional safeguards that address the welfare of children with disabilities who are not placed in 

the most appropriate program in the least restrictive environment.  These three safeguards also 

address parental rights in filing a complaint that addresses the identification, evaluation and 

placement of a child with disabilities.  The three safeguards are: (1) The requirement that the 

child remain in his/her current placement while administrative or judicial proceedings are 

pending, also known as the stay-put; (2) The procedures allowing an exception to the stay-put 

provision for children who are subject to a disciplinary placement in an interim alternative 

educational setting; and (3) The requirement that parents provide prior notice to the educational 

agency if they intend to place their child in private school and seek reimbursement from the 

agency for the cost of the replacement (Huefner, 2006). 

 

IEP—Individualized Educational Plan 

All students who are properly identified and evaluated to receive special education and 

related services must have an Individualized Education Plan (IEP).  IEPs must be reviewed at 

least annually and re-evaluated at least once every three years.  An IEP must contain eight major 

elements.  First, an IEP must include a statement of the child’s current level of academic 

achievement and functional performance.  Second, An IEP must contain measurable annual 

goals, including academic and functional goals.   Third, an IEP must include a description of 

how officials will measure a child’s progress toward meeting the annual goals and a schedule of 

when progress reports will be available. Fourth, an IEP must contain a statement of the special 

education and related services, as well as supplementary aids and services that a child will 

receive.  Fifth, it must contain a statement of why a child is not in attendance in a regular 

classroom with peers who are not disabled.  Sixth, it must contain a statement of measurable 
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accommodations that are necessary to measure a child’s academic achievement on state and 

district assessments.  Seventh, an IEP must contain the initiation and duration of special 

education services that a child is to receive.  Eighth, an IEP, starting no later than the first IEP 

that will be in effect for a student who is 16 years old, must provide a statement of appropriate 

measurable postsecondary education goals to be updated annually (Osborne & Russo, 2006). 

The 2004 IDEA includes two significant changes in IEPs.  It no longer specifies the need 

for benchmarks and short term objectives, other than those who take alternate assessments.   The 

IDEA allows up to 15 states to pilot comprehensive multiyear IEPs that do not exceed three 

years. 

An IEP must be developed at a meeting that includes a wide variety of people.  The IEP 

must include a child’s parents; at least one regular education teacher; at least one special 

education teacher; a representative of the school system who is qualified to provide or supervise 

the delivery of special education and general education; a person who is qualified to interpret 

assessment results and other individuals, at the discretion of the parents or school officials, who 

are knowledgeable about the student. 

At least four recent cases reached differing results about the composition of IEP teams.  

In the first, the Ninth Circuit Court held that a school system in Washington’s failure to include a 

regular education teacher on a child’s IEP team constituted a significant violation of the IDEA as 

the child was going to spend time in a regular classroom setting (M.L. v. Federal Way School 

District, 2005).  In New York, a federal trial court decided a school board was in violation of 

IDEA procedural requirements when it did not include a representative from the therapeutic 

placement for a child at the time of the IEP meeting (Werner v. Clarksville Central School 

District, 2005). 
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The Fourth Circuit affirmed that is was not necessary for a school board in North 

Carolina to have a regular teacher at an IEP meeting since the student was not being considered 

for a placement in regular education (Cone v. Randolph County Schools, (2005).  In addition a 

federal court in Kansas  ruled that a school board did not violate the IDEA by not including a 

regular education teacher on a IEP team where he was not going to spend any time in the regular 

educational setting (Johnson ex rel. Johnson v. Olathe District Schools Unified School District. 

No. 23, Special Services Division, 2003). 

 

LRE—Least Restrictive Environment 

A major component of the IDEA and FAPE is that each student with a disability must be 

educated in the least restrictive environment (LRE).  The IDEA requires states to establish 

procedures assuring that students with disabilities are educated to the maximum extent with 

children who do not have disabilities.  Likewise, students with disabilities can be placed in 

special classes or facilities when the severity of a child’s disability prevents him/her from 

achieving in a regular classroom.   

In two important cases, federal appellate courts directed school boards to place students 

with disabilities in regular settings as opposed to segregated special education classrooms.  In 

Oberti v. Board of Education of the Borough of Clementon School District (1993), a case from 

New Jersey, the Third Circuit adopted a two-part test, originally proposed by the Fifth District 

(Daniel R.R. v. State Board of Education, 1989).  The first element of the test is whether a 

child’s education in the regular classroom can be achieved satisfactorily by means of 

supplementary aids and services.  The second part of the test adds that if a placement outside of 
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the regular classroom is necessary, educators must consider whether a child was mainstreamed to 

the maximum extent appropriate. 

As summarized by the Ninth Circuit in Sacramento City Unified School District Board of 

Education v. Rachel H. (1994), a dispute from California, educators must consider four factors in 

making a placement: (a) The educational benefits of placing a child with a disability in the 

regular classroom setting; (b) Nonacademic benefits of making such a placement; (c) The effect 

the student’s presence would have on the teacher and other children in the class; and (d) Cost of 

the inclusion placement.  The bottom line is that an inclusion placement should be the setting of 

choice, and an alternative setting should be considered only if a fully inclusive setting has failed 

despite the best efforts of educators. 

The IDEA and its regulations require school officials to offer a continuum of placement 

alternatives to meet the educational needs of students with disabilities (Poolaw v. Bishop, 1995; 

Hartmann v. Loudon County Board of Education, 1997).  Public schools may be required to 

place a child in a nonpublic school when a board lacks an appropriate placement (Cleveland 

Heights- University City School District v. Boss, 1998).  The courts have recognized that small 

school districts do not have enough children with the same type of disability to warrant the 

development of a program.  If a private day or residential school placement is necessary for 

educational reasons, it must be at no cost to the parents. The Sixth Circuit ruled in favor of 

parents who placed their child, who had behavioral disabilities, in a private residential facility 

(Knable v. Bexley City School District, 2001).  The court approved of the placement since the 

child’s behavior and grades improved in the school.  A child who is a danger to himself, herself 

or others may be sent to a residential facility.  If a residential placement is made for educational 

reasons, then a school board must bear its entire cost, but if a placement is made for medical or 
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social reasons then a school district is only required to pay for the educational component (Dale 

M. ex rel. Alice M. v. Board of Education of Bradley-Bourbonnais High School District No. 307, 

2001).  Under the IDEA, a school board is not required to pay a student’s medical expenses other 

than those that are for diagnostic or evaluative purposes. 

 

Related Services 

Another component of the law that has been litigated is related services. The IDEA 

defines related services as transportation and such developmental, corrective and supportive 

services as speech-language pathology, and audio services, interpreting services, psychological 

services, physical and occupational therapy, recreation, including therapeutic recreation, social 

work services, school nurse services, counseling services, orientation and mobility services, and 

medical services for diagnostic and evaluation purposes [20 U.S.C.A. § 1401 (26) (A)].  The 

only limit on what could be a related service is that medical services, which must be provided by 

a physician, are exempted unless they are for diagnostic or evaluative purposes.  The 2004 IDEA 

has made it very clear that the term does not include a medical device that is surgically implanted 

or the replacement of such a device [20 U.S.C.A. § 1401 (20) B).  In Irving Independent School 

District v. Tatro (1984)  parents of a child with spinal bifida brought suit against the school 

district for not training personnel to perform a simple “clean intermittent catheterization.  The 

Supreme Court ruled that CEC is a related service, not a medical service, and would allow the 

student to receive educational benefits. 

Transportation is the responsibility of the school board as decided in (Malehorn v. Hill 

City School District, 1997).  If an IEP team places students in private schools, then these students 

are entitled to transportation (Union School District v. Smith, 1994).  Under the IDEA, an 
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alteration in the delivery of related services can be considered a change in placement.  A federal 

trial court in Virginia ordered school bus officials to make better arrangements for a student 

whose ride took more than 30 minutes even though the child only lived six miles from her school 

(Pinkerton v. Moye, 1981). 

 

Student Discipline 

A major component of the 1997 and 2004 IDEA is student discipline.  In 1988 the 

Supreme Court handed down its first opinion involving discipline under the IDEA in Honig v. 

Doe, which concerned the expulsion of two special education students.  A federal court in 

California, the Ninth Circuit, and the Supreme Court all agreed that students with disabilities 

could not be expelled for behavior that was related to their disabilities.  The Supreme Court 

acknowledged that in passing the IDEA, Congress intended to limit the authority of school 

officials to exclude students with disabilities, even for disciplinary purposes.  The Supreme 

Court added that school officials could suspend a student with disabilities for up to 10 days if the 

child posed an immediate threat to the safety of others.  Unfortunately the Supreme Court did not 

indicate whether the 10 day suspension was consecutive or cumulative. 

One of the most controversial issues centered around discipline mandates is the section of 

the law referred to as the “status quo” or “stay put” and has been subject to a great deal of 

litigation.  School personnel may not change a student with disabilities placement unless his or 

her parents have been notified in writing and have been afforded opportunities to contest the 

proposed changes. The notice to parents must include: (a) An explanation of the IDEAs due 

process safeguards; (b) A description of the proposed change with an explanation of why other 

options were rejected; (c) A description of all assessments; and (d) A description of any other 
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factors used in making the determination.  Notice to parents must be written in their native 

language and if parents object to a proposed change in placement, they are entitled to a due 

process hearing.  The IDEA mandates that while administrative hearings are pending, the child 

shall remain in his or her current placement unless parents and school officials agree otherwise 

or a judge or hearing officer orders a change in placement.  In A.W. v. Fairfax County School 

Board (2004), a hearing officer ruled against parents who claimed that there child underwent a 

change in placement without their permission.  The student was transferred from one gifted 

program to another because of a threatening note.  The Fourth Circuit affirmed that the student’s 

transfer to a nearby identical program at a nearby school did not implicate the IDEA’s stay put 

provision.  In another very recent case, County School Board of Henrico County v. RT (2006) 

parents of an autistic child were not in agreement as to the placement of their child in the public 

school.  After giving notice to the school board the parents unilaterally placed their child in a 

special private school.  They petitioned for an administrative hearing at which time the hearing 

officer ruled in favor of the parents. 

   

Liability for Reimbursement of Parents 

Parents who prevail in litigation against school boards who have failed to provide a 

FAPE are faced with large legal bills.  In 1984 the Supreme Court ruled in Smith v. Robinson that 

recovery of legal expenses was not available under IDEA.  Congress responded by amending the 

IDEA in 1986 with the Handicapped Children’s Protection Act (HCPA). The HCPA allows 

courts to provide awards of reasonable attorney fees to parents who prevail in litigation against 

school boards in any action related to IDEA.  Courts generally define a prevailing parent as one 

who succeeded on most of the issues being litigated.  Parents may still receive full 
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reimbursement of their legal expenses when they do not prevail on all issues.  The Sixth Circuit 

awarded attorney fees to parents who did not receive the residential placement they requested but 

succeeded in obtaining additional services (Krichinsky v. Knox County Schools, 1992).  In other 

cases, courts determined that parents were entitled to full fee awards because the issues were 

intertwined and could not be viewed as a series of separate issues (Moore v. Crestwood Local 

School District, 1992; Noyes v. Grossmont Union High School District, 2004). 

Parents may be given partial awards when they prevail on some of their claims, and the 

issues litigated are distinct enough so that the work done can be separated from the work done on 

all others (Koswenda v. Flossmoor School District No. 161, 2002).  Courts can also reduce 

attorney fees if they find costs excessive (Smith v. District of Columbia, 2004).  Parents cannot 

recover their legal expenses when school boards are the prevailing party.  It is important to note 

that attorney fees are allowed for representation at administrative hearings, even if the dispute is 

settled without court action (Moore v. District of Columbia, 1990).  The IDEA prohibits 

reimbursement of attorney fees for attendance at an IEP meeting unless such a session was 

convened as a result of an administrative or judicial action, (Vultaggio v. Board of Education, 

Smithtown Central School District, 2003).  

One type of reimbursement that is available to parents is tuition reimbursement when it 

applies to dissatisfaction over the then-current educational placement.  Due process proceedings 

under the IDEA can often take several months or even years.  Parents who are concerned with 

the current placements of their children may remove their children for the length of time it takes 

to reach final settlements.  Often the new educational placement is in private facilities.  Parents 

who prevail in their placement challenges can be reimbursed for the tuition and other expenses 

associated with the private placement.  While case law has provided parents with this relief for 
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many years, the IDEA and its regulations (Assistance to the States for the Education of Children 

with Disabilities, Proposed Rule, 2005) now explicitly authorize tuition reimbursement. [20 

U.S.C.A. § 1412(a)(10)(C)(ii); 34 C.F.R. § 300.148(b)]. 

The United States Supreme Court handed down two important judgments regarding 

tuition reimbursement when parents unilaterally placed their children in private schools.  In 

Burlington School Committee v. Department of Education, Commonwealth of Massachusetts 

(1985) the Court affirmed that the IDEA allowed reimbursement as long as the parents’ chosen 

placement was the most appropriate placement for their child.  In Florence County School 

District Four v. Carter (1993), the Supreme Court affirmed that parents’ chosen placement need 

not be in a state approved facility in order for them to be eligible for reimbursement.  In Carter, a 

student’s parents placed her in a private school that was not on the state’s approved list.  The 

parents contended that the school system did not provide an appropriate IEP.  The Fourth Circuit 

affirmed that the placement of the child on her IEP was inappropriate.  Although not on the 

approved state list, the private school provided an educational program that met the Supreme 

Court’s standard of appropriateness as declared in Board of Education of the Hendrick Hudson 

Central School District v. Rowley (1982).  The Fourth Circuit asserted that the school board had 

defaulted in providing an appropriate IEP and the private school placement met the Rowley 

standard.  The Supreme Court held that the courts were to limit their inquiry to whether the 

district had complied with IDEA procedural protections, and whether the IEP was reasonably 

calculated to enable the student to receive educational benefits.  The Supreme Court found that 

the IDEA does not state that public schools must maximize to potential of each student with a 

disability. 
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It is important to note that one of the new mandates of IDEA, 2004, states that parents 

who fail to notify school officials of dissatisfaction with an IEP before making a unilateral 

placement may run the risk of a reduced reimbursement.  School officials need to have the 

opportunity to intervene.  In Patricia P v. Board of Education of Oak Park and River Forest 

High School District No. 200 (2000),  the Seventh Circuit denied a parent tuition reimbursement 

for unilaterally placing her child in a private school as she refused to give school officials a 

reasonable opportunity to evaluate her son. 

 

    Research Studies 

The research studies reviewed address principals’ attitudes, opinions and organizational 

changes required to meet the needs of students with disabilities.  Research reviewed from 1995-

2005 did not provide any studies that measured principals’ knowledge of special education law.  

On the other hand, the dissertations presented from 1996 speak to the principals’ knowledge of 

special education law and the identified areas of law that principals need to know in order to 

provide an educational program for students with disabilities. 

In the review of the literature to follow, research studies will focus on principals’ 

knowledge and attitudes toward inclusion with students with a range of mild to severe 

disabilities.  These students will vary in levels of educational placement from early childhood to 

high school and will explore the types of disabilities, type of school setting and appropriate 

placement in the special and general education curriculum.  Each survey will examine what each 

principal perceives as his/her needs, what professional development needs to be implemented at 

each school site as well as principals’ perceptions as to the effectiveness of inclusive special 

education programs.  The literature did not provide any data on principals’ knowledge of special 
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education law.  It is difficult to understand how principals who are now responsible for 

implementing inclusive programs and being accountable for student success can do so without 

coursework or professional development in special education law. 

 

Study I 

In an early childhood inclusion study by Brotherson, Sheriff, Milburn and Schertz (2001) 

the sociopolitical environment and issues confronting elementary school principals were 

examined as they worked with young children with disabilities and their families toward the goal 

of inclusion.  A participatory research model was used to gather information with 61 elementary 

principals in 13 focus group interviews across the state of Iowa. 

The investigation involved both qualitative and quantitative methods in three phases of 

research.  The first phase involved data collected from seven focus groups of principals to 

identify early childhood inclusion practices, needs, and visions for quality programs.  The second 

phase involved translating those themes into a survey that was sent to all the principals.  The 

third phase involved a second round of six focus groups with principals to further understand six 

initial themes identified and to explore priorities and strategies for elementary school principals. 

Across the two phases, 13 focus groups were conducted with 61 elementary school principals.  

Thirty-five principals participated in the first round and twenty-six in the second round.    

A total of 916 surveys were sent to all elementary school principals in Iowa.  A total of 

693 were returned for a total return rate of 75.6%.  Means ranged from 2.59 to 4.54 and standard 

deviations ranged from .59 to 1.23. 

Results 

1. Six major themes emerged from the data: 
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2. Where are all the children coming from? 

3. Who has the personnel to teach these children in early childhood education? 

4. Major pieces of the inclusion puzzle are missing. 

5. Families must be supported earlier. 

6. Collaboration is the key to making changes. 

7. Where do we get training and support to address these new inclusion issues? 

Limitations of the study indicate that principals who are successful at inclusion should be 

asked to share their experiences with others.  Case studies should examine how some principals 

are more successful than others in overcoming barriers to early childhood inclusion education.  

This study was limited to the state of Iowa and should be conducted in other areas of the country.  

Even though principals were representative of metro/urban and rural areas, it should be 

recognized that populations in states of greater density have the possibility of producing very 

different results. 

Based on the six themes that emerged from the focus groups it is safe to say that a gap 

exists between recommended practices and the reality of early childhood inclusion in the 

schools. Most significant was the absence of principals’ knowledge of special education law 

surrounding appropriate placement of children with disabilities as the majority of school 

principals did not have any early childhood education training.  As all principals agreed on the 

need for more training, it rose from the consensus that principals could not be an expert in all 

areas.  As more children with disabilities are included in the general education classrooms, there 

is a critical need for adequate support and preparation of elementary school principals for 

successful inclusion.  This study supports the need for research to be conducted on the extent of 

the principals’ knowledge of special education law.  School administrators must now ensure that 

34  



 

early intervention services are appropriate under the law.  This is increasingly apparent as more 

cases are litigated that focus on the appropriateness of services for young children ( Jaynes v. 

Newport News School Board, 13 Fed Appx. 166 ( 4th Cir. Va.) (2001); R.R. v. Fairfax County 

School Board, 226 F. Supp. 2d 804 (E.D. Va.) (2002).  Principals need to be experts in the 

procedure surrounding Child Find as required by the IDEIA 2004 in the identification of early 

childhood students who need special education services. 

 

Study II 

In the study by Barnett and Monda-Amaya, (1998) the attitudes and knowledge of 

principals across the state of Illinois toward inclusion was examined.  The following questions 

were addressed: 

1. How do principals define inclusion and to which populations do they apply that 

definition? 

2. What attitudes do principals have toward inclusion? 

3. What leadership approaches do principals most commonly exhibit?  Does leadership 

approach influence how they define and react to the philosophy of inclusion? 

4. What is the extent of use and perceived effectiveness of activities and educational 

practices that are viewed in the literature as important for successful inclusion programs? 

Of the 3, 879 schools (2,648 elementary, 574 junior high and 657 high schools) in the 

state of Illinois, 115 were randomly selected for participation in this study.  Surveys were sent to 

principals in 59 elementary schools, 27 junior high schools and 29 high schools. 

The majority of the respondents (89%) were school principals, the remaining 11% were 

principal/superintendents, assistant principal, assistant superintendent/ principal or assistant 
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superintendent for instruction.  Seventy percent were male and 30% were female.  The average 

age of the respondents was 47, with a range of 36 to 68 years.  The average number of years in 

their present position was six, with a range of 0 to 36 years. 

Of the 115 surveys sent, 65 (57%) were returned:  33 (56%) from elementary schools, 16 

(59%) from junior high schools and 16 (55%) from high schools.  Principals characterized their 

schools as being 31% rural, 19% urban and 50% suburban. 

No clear definition of inclusion emerged from the data.  The lack of consensus about how 

to define inclusion was reflected in how the principals identified terms and populations of 

students associated with the concept.  Difficulty in establishing a definition of inclusion was also 

evident in terms of the populations of students to whom administrators indicated that their 

definition of inclusion would apply.  Principals reported that their definition of inclusion most 

often pertained to students who would not be likely to require significant adaptations or 

modifications to achieve success in the general education setting. 

  In general, these findings suggest that across the grade levels there exists the same lack 

of a cohesive definition and knowledge base of inclusive practices in the schools of Illinois.  

Although a small number of principals had special education certification or experience, this data 

did not correlate with particular attitudes toward or knowledge about inclusive practices.  This 

could be further explained by the fact that the principals surveyed had been in general education 

positions for an average of 19 years. 

One variable not examined in this study was the extent of experience with and 

preparation for inclusion.  Principals are the key figures in providing appropriate support to their 

teachers.  Principals must obtain the skills necessary to lead that support.  Principals play a 
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significant role in restructuring educational practices within a school especially for students with 

disabilities. 

The results of this study suggest several issues that should be examined.  Further 

investigation is warranted on definitions, organizational structures, skills and practices needed by 

principals to create inclusive learning environments.  There needs to be a better understanding of 

the correlation between leadership style and restructuring for inclusion.  Additional knowledge in 

these areas would help formulate recommendations for (a) necessary role changes for principals 

in inclusive schools, (b) critical competencies needed by principals to fulfill new roles and (c) 

ways to provide the needed knowledge and training for both practicing and beginning principals. 

This study lacks an important component regarding the principals’ knowledge of special 

education law.  It was alarming to note that this study was conducted across all three levels of 

schooling and that no clear definition of inclusion emerged. There is a vital need for 

administrators to possess a basic understanding of special education law and how it impacts their 

respective schools and school districts so that they might meet professional obligations and 

protect the rights of all individuals involved.  Clearly, this study reveals that school principals do 

not have the necessary information they need to implement inclusion programs, provide support 

for teachers and most importantly provide an education in the least restrictive environment.  

Knowledge of the law, especially in this decade, is essential if school principals want to be 

effective leaders. Knowledge of the law is essential for principals as they expose their school 

districts to litigation if students are not placed appropriately. 
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Study III 

Salisbury and McGregor (2002) conducted a study on the administrative climate and 

context of inclusive elementary schools.  A case study design was used in which inclusive 

educational practices were being promoted by the building principal.  Principals from five 

schools across three states were purposively selected for demographic reasons.  Each of the 

schools shared a commitment to an inclusive approach to special education service delivery. 

Surveys and structured interviews were conducted to collect information about school 

climate, school restructuring activities, and reform initiatives.  Demographic data was also 

collected to characterize the district, school, and the principal.   

The resulting cultures in these schools were ones that valued diversity, inquiry, 

collaboration, and the meaningful inclusion of students.  Each of the principals spoke about 

inclusion as a core value in the school, about the importance of reflection and inquiry as 

professional tools, and how various methods were developed to include students, faculty and 

parents in the decision making process. 

This study was undertaken to characterize the climate and context in schools recognized 

for their exemplary practices and their status as an inclusive elementary school.  In effect, this 

study had little to do with inclusive practices, but as to what practices made these schools 

recognized as schools of excellence.  Little information was drawn from the principals regarding 

special education methodology or principal involvement in special education.  Although the title 

alludes to a special education delivery model of inclusion there is little to report on the 

effectiveness of services for children with disabilities.    This study does support the need for 

principals to have a thorough knowledge of special education law.  All five of the schools 
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recognized that new federally mandated special education policies needed to be implemented and 

that principals would need to be prepared to address these policies at the building level.  Gersten 

(2001) found that building level support from principals had strong effects on all critical aspects 

of special education. 

Although principals do not need to be disability experts, they must have fundamental 

knowledge and skills that will enable them to perform essential special education tasks.  

Effective principals need to develop a working knowledge about disabilities and the unique 

learning and behavioral challenges various conditions present.  They need a thorough 

understanding of the laws that protect the educational rights of students with disabilities.  

Without a solid understanding of IDEA and NCLB, principals cannot administer special 

education programs effectively (Bateman & Bateman, 2001; NAESP, 2001a; Valente, 1998). 

 

Study IV 

A mixed study design was a part of a larger study to determine the current state of special 

education services in private schools in Tennessee (Taylor, 2005).  A quantitative study was used 

to gather and analyze demographic data while open ended questions were used for input 

regarding school mission statements, enrollment policies and strengths and weaknesses of the 

schools as they pertain to serving students with disabilities.  Although private schools are not 

held to the mandates of the least restrictive environment, they are held to the guidelines set forth 

in the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). The number of private schools included in the 

study was 393 with a return rate of 150 responses or 30% return. 

Although a survey instrument on special education law was not used for principals to 

complete, 100% responded that they considered themselves very low in knowledge of special 
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education and related services.  Another significant finding indicated that all 150 of the 

respondents agreed that the type of leadership the principal uses determines whether children 

with disabilities are welcome in a private school community.  These results agree with the 

findings of Welch et al, 2001. 

 
Study V 

 
Most principals do not have the knowledge of the instructional and programmatic needs 

of disabled children.  At the 70th annual convention of the Council for Exceptional Children 

(Baltimore, 1991), Aspedon (1992) presented the results of a study titled “Principals’ Attitudes 

Towards Special Education: Results and Implications of a Comprehensive Research Study.”  

Some significant findings were: (1) Over 40% of principals had never had any special education 

courses; (2) Over 85% of principals felt that formal training in special education is needed in 

order to be a successful building principal; (3) Over 80% had a high interest in receiving special 

education training; and (4) Despite lack of special education training, over 75% had the 

responsibility of supervising and evaluating special education teachers in their schools.  In 

addition, research has established that principals generally have negative attitudes about 

assuming additional responsibilities related to the educational needs of special education children 

because they have not had the training to develop effective programs (O’Neil, 1988; Hirth & 

Valesky, 1989; Weinstein, 1989). 

 

Study VI 

 The South Carolina State University Department of Educational Administration 

(1993) conducted a survey at the building level to determine to what extent practitioners felt they 

possessed knowledge necessary to effectively administer programs for students with disabilities.  
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The sample was drawn from 120 principals from South Carolina, southern North Carolina and 

northern Georgia.   

Significant findings indicated that: (1) 75% of the administrators had no formal training 

in special education; (b) What they did know came from central office memos or through 

“making mistakes;” (c) Over 90% of the principals agreed that formal training was needed to be 

an effective school leader; and (d) 89% indicated they would be interested in participating in a 

training program.  In another study, (Langley, 1993) involving 103 secondary principals in South 

Carolina , 97% indicated that course work in administration of special education programs would 

be extremely useful, and 95% felt that coursework in administration/supervision of learning 

disabled programs would be very beneficial in terms of performing their job duties. 

 

Study VII 

More recently, (Witt, 2003) examined how university educational administration 

programs prepare principals in special education law and special education issues.  Ninety-four 

department chairs of educational administration programs responded to a national web-based 

survey out of 387 department chairs.  Results indicated: (1) Only half of the educational 

leadership programs have School Law courses that devote more than 10% of the course to 

address special education issues.  Less than half of the responding programs report that aspiring 

principals have the opportunity to take a law course specific to special education; (2) Nearly half 

of all educational leadership preparation programs have no plans to change the way they address 

special education issues; and (3) Half of all the programs that offer administrator certificates or 

licenses do not require aspiring principals to learn about special education law. 

 

41  



 

 
Doctoral Dissertations 

Study I 

Several dissertations were completed in the last 10 years that addressed principals’ 

knowledge of special education law.  Dr. Lisa Riley Robertson (1996) surveyed school 

administrators in Dade County, Florida using stratified random sampling.  Participants were 

asked to complete a twenty item questionnaire addressing due process issues, identification, 

evaluation, placement, related services and discipline.  The study also included nineteen 

demographic questions. 

Results showed that scores ranged from 3 correct to 18 with a mean average of 12 correct 

responses out of 20.  Twenty-one percent of administrators received 10 or less correct.  Adequate 

knowledge was assumed at the 70% indicator or missing 6 or less out of the 20 questions.  Only 

45 (26%) of the school administrators scored in the satisfactory category, with the average 

survey score of 12 falling below the 70% criteria.  Basically, 74% of responding administrators 

scored unsatisfactorily indicating an inadequate knowledge base of special education law.  These 

low scores should emphasize a need to refresh or update building administrators in dealing with 

special education law. 

 

Study II 

In 1999, Dr. Donica Davidson completed a study to assess the perceptions and 

knowledge of special education law among 262 North Carolina Principal Fellows.  A three part 

questionnaire was the primary data source.  The survey assessed the opinions Principal Fellows 

had toward the knowledge and understanding of special education law, as well as their 

satisfaction with administrative training in special education law.  Twenty-one scenario-based 
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statements relating to the IDEA provisions were used to determine the level of knowledge 

Principal Fellows had for special education law. 

The survey revealed that the majority of Principal Fellows did not believe they had 

sufficient knowledge of special education law, with a larger percentage indicating a lack of 

understanding with special education law.  A large majority indicated dissatisfaction for their 

administrative training in special education law, and data results indicated that Principal Fellows 

have insufficient levels of knowledge of the IDEA provisions.  When analyzing IDEA provisions 

four (least restrictive environment, procedural safeguard, parent participation, and evaluation) 

were below the 70% criterion. 

It is clear that principals need and want training in special education if the current trend 

of educating the majority of children with disabilities is by implementing full inclusion policies 

or if the least restrictive environment mandate continues. Principals need to be knowledgeable 

regardless of what reforms they are addressing.  

   Synthesis of the Studies 

Much research to date has focused on principals’ attitudes or perceptions of special 

education and the practice of inclusion rather than on principals’ knowledge of legal issues 

relating to special education law.    Few US studies have focused exclusively on actual 

principals’ knowledge of special education law. 

A review of the literature summarizes that effective leadership depends upon the acquired 

knowledge and understanding a principal has for laws, policies, and regulations governing the 

system and what meets the needs of the entire school system.  Consequently, knowledge of 

special education law is the basis for all educational programs and services provided to students 

with disabilities in public schools today. Yet 75% to 90% of all principals surveyed had 
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responsibility of supervising and evaluating special education in their schools. They felt they did  

not have sufficient knowledge, but more importantly,  they also lacked understanding of special 

education law. The same percentage felt that they needed formal training and course work in 

special education law and 89% agreed that they would pursue course work in special education 

law.   It is also clear from the literature that principals acknowledge the need for formal training 

and on-going professional development if they are to be effective building principals who serve 

the needs of all children and provide an excellent education in the least restrictive environment. 

Current research indicates that knowledge of principals in the area of special education is 

inadequate for the ever-growing responsibilities that principals face.    
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 CHAPTER THREE 

This study was designed to examine Virginia school principals’ knowledge of special 

education law in seven areas of the law as mandated by the Individuals with Disabilities Act 

(IDEA).  This study also examined how that level of knowledge is associated with their length of 

administrative experience and their geographic location within the state. The amount of special 

education law preparation they received in their educational programs and if they were ever 

involved in a special education litigation suit.  

. 

Pre-Survey Procedures 

Purposes of the Study 

The specific purposes of this study were to identify: 

1. The level of knowledge that may exist between characteristics of schools and 

principals as it relates to special education law. 

2. The level of knowledge that may exist between individual characteristics of 

principals as it relates to special education law. 

3. The relationship between principals’ knowledge of special education law and 

principals’ involvement in special education litigation. 

 

Review of the Literature 

A review of the literature of special education law was conducted using journals and 

dissertations.  Books and law reviews were assessed so that hypothetical scenarios could be 

developed for the survey that were legally correct and appropriate as mandated by the 

Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) and No Child Left Behind (NCLB).  School law 
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materials that incorporated special education law topics and court decisions were also reviewed 

for recurring patterns or themes in current school litigation.  On the basis of this review, twenty-

four hypothetical educational scenarios were developed representing current legal issues in the 

area of special education law as prescribed by IDEA and NCLB.  The scenarios were based 

largely on the individual rights of students with disabilities, parental rights, IEPs, student 

placement, a Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) and the least restrictive 

environment (LRE).  The hypothetical scenarios were reviewed by experts in the field and then 

piloted by two groups of doctoral level cohorts comprised of assistant principals, principals from 

all three levels of schooling, central office staff and program directors.  One of the cohorts 

attended Orientation to Research in Blacksburg, Virginia in July, 2006 and the other cohort 

piloted the study at the Virginia Tech Richmond Center.  Both cohorts completed the survey in 

July and August..  A principal preparation cohort taught by Dr. J. Eller completed the field 

survey at the Virginia Tech Hampton Roads Center on September 5th.  The hypothetical 

scenarios were seen as areas of concern that directly impacted the principal in the daily operation 

of the schools.  Questions were designed to be as specific to Virginia special education law as 

possible since the survey tested only Virginia school principals 

Instrumentation 

The research instrument consisted of two parts: (1) School Demographic Information and 

Participant Personal Information; and (2) Special Education Law Hypothetical Scenarios.  The 

survey consisted of twenty-four hypothetical scenarios with three answer choices provided.  

Participants were asked to respond Yes or No or Don’t Know to the appropriateness of the 

actions of the school principal. If an answer of Yes or No was correct, a participant received 1 

point.  An incorrect response of Yes or No resulted in a score of 0 points.  Therefore, it was 
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possible for a principal to score a maximum of 24 points.  The Don’t Know responses were used 

to assess whether a significant number of principals were uncertain about a particular special law 

topic.  The logic was that it may be preferable for a principal to doubt his knowledge of special 

education law and then seek assistance and clarification, rather than being confident, yet wrong 

in his assumptions of what is correct regarding special education law and educational services.  

In order to insure a high quality survey, experts in the field of special education were identified 

and asked to review and assess the survey’s content and construct validity.  The review of the 

hypothetical scenarios structure, content, readability and relevance to special education law was 

examined in each.  Each scenario was then reviewed to determine that only one legal issue was 

addressed in the scenario to avoid confusion. 

The experts were asked to review the following questions: (1) Are these issues important 

in ensuring the rights of children and parents and for the school to uphold the law; (2) Are the 

scenarios clearly and concisely written; and (3) Are the scenarios easy to comprehend.  The 

panel was asked to add any additional concerns or comments.  These concerns and comments 

were reflected in a revised set of questions to the committee chairperson.  The committee 

chairperson then made a definitive recommendation regarding the final survey instrument. 

An expert in the field piloted the study after each of the cohort field groups.  Mrs. Lynne 

Forrester, Director of Special Education for Mathews County Schools, reviewed the survey after 

the Orientation to Residency Doctoral Cohort in Blacksburg completed the survey in July. 2006.  

After completing Mrs. Forrester’s recommended changes, the survey was piloted by the doctoral 

cohort located at the Virginia Tech Richmond Center. At this time Mrs. Kathy Mehfoud, a 

special education attorney, reviewed the study and made corrections as to the legal terminology 

to ensure the scenarios did not present conflicting issues.  After revising the survey the Principal 
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Preparation Cohort with Dr. John Eller completed the field survey at the Virginia Tech Hampton 

Roads Center on September 5th, 2006. 

Sample Selection and Procedure 

The population for this study was limited to the public school principals in the state of 

Virginia.  Principals were chosen from the eight Superintendent Study Groups of Virginia as 

identified by the Virginia Department of Education Directory (Appendix A).  A geographical 

sampling technique was utilized.   

According to the 2005 -2006 Department of Education Directory---Public Schools of 

Virginia, the total number of public school principals in the state of Virginia is 1822.  A 

geographical random sample of 462 Virginia principals was selected from the total Virginia 

public school principal population.  The sample size was determined utilizing a table developed 

by Vockell and Asher (1995) to have the statistical power necessary to generalize the findings.  

According to this table, a population of 2,000 would require a sample size of 500, in order to 

have a confidence interval of plus or minus 4.4% (Vockell & Asher, p. 182).   

The selected Virginia public school principals were assigned a random number using the 

Microsoft Excel RAND function.  The random numbers were fixed to a constant value and were 

also color coded as determined by their location in the Superintendents regions.  Each principal 

was e-mailed a cover letter with an introduction and purpose of the survey as well as directions 

on how to proceed to complete the twenty-four hypothetical survey.   

The survey was conducted from October 1st, 2006 to November 1st, 2006.  Non-

respondents were sent a follow up e-mail two weeks after the deadline noted in the first e-mail..  

An additional follow-up, a known survey was conducted four weeks after the follow-up e-mails.  

All non-respondents were called on the phone with a minimum of a 20% return rate expected. 
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Variables 

Using the Statistical Package for the Social Science (SPSS), appropriate analyses of 

variance (ANOVA) or t tests were performed on all hypothesis.  In this study, the dependent 

variables for each t test or ANOVA were: (a) The mean scores for the overall survey instrument; 

(b) The mean scores for the demographics and personal information data; and (c) The mean 

scores for each of the seven sections of law tested as mandated under IDEA.  Each ANOVA 

tested for statistically significant differences within groups and sub-groups.  All statistical 

analysis was determined to be significant at the .05 level. 

If the number of Don’t Know responses are less than 10% of the survey, these answers 

were discarded and an independent t test conducted. 

Research Questions 

Research Question 1 

 What is the relationship between grade level of school, size of school (ADA), and the 

principals’ knowledge of special education law? 

Research Question 2 

What is the relationship between principals’ knowledge of special education law and the 

following characteristics:  gender, age, years of experience as an administrator, and the number 

of courses taken in special education? 

Research Question 3 

What is the relationship between principals’ knowledge of special education law and the 

occurrence of litigation of special education safeguards. 
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Research Design 

Feedback and Statistics from OTR Cohort 06 Survey, Blacksburg, Virginia 

The Special Education Law Survey was administered to the OTR Cohort in Blacksburg, 

Virginia on July 27th, 2006.  Eleven principals of schools in the state of Virginia were identified 

and asked to complete the survey and to respond to three questions: (1)  Are these issues 

important in ensuring the rights of children and parents and for the school to uphold the law; (2) 

Are the scenarios clearly and concisely written; and (3) Are the scenarios easy to comprehend?  

Five of the principals served at the elementary level, five at the middle school level and one at 

the high school level.  There were eight female principals and three males.  Only one participant 

was between the ages of 25-35, four between the ages of 36-45 and six between the ages of 46-

59.    All had served as teachers and all but two had master’s degrees plus 30 credits.  

Surprisingly, eight principals had only served from 1-5 years and three had between 6-10 years 

as an administrator.  Only one principal served in a rural area with five in a suburban area and 

five in urban areas.  Four of the principals had not had any special education coursework with 

seven had two or more courses in special education.  Two of the eleven principals were involved 

in special education litigation initiated by parents while serving as principal at the time.  Three of 

the principals served in schools with populations of 0-499, six in schools with populations of 

500-999 and two in schools of 1000 students or more. 

Feedback from Mrs. Lynne Forrester, Director of Special Education, for Mathews County 

was incorporated into the changes made on the survey after the first round.  Her comments 

involved technical changes to wording such as eliminating a handicapped child and using the 

correct terminology of a child with a disability. 

Comments from the principals: 
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1. Interesting - would like ultimately to see results—you should publish/share for sure. 

2. Question 13.  Question vague—“half a year behind” and question 14 vague –  

Who placed the child? 

3. Great survey!  I love the application items.  At times I wanted to explain my 

thinking or ask a question.  

Descriptive Statistics for OTR Cohort 06, Blacksburg, Virginia 

The minimum score was 60% and the maximum 92% with a mean of 80%.  The median 

score was 84 and the mode 88.  The standard deviation was 9.95.  Three participants received a 

score of 88 and two a score of 84.  Other scores for each participant were: 60, 68, 72, 76, 80 and 

92.  The number correct for each survey was also determined.  The correct percentiles were 

placed in ascending order and grouped into thirds.  Each item divided the top group number 

correct by the number correct for the lower group.  A ratio of 1.34 was determined.  Any item 

below the 1.00 ratio needs to be rewritten.   The ratio results were: (1) 21 x 3 = 63 /  14+17+17 = 

48   =    1.34; (2)  21 / 14 =  1.5; (3)  21 / 17 = 1.2; and (3) 21 / 17 = 1.2  These results indicate 

that the hypothetical scenarios didn’t need to be rewritten as all of the ratio scores were above 

1.00. 

Item Analysis for OTR Cohort, Blacksburg, Virginia 

Question 1 91% answered the question correctly 

Question 2 73% answered the question correctly with 18% choosing the incorrect 

answer and 9% with an answer of don’t know. 

Question 3 100% of participants scored 100%. 

Question 4  91% answered the question correctly 
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Question 5 64% answered the question correctly with 27% choosing the incorrect 

answer and 9% with an answer of don’t know. 

Question 6 64% answered the question correctly with 36% choosing the                 

incorrect answer 

Question 7 100% answered the question correctly 

Question 8 82% answered the question correctly and 18% choosing the                               

incorrect answer. 

Question 9 91% answered the question correctly 

Question 10 82% answered the question correctly with 9% choosing the incorrect 

answer and 9% with a choice of don’t know. 

Question 11 82% answered the question correctly and 18% choosing the                    

incorrect answer 

Question 12 63% answered the question correctly and 37% choosing the                         

incorrect answer 

Question 13 91% answered the question correctly 

Question 14 82% answered the question correctly with 18% the incorrect answer 

Question 15 63% answered the question correctly with 18% choosing the incorrect 

answer and 18% with an answer of don’t know 

Question 16 64% answered the question correctly with 27% with an incorrect answer 

and 9% with an answer of don’t know 

Question 17 100% answered the question correctly 

Question 18 64% answered the question correctly with 27% with an incorrect response 

and 9% with an answer of don’t know 
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Question 19 73% answered the question correctly with 18% with an incorrect response 

and 9% with an answer of don’t know. 

Question 20 73% answered the question correctly with 27% choosing the                                                

incorrect answer. 

Question 21  91% answered the question correctly 

Question 22 100% answered the question correctly 

Question 23 55% answered the question correctly with 36% with an incorrect response 

and 9% with a response of don’t know 

Question 24 91% answered the question correctly 

 

Summary for OTR Cohort, Blacksburg, Virginia 

1. Question 2, 14 and 16 were questions that had a wide range of answers from 

principals from correct, incorrect and don’t know.  All three of these questions 

centered on health issues (child with AIDS, student in a hospital setting and a 

student needing full time nursing care). As there were no negative comments 

related to wording or phrasing we can assume these questions would  be an 

important area of information for principals to know and will remain in the study. 

2. In question 18, the words, with recommendation for expulsion, were removed as it 

confused the real issue of change of placement.  (Previously suggested by Dr. 

Alexander). 

3. Questions 20 and 23 focused on change of placement and due to the lack of 

negative feedback these questions will remain in the study and be considered an 

important area of special education law for principals to know. 
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4. Question 15 will be rewritten as it focuses on extracurricular activities but was not 

explicit as to the type of program that students would be entitled to. 

 

Data Analysis for OTR Cohort, Blacksburg, Virginia 

A one way ANOVA was done with each of the demographic variables with the 

dependent variable---the test score.  The significance level was very high for all variables except 

for test score and level of education.  Although significant at the .07 level it fell way below the 

high levels of significance in the other variables.  It was surprising to assess that the level of 

education did not have a strong significant bearing on the participant’s test knowledge.  The 

ANOVAS are: 

Score * ADA  .947  Score * Teacher years of experience  .613 

Score *  Age  .779  Score *  Special education courses  .493 

Score *  Community .724  Score *  Principal years of experience 1.00 

Score *  Degree .07  Score *  Litigation    .771 

Score *  Gender .444  Score *  Level of schooling   .347 

 

  

Feedback and Statistics from Fall Cohort, August 23rd, 2006, Virginia Tech Richmond Center 

The Special Education Law Survey was administered to Dr. David Alexander’s law class 

in Richmond, Virginia, on August 23rd, 2006.  There were a total of 14 participants who were 

asked to complete the survey and to respond with any comments, suggestions or questions they 

perceived from the hypothetical scenarios.  Five of the participants were high school principals 

and five were from central office school districts.  There were three elementary principals and 
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only one middle school principal.  Nine of the participants were female and 5 were male.  Only 

one participant was between the age of 25 – 35, eight between 36-45 and five between the ages 

of 46-59.  All had served as teachers and eleven of the principals had only 1-5 years of 

experience with three having 6-10 years.  Only nine of the 14 had a master’s degree plus 30 

credits with the other five having earned master’s degrees.  There were almost an equal number 

of administrators serving in suburban and rural populations with only three of the participants 

serving in urban areas.  Nine of the participants served in schools with a population of 1000+ 

students with an almost equal number serving in schools with populations of 0-499 and 500-999.  

Fifty percent of the fourteen participants had completed three or more special education courses 

with only three not having had any special education coursework at all.  Eleven of the 

participants were not involved in special education litigation with three of the fourteen having 

had the experience of their school being involved in special education litigation. 

Comments from the Participants: 

All requested the correct answers to the survey. 

 

Descriptive Statistics for Fall Cohort, August 23rd, 2006, Virginia Tech Richmond Center 

The lowest score was 60% with a high score of 96% with a mean of 77.7%.  The median 

score was 76 and the mode was 76.  The standard deviation was 9.36.  Five of the participants 

received a score of 76 with three others receiving a score of 80.  There was one participant for 

each of the scores of 60, 64, 72, 84, 92 and 96.  The number correct for each survey was also 

determined.  The number correct was placed on ascending order and grouped into thirds.  Each 

item divided the top group number correct by the number correct for the lower group. Any item 

below the 1.00 ratio would need to be rewritten.  The ratio results were 23+22+20 = 65 / 14+15 
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+17 +46 = 1.41.  The ratio results for the top and lower third were: (1) 23 / 14 = 1.6; (2) 22 / 15 = 

1.4 and (3) 20 / 17 = 1.1.  These results indicate that the hypothetical scenarios do not need to be 

rewritten at this time as none of the results fell below 1.00. 

Item Analysis for Fall Cohort, August 23rd, 2006, Virginia Tech Richmond Center 

Question 1 93% answered the question correctly. 

Question 2 100% answered the question correctly 

Question 3 100% answered the question correctly 

Question 4 71% answered the question correctly with 29% choosing the                      

incorrect answer. 

Question 5 71% answered the question correctly, 14% answered incorrectly with 15% 

answering that they didn’t know. 

Question 6 50% answered the question correctly, 43% answered incorrectly with 7% 

answering that they didn’t know. 

Question 7 78% answered the question correctly, 14% incorrectly and 8% answering 

that they didn’t know. 

Question 8 71% answered the question correctly, 21% incorrectly, and 8% answering 

that they didn’t know 

Question 9 93% answered the question correctly. 

Question 10 78% answered the question correctly, 14% incorrectly with 8% answering 

that they didn’t know. 

Question 11 50% answered the question correctly, 29% answered incorrectly, with 

21% answering that they didn’t know. 

56  



 

Question 12 71% answered the question correctly, 21% answered incorrectly with 8% 

answering that they didn’t know. 

Question 13 64% answered the question correctly, 29% incorrectly, and 7% answering 

that they didn’t know. 

Question 14 93% answered the question correctly. 

Question 15 (new question) 64% answered the question correctly, 14% answered 

incorrectly with 22% answering that they didn’t know. 

Question 16 43% answered the question correctly, 36% answered incorrectly with 21% 

answering that they didn’t know. 

Question 17 100% answered correctly. 

Question 18 93% answered correctly. 

Question 19 79% answered the question correctly with 21% answering incorrectly. 

Question 20 77% answered correctly, 14% answered incorrectly with 8% answering 

that they didn’t know. 

Question 21 77% answered the question correctly, 14% answered incorrectly with 8% 

answering that they didn’t know. 

Question 22 93% answered the question correctly 

Question 23 43% answered the question correctly, 36% answered incorrectly with 21% 

answering that they didn’t know the answer. 

Question 24 50% answered the question correctly, 36% answered incorrectly with 14% 

answering that they didn’t know 
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Summary for Fall Cohort, August 23rd, 2006, Virginia Tech Richmond Center 

There were ten questions in which the participants answered with the don’t know 

response.  In most cases the percent did not rise above 7-8% but this was a significant difference 

between the first group to field test the study and the present group.  

1.  Questions 4,5,6,7,8,10,12,13,20 and 21 in the first field test group explicitly stated yes    

or no in all but two of the questions. 

In five of the questions ( 11,15,16,23,and 24) there was an almost even percentage of 

participants who responded incorrectly or  responded that they didn’t know.  With the exception 

of question 24 there are parallel results between the two groups.  It will be interesting to see the 

results from the third field test group so as to determine whether these truly are areas of need to 

principals or to determine if the wording of the question is appropriate and shows relevance to 

what principals need to know. 

Questions 1, 3, 9, and 17 had the same percentile results from both field groups. 

Question 15 was rewritten but still focused on the rights of a student with a disability to 

participate in extracurricular sports activities and needs to remain part of the study. 

Data Analysis for Fall Cohort, August 23r, 2006, Virginia Tech Richmond Center 

A one way ANOVA was done with each of the demographic variables with the 

dependent variable---the test score.    The significance level was very high for all variables 

except for test score and the type of community the participants serviced.  Although still barely 

significant at the .05 level it fell way below the high levels of significance in the other 

demographic variables.  The ANOVAS are: 
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Score * ADA  .267  Score * Teacher years of experience  .771 

Score * Age  .235  Score *  Special education courses  .218 

Score * Community .045  Score * Principal years of experience  .940 

Score * Degree .798  Score * Litigation    .249 

Score * Gender .798  Score *  Type of School   .341 

Mrs. Kathleen Mehfoud, a special education attorney, located in Richmond, Virginia, 

reviewed the survey and edited the language of 50% of the questions in order to make them 

compliant to the letter of the law.  After reviewing her comments on four of the questions, Dr. 

Jimmie Fortune, Committee member, reviewed the participants’ results and suggested that these 

questions be re-written.  The last field study group completed the survey with Mrs. Mehfoud’s 

corrections and four new questions. (Questions 3,7,15 and 22. 

 

Feedback from Dr. John Eller’s Principal Preparation Class at the Hampton Roads Center—

September 5th, 2006 

The Special Education Law Survey was administered to Dr. John Eller’s class at the 

Hampton Roads Center on September 5th, 2006.  There were a total of 18 participants which 

included 17 teachers and one professor.  Participants were asked to complete the 24 hypothetical 

scenarios based on everyday situations a building principal would encounter in regards to special 

education.  Participants were encouraged to provide feedback, offer suggestions and ask 

questions as to relevance of the law.  There were no principals in the group as all participants are 

teachers who are aspiring to be building administrators.  Interestingly, all seventeen had had 

special education coursework at the undergraduate and graduate level.  Thirteen participants 
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were female and 5 were male.  An equal number taught at the middle and high school levels with 

only three at the elementary level.  Sixty-one percent of the participants were between the ages 

of 25 – 35 with five participants between 46-59 and three between 36-45.  Eleven of the 

seventeen taught in schools with populations of one thousand or more.  Ten of the participants 

worked in an urban community, seven in suburban communities and only one in a rural 

community.  Sixty-one percent had their master’s degree.  Very significant was the fact that all 

participants had special education coursework with 7 taking at least one course, 7 taking two 

courses and 4 with three or more courses.  This level of experience did not have a great impact 

on the test scores as the range, median and mode were similar to the first two trial cohort groups. 

Fifty percent of the teachers had 6-10 years of teaching experience with an equal amount 

of three having 1-5 years of experience, 11-15 years of experience and 16+ years of experience.  

None of the participants were involved in any kind of special education litigation.   

 

Comments from the Participants: 

1. Question 15 is confusing. 

2. The issue of manifestation should be more clearly defined in questions 19 and 20. 

3. More detail needed on question 18. 

4. Questions 20 and 21 are good specific questions 

Descriptive Statistics for Dr. John Eller’s Principal Preparation Class at the Hampton Roads 

Center, September 5th, 2006 

The lowest score was 60% with a high score of 88% with a mean of 78.88.  The median 

score was 76 with a mode of 88.  This mode score was significantly higher than the other two 

groups.  The standard deviation was 7.85.  Six of the participants received a score of 88, five 
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with a score of 76, three with a score of 72 and there was one score for each of the following: 64, 

68, 80 and 84.  The number correct for each survey was also determined.  The number correct 

was placed in ascending order and grouped into thirds.  Each item divided the top group of 

number correct by the number correct for the lower group.  A ratio of 1.31 was determined.  Any 

item below the 1:00 ratio would need to be rewritten.  The ratio results were: (1) 21 / 15 = 1.4; 

(2) 21 /16 = 1.3 and (3) 21 / 17 = 1.4.  These results indicate that the hypothetical scenarios do 

not need to be rewritten at this time. 

 

Item Analysis for Dr. John Eller’s Principal Preparation Class at the Virginia Tech Hampton 

Roads Center, September 5th, 2006 

Question 1 72% answered correctly with 17% choosing the incorrect answer and  

11% answering that they didn’t know. 

Question 2 94% answered correctly 

Question 3 100% answered correctly 

Question 4 84% answered correctly 

Question 5 67% answered correctly with an equal percentage of 16.7% answering 

incorrectly or that they didn’t know. 

Question 6 62% answered correctly with 38% answering incorrectly. 

Question 7 78% answered correctly with an equal percentage of 11.1 answering 

incorrectly or that they didn’t know. 

Question 8 61% answered correctly, 22% answered incorrectly with 17% answered 

that they did not know. 

Question 9 73% answered correctly with 27% answering incorrectly. 
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Question 10 79% answered correctly with 21% answering incorrectly. 

Question 11 72% answered correctly, 22% incorrectly with 6% answering that they did 

not know. 

Question 12 67% answered correctly, 22% incorrectly with 11% answering that they 

did not know. 

Question 13 67% answered correctly with 33% answering incorrectly. 

Question 14 72% answered correctly with 11% answering incorrectly with 17% 

answering that they did not know. 

Question 15 67% answered correctly, 28% incorrectly with 5% answering that they did 

not know. 

Question 16 67% answered correctly, 11% answered incorrectly with 22% answering 

that they did not know. 

Question 17 94% answered correctly 

Question 18 84% answered correctly. 

Question 19 61%answered correctly, 28% incorrectly and 11% answering that they did 

not know. 

Question 20 84% answered correctly 

Question 21 79% answered correctly, 6% answered incorrectly with 15% answering 

that they did not know. 

Question 22 95% answered correctly 

Question 23 84% answered correctly 

Question 24 44% answered correctly, 39% incorrectly with 17% answering that they 

did not know. 
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Summary for Dr. John Eller’s Principal Preparation Class at the Virginia Tech Hampton Roads 

Center, September 5th, 2006 

     There were 13 questions in which the participants had a high number of “don’t know” 

responses.  In the second cohort the “don’t know” responses did not rise above 7-8%  

while with the third cohort the “don’t know” responses ranged from 5 – 17%.  This may 

be accountable to the fact that the participants were teachers and not school principals 

who are responsible for the administration and supervision of special education programs. 

Question 15, although rewritten, still had a 5% “don’t know” response rate.  Mrs. Kathy  

Mehfoud added detailed language to this question in her review and the need to rewrite 

the question more explicitly should be explored.  

Any question that had a correct response in the 60% range should be considered an area 

of need for information that principals need to know.  Based upon this percentile, 

questions 6, 12, 15, 16, and 24 need to remain in the survey.  These questions cover the 

law topics of IEPS and parent rights under procedural safeguards, alternative placement, 

extracurricular activities, health services and services provided to a non-public school. 

 

Data Analysis for Dr. John Eller’s Principal Preparation Class at Virginia Tech Hampton Roads 

Center, September 5th, 2006 

A one way ANOVA was done with each of the demographic variables with the 

dependent variable---the test score.  The significance level was determined at the .05 

level and all of the demographic variables had a very high level of significance.  The 

ANOVAS are: 
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        Score * ADA .378  Score * Teacher years of experience        .692 

        Score * Age .833  Score * Special Education courses      . 487 

        Score *  Degree .703  Score * Community         .576 

        Score * Gender .501  Score * Level of School        .384 

There was no ANOVA available for principal years of experience 
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CHAPTER FOUR  

This chapter summarizes the research procedures and the data collected for this study that 

was designed to collect and assess Virginia Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law.  

The data and analysis are presented in three sections to address the three research questions.  The 

hypothesis and the resulting research data follow the research question for which the data was 

developed.  In addition to the three sections, an additional section presents an item analysis of 

responses to the survey.  Specific areas of weakness in principals’ knowledge of special 

education law are listed. 

Research Procedures 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the following: 

1. Relationships that may exist between characteristics of school districts, types of 

communities and principals’ knowledge of special education law. 

2. Relationships that may exist between individual characteristics of principals and 

their knowledge of special education law. 

3. Relationships that may exist between principals’ knowledge of special education 

law and the occurrence of litigation initiated due to violations of special education 

safeguards. 

To accomplish this investigation, three research questions were developed.  An on-line 

survey instrument was developed and e-mailed to 462 elementary, middle, and high school 

principals using a geographical random research design. A letter introduced the survey providing 

the web address for the on-line survey.  Two rounds of the survey were sent during the time 

frame of October 1st to November 1st with follow up phone calls to 10% of the population that 

did not respond after four weeks.  Twenty-four hypothetical scenarios were developed based on 
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seven areas of special education law.  Responses were received from 236 principals from the 462 

surveys that were e-mailed.  This number of 462 constitutes 27% of the total number of 

principals in the state of Virginia. The return of 236 respondents provides a 51% return rate. The 

first part of the survey asked ten demographic questions followed by the twenty-four 

hypothetical scenarios.  Demographic information collected from the principals included age, 

gender, degree, size of school, type of community, years of experience as a teacher, years of 

experience as a principal, number of special education law courses completed and whether the 

principal had been involved in special education litigation.   

Population Sample  

Of the 462 surveys (27% of the total number of principals in the state of Virginia) sent to 

participants, 290 represented elementary principals, 93 represented middle school principals, and 

81 represented high school principals.  Of the 236 returns (51% return) 130 were elementary 

principals, 57 were middle school principals and 40 were high school principals.  Nine responses 

were listed as other which could have been combined schools or special education facilities.  The 

range of test scores was 62.00 with a low score of 29% and a high score of 91%.  There were 130 

females (55%) and 106 males (45%) who participated in the survey. 

Twenty of the participants were between the ages of 25-35 (9% of the population tested).  

Sixty-nine respondents were between the ages of 36 – 45 (29%) with the largest percentage of 

127 respondents between the ages of 46 – 59 (54%).   Nineteen of the respondents were 60 years 

old or older (8%). 

Eighty-three of the principals held master’s degrees (35%), 85 held masters + 30 (36%) 

with 21 participants (9%) with a specialists degree.  Twenty-one of the participants held a 

doctorate degree which made up 20% of the population. 
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When comparing the type of community to the Average Daily Attendance it was 

interesting to note that the largest number of respondents (100) worked in rural areas (42%) with 

98 of the respondents ( 42%) working in schools with an ADA of 500 – 999 students.  Forty-four 

respondents (19%) worked in urban schools and 92 respondents worked in suburban schools 

(39%).  Ninety-four of the participants worked in schools with an ADA of 0 – 499 (40%) and 44 

in schools with a population of 1,000 or more students (18%). 

Seventy-three respondents had the largest percentage of years of teaching experience, 6 – 

10 years (31%),  while 66 of the respondents had 16 or more years of experience as a teacher 

(28%).  Fifty-nine of the respondents had between 11 – 15 years of experience (25%) with 34 of 

the respondents with 1-5 years of experience (14%).  Four respondents chose not to answer this 

question (2%). 

It is very relevant to this study that the largest number of respondents (107) had the least 

years of experience as a principal (45%).  It helps to qualify the low test scores and substantiate 

the need for additional information and training in identified areas of weakness as identified in 

the item analysis.  Sixty-six of the participants had 6 – 10 years of principal experience (28%) 

with 35 respondents with 11 – 15 years of experience (15%).  Twenty-six of the respondents had 

16 + years of experience as a principal (11%). 

Also relevant to the study and the low test score results was the very small difference in 

the number of participants and the amount of special education law courses they had completed.  

Fifty respondents had never completed a special education law course (21%), 69 respondents had 

completed only one special education law course (29%), 61 had completed two special education 

law courses (26%) and only 56 had completed three or more special education law courses 

(24%).  Due to the almost equal percentage of responses for the number of special education law 
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courses completed, it can be assumed that the question was not specific enough.  Participants 

may have had different opinions of what constituted a special education course.  Selections 

should have included:  Was it a 3 hour graduate credit course; an o-line course;  a professional 

development opportunity or a workshop?  There are few universities in the state of Virginia who 

offer a 3 hour credit graduate course.  

Even though there are numerous areas of need as identified by the test score results only 

37 of the respondents had ever been involved in special education law litigation (16%). One 

hundred and ninety eight respondents (84%) were never involved in special education law 

litigation. 

Table 1 

Demographics of the Sample Population 

Grade Level N % 
Elementary (K-5) 130 55.10% 
Middle (6-8) 57 24.20% 
High School (9-12) 40 16.90% 
Other 9 3.80% 
ADA   
0-499 94 39.80% 
500-999 98 41.50% 
1000+ 43 18.20% 
Gender   
Female 130 55.10% 
Male 106 44.90% 
Age Category   
25-35 20 8.50% 
36-45 69 29.20% 
46-59 127 53.80% 
60+ 20 8.50% 
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Demographics of the Sample Population (continued) 
Years as a Teacher   
1-5 38 16.10% 

6-10 73 
 

30.90% 

11-15        59 
 

25% 
 
16+        66 28% 

 

Highest Degree   
Master's 83 35.20% 
Master's + 30 hours 85 36% 
Specialist 21 8.90% 
Doctorate 47 19.90% 
Other  0 0% 
Community   
Urban 44 18.60% 
Suburban 92 39% 
Rural 100 42.40% 
Special Ed courses  
None 50 21.2 
One  69 29.20% 
Two 61 25.80% 
Three or more 56 23.70% 
Litigation   
Yes 37 15.70% 
No  198 83.90% 
Years as a Principal  
One - five 109                          46.10% 
Six - ten 66 28% 
Eleven – fifteen 35 14.80% 
Sixteen 26 11% 

The three research questions, the hypotheses formulated to answer those questions and 

the corresponding data are presented in this section.  The last section of this chapter presents the 

percentage of principals who responded with yes, no, or don’t know responses for each question 

on the survey.  This information is useful in analyzing specific areas of weakness in principals’ 

knowledge of special education law. 
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Research Question 1 

What is the relationship between grade level of school, size of school (ADA), type of 

community and the principals’ knowledge of special education law? 

Alternative Hypothesis 1a through 1c.   

Since the null hypothesis can only be assumed, the alternative or experimental hypothesis 

was tested. There is a significant difference in the level of principals’ knowledge of 

special education law when classified as: 

a) Grade level of school 

b) Size of school  

c) Type of community principals serve in. 

This hypothesis states that there is a statistically significant difference in principals’ 

knowledge of special education law when grouped by grade level of school, size of school and 

the type of community that the principals served in.  A one-way ANOVA was performed for the 

dependent variable of test scores and each of the independent variables.  
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Table 2 

Summary of Comparison of Means of Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law by 

Grade Level of School 

Grade 

Level Mean N 

Std. 

Deviation Variance

Std. 

Error of 

Mean Median Minimum Maximum Range 

K-5 65.3462 130 12.82301 164.430 1.12465 66.0000 29.00 91.00 62.00 

6-8 65.0526 57 14.44870 208.765 1.91378 62.0000 29.00 89.00 60.00 

9-12 66.4750 40 10.87455 118.256 1.71942 66.0000 45.00 91.00 46.00 

other 69.3333 9 13.41641 180.000 4.47214 70.0000 45.00 87.00 42.00 

Total 65.6186 236 12.90484 166.535 .84003 66.0000 29.00 91.00 62.00 

 
 
 
Table 3 

 ANOVA for Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law by Grade Level of School 

 Sum of 

Squares 

 

df 

Mean 

Square 

 

F 

 

Sig. 

Between Groups (Combined) 181.438 3 60.479 .360 .782 

Within Groups  38954.240 232 167.906   

Test score 

* Grade 

Level Total  39135.678 235    

 
 

Results from the one-way ANOVA for this hypothesis indicated no significant difference 

in the principals’ knowledge of special education law and grade level of the school (p<.05).  
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Therefore, Hypothesis 1a is rejected.  There is no relationship in level of school served and 

respondents’ test scores.  The means for all four levels of schools were very similar in results 

with all falling in the 65% - 69% range as compared to the mean of all of the test scores which 

was 64%. 

Hypothesis 1b   

Since the null hypothesis can only be assumed, the alternative or experimental hypothesis 

was tested. There is a significant difference in the level of principals’ knowledge of 

special education law when classified by size of school. 

The one-way ANOVA showed no significant difference regarding principals’ knowledge 

of special education law when compared to the size of the school (p<.05).  Therefore, Hypothesis 

1b is rejected.  The means for size of schools ranged from 65 – 66% as compared to the total 

mean for all test scores which was 64%.  There is no relationship between the size of a school 

and principals’ test scores. 

Table 4  

Summary of Comparison of Means of Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law by Size 

of School (ADA) 

ADA Mean N 

Std. 

Deviation Variance

Std. 

Error of 

Mean Median Minimum Maximum Range 

0-499 65.1064 94 12.49900 156.225 1.28917 64.5000 29.00 91.00 62.00 

500-999 65.8673 98 13.51413 182.632 1.36513 66.0000 29.00 91.00 62.00 

1,000 66.2558 43 12.75239 162.623 1.94472 66.0000 41.00 89.00 48.00 

Total  65.6186 236 12.90484 166.535 .84003 66.0000      29.00     91.00    62.00 
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Table 5 

 ANOVA for Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law by Size of School (ADA) 

  

Sum of 

Squares        df   

Mean 

Square    F Sig. 

Test  score 

* ADA 

Between Groups (Combined) 
61.280 3 20.427 .121 .948 

  Within Groups 39074.398 232 168.424   

  Total 39135.678 235     

 

  

Hypothesis 1c   

Since the null hypothesis can only be assumed, the alternative or experimental hypothesis 

was tested. There is a significant difference in the level of principals’ knowledge of 

special education law when classified by the type of community that principals serve in. 
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Table 6 

Summary of Comparison of Means of Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law by Type 

of Community Served. 

community Mean N 

Std. 

Deviation Variance

Std. 

Error of 

Mean Median Minimum Maximum Range 

urban 66.3182 44 14.33936 205.617 2.16174 70.0000 29.00 87.00 58.00 

suburban 64.3370 92 12.28353 150.885 1.28065 63.0000 29.00 91.00 62.00 

rural 66.4900 100 12.83736 164.798 1.28374 66.0000 41.00 91.00 50.00 

Total 65.6186 236 12.90484 166.535 .84003 66.0000 29.00 91.00 62.00 

 

The one-way ANOVA showed no significant difference when comparing principals’ 

knowledge of special education law by the type of community principals served in (p<.05).  

Therefore, Hypothesis 1c is rejected.  The mean scores for principals in the urban group and the 

rural group were very close in mean score results.  
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Table 7 

 ANOVA for Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law by Type of Community Served 

 

 

Sum of 

Squares        df   

Mean 

Square    F Sig. 

 

Test  score * 

Community 

Between Groups (Combined) 

248.588 2 124.294 .745 .476 

  Within Groups 38887.090 233 166.897   

  Total 39135.678 235     

 

Research Question 2 

What is the relationship between principals’ knowledge of special education law when 

classified by gender, age, years of experience as a teacher, years of experience as a 

principal, degree level, and the number of courses taken in special education law? 

 

Hypothesis 2a through 2f 

Since the null hypothesis can only be assumed, the alternative or experimental hypothesis 

was tested. There is a significant difference in principals’ knowledge of special education 

law when classified by: 

a. Gender 

b. Age 

c. Years of experience as a teacher 

d. Years of experience as a principal 
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e. Degree level 

f. Number of courses taken in special education law. 

Hypothesis 2a 

There is a significant difference in principals’ knowledge of special education law when 

classified by gender. 

 

Table 8 

Summary of Comparison of Means of Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law by 

Gender 

Gender Mean N 

Std. 

Deviation Variance

Std. 

Error of 

Mean Median Minimum Maximum Range 

.00 58.0000 1 . . . 58.0000 58.00 58.00 .00 

female 65.2385 130 12.49484 156.121 1.09587 66.0000 33.00 87.00 54.00 

male 66.1619 105 13.47656 181.618 1.31518 66.0000 29.00 91.00 62.00 

Total 65.6186 236 12.90484 166.535 .84003 66.0000 29.00 91.00 62.00 
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Table 9 

 ANOVA for Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law by Gender 

 

 Sum of 

Squares 

 

df 

Mean 

Square 

 

F 

 

Sig. 

Between 

Groups 

(Combined) 107.823 2 53.911 .322 .725 

Within Groups  39027.855 233 167.502   

Test score * 

Gender 

Total  39135.678 235    

 

The hypothesis was tested for a statistically significant difference in principals’  

knowledge of special education law by gender alone.  The one-way ANOVA showed no 

significant difference between principals’ knowledge of special education law by gender (p<.05).  

It is interesting to note that males received a slightly higher mean score than women.  Therefore, 

Hypothesis 2a is rejected. 

 

Hypothesis 2b  

There is a significant difference in principals’ knowledge of special education law when 

classified by age. 
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Table 10 

Summary of Comparison of Means of Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law by Age 

Age Mean N 

Std. 

Deviation Variance

Std. Error 

of Mean Median Minimum Maximum Range 

00 58.0000 1 . . . 58.0000 58.00 58.00 .00 

25-35 67.8000 20 13.43836 180.589 3.00491 68.0000 50.00 87.00 37.00 

36-45 64.4203 69 14.30591 204.659 1.72223 63.0000 29.00 89.00 60.00 

46-59 66.0551 127 12.32452 151.894 1.09362 66.0000 37.00 91.00 54.00 

60+ 65.1579 19 11.47104 131.585 2.63164 70.0000 42.00 83.00 41.00 

Total 65.6186 236 12.90484 166.535 .84003 66.0000 29.00 91.00 62.00 

 

Table 11 

ANOVA for Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law by Age 

 Sum of 

Squares 

 

df 

Mean 

Square 

 

F 

 

Sig. 

Between Groups (Combined) 280.526 4 70.131 .417 .796 

Within Groups  38855.152 231 168.204   

Test 

score * 

Age Total  39135.678 235    

 

When classified by age, there is no significant difference in principals’ knowledge of 

special education law by age (p<.05).  Therefore, Hypothesis 2b is rejected.  It is interesting to 

note that the youngest age group (25 – 35) had the higher mean scores. 
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Hypothesis 2c. 

There is a significant difference in principals’ knowledge of special education law when 

classified by years of teacher experience. 

The hypothesis was tested for significant differences between principals’ knowledge of 

special education by years of teacher experience.  There was no significant difference (p<.05).  

Therefore, Hypothesis 2c is rejected.  It is interesting to note that the principals who had 6 – 10 

years of teaching experience had the highest mean score of 68.06. 

 

Table 12 

Summary of Comparison of Means of Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law by Years 

of Teacher Experience 

Yrs as 

Teacher Mean N 

Std. 

Deviation Variance 

Std. Error 

of Mean Median Minimum Maximum Range 

.00 74.5000 4 13.17826 173.667 6.58913 76.5000 58.00 87.00 29.00 

1-5 62.9412 34 12.30654 151.451 2.11055 62.0000 33.00 87.00 54.00 

6-10 68.0685 73 13.73694 188.704 1.60779 70.0000 29.00 91.00 62.00 

11-15 63.3390 59 12.58161 158.297 1.63799 63.0000 29.00 87.00 58.00 

16+ 65.7879 66 12.11676 146.816 1.49147 66.0000 37.00 91.00 54.00 

Total 65.6186 236 12.90484 166.535 .84003 66.0000 29.00 91.00 62.00 
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Table 13 

 ANOVA for Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law by Years of Teacher Experience 

 Sum of 

Squares 

 

df 

Mean 

Square 

 

F 

 

Sig. 

Between Groups (Combined) 1305.887 4 326.472 1.994 .096 

Within Groups  37829.791 231 163.765   

Test scores 

* Yrs as 

Teacher Total  39135.678 235    

 

Hypothesis 2d    

There is a significant difference in principals’ knowledge of special education law when 

classified by years of principal experience. 

Table 14 

Summary of Comparison of Means of Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education by Years of 

Principal Experience 

Yrs as 

Principal Mean N 

Std. 

Deviation Variance 

Std. Error 

of Mean Median Minimum Maximum Range 

.00 43.5000 2 20.50610 420.500 14.50000 43.5000 29.00 58.0 29.00 

1-5 66.8037 107 12.67328 160.612 1.22517 66.0000 29.00 89.00 60.00 

6-10 63.6515 66 13.38138 179.061 1.64713 62.0000 37.00 91.00 54.00 

11-15 65.4571 35 12.02288 144.550 2.03224 66.0000 41.00 91.00 50.00 

16+ 67.6538 26 12.07292 145.755 2.36769 70.0000 41.00 83.00 42.00 

Total 65.6186 236 12.90484 166.535 .84003 66.0000 29.00 91.00 62.00 
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Table 15 

 ANOVA for Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law by Years of Principal Experience 

 Sum of 

Squares 

 

df 

Mean 

Square 

 

F 

 

Sig. 

Between Groups (Combined) 1492.744 4 373.186 2.290 .061 

Within Groups  37642.934 231 162.956   

Test scores *  

Yrs as Principal 

Total  39135.678 235    

 

The hypothesis was tested for significant differences of principals’ knowledge of special 

education law by years of principal experience.  There was no significant difference (p<.05).  

Therefore, Hypothesis 2d is rejected.  It is interesting to note that the 26 principals with 16+ 

years had the highest mean score which was expected while the largest number of principals with 

1-5 years of experience had the second highest mean. 

 

Hypothesis 2e 

There is a significant difference in principals’ knowledge of special education law when 

classified by level of degree. 
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Table 16 

Summary of Comparison of Means of Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law by 

Degree 

Degree Mean N 

Std. 

Deviation Variance 

Std. Error 

of Mean Median Minimum Maximum Range 

masters 66.7108 83 14.26879 203.598 1.56620 66.0000 29.00 91.00 62.00 

masters+30 65.4000 85 11.31813 128.100 1.22762 66.0000 37.00 87.00 50.00 

specialist 66.7143 21 13.59096 184.714 2.96579 66.0000 41.00 87.00 46.00 

doctorate 63.5957 47 12.90881 166.637 1.88294 62.0000 29.00 91.00 62.00 

Total 65.6186 236 12.90484 166.535 .84003 66.0000 29.00 91.00 62.00 

 
 

Table 17 

 ANOVA for Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law by Degree 

 Sum of 

Squares 

 

df 

Mean 

Square 

 

F 

 

Sig. 

Between Groups (Combined) 320.613 3 106.871 .639 .591

Within Groups  38815.065 232 167.306   

Test score * 

Degree 

Total  39135.678 235    

 

The hypothesis was tested for significant differences in principals’ knowledge of special 

education law by the accomplished degrees of the participants.  There was no significant 

difference (p<.05).  Therefore, Hypothesis 2e is rejected.  It is interesting to note that 47 
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principals with doctorate degrees scored closely with double the amount of principals with 

masters and masters + 30 degrees. 

 

Hypothesis 2f 

There is a significant difference in principals’ knowledge of special education law when 

classified by the number of courses taken in special education law. 

Results from the one-way ANOVA for this hypothesis indicated no significant difference 

in the principals’ knowledge of special education law and the number of courses taken in special 

education law.  Therefore, hypothesis 2f is rejected (p<.05).  Principals who had taken three or 

more courses in special education law had a higher mean score of 67.75 than the average mean 

of all test scores (64.0%).  It is interesting to note that the largest number of principals (69) who 

responded to the survey (29%) had only one course in special education law with a mean score 

of 64.5 which is slightly higher than the mean average for all test scores of 64.0. 

Table 18 

Summary of Comparison of Means of Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law and the 

Number of Courses taken in Special Education Law. 

Courses  

Sp Ed 

Law Mean N 

Std. 

Deviation Variance 

Std. Error 

of Mean Median Minimum Maximum Range 

0 65.9800 50 14.17311 200.877 2.00438 66.0000 33.00 87.00 54.00 

1 64.5507 69 13.12332 172.222 1.57986 62.0000 29.00 87.00 58.00 

2 64.5410 61 12.73784 162.252 1.63091 63.0000 29.00 91.00 62.00 

3 67.7857 56 11.62085 135.044 1.55290 70.0000 37.00 91.00 54.00 

Total 65.6186 236 12.90484 166.535 .84003 66.0000 29.00 91.00 62.00 

83  



 

 

 

Table 19 

 ANOVA for Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law and the Number of Courses taken 

in Special Education Law 

 Sum of 

Squares 

df Mean 

Square 

 

F 

 

Sig. 

Between Groups (Combined) 419.049 3 139.683 .837 .475 

Within Groups  38716.629 232 166.882   

Test score * 

Courses  

Sp Ed Law Total  39135.678 235    

 
 
Research Question 3 

What is the relationship between principals’ knowledge of special education law as 

classified by the occurrence of litigation initiated due to violations of special education 

safeguards? 

Hypothesis 3 

Since the null hypothesis can only be assumed, the alternative or experimental hypothesis 

was tested. There is a significant difference in principals’ knowledge of special education 

law when classified by the occurrences of litigation initiated due to violations of special 

education safeguards. 
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Table 20 

Summary of Comparison of Means of Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law and  

Litigation Brought About by Parent Concerns. 

Litigation Mean N 

Std. 

Deviation Variance 

Std. Error 

of Mean Median Minimum Maximum Range 

yes 66.7297 37 12.88765 166.092 2.11872 66.0000 46.00 87.00 41.00 

no 65.4697 198 12.93704 167.367 .91940 66.0000 29.00 91.00 62.00 

Total 65.6186 236 12.90484 166.535 .84003 66.0000 29.00 91.00 62.00 

 
 
Table 21 

 ANOVA for Principals’ Knowledge of Special Education Law and Litigation Brought About By 

Parent Concerns 

 Sum of 

Squares 

 

df 

Mean 

Square 

 

F 

 

Sig. 

Between Groups (Combined) 185.062 2 92.531 .554 .576 

Within Groups  38950.615 233 167.170   

Test 

score * 

Litigation Total  39135.678 235    

 

The hypothesis was tested to determine if there was a statistical difference between 

principals’ knowledge of special education law and involvement in special education litigation.  

There was no significant difference (p<.05).  This indicates that a difference in test scores was 

not affected by whether or not a principal was involved in special education litigation.  The 37 

principals who were involved in special education litigation had a slightly higher test mean than 

the 198 who have not been involved in special education litigation.  Hypotheses 3 is rejected. 
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Table 22 gives the summary for the overall survey.  Percentiles were calculated by 

dividing the number of correct responses by the number of hypothetical scenarios (n=24).  Cross 

tabulations were conducted on each question and determined that the range of test scores were 

from 29% to 91% with a range of 62.  Each of the scenarios were constructed from seven areas 

of special education law as outlined in Drs. M. David and Kern Alexander in their book, 

American Public School Law, 2005.  The seven areas of special education law that were 

addressed are: 

1. Individualized Education Plans (IEP) 

2. Least Restrictive Environment  (LRE) 

3. IEP 

4. Due Process 

5. Related Services 

6. Student Discipline 

7. Liability for Reimbursement of Parents 

The hypothetical scenarios marked with one star indicate that the mean average for this 

item was below the 64%. Since the overall percentage of correct answers on the survey was 

64.0%, this section will focus upon items which principals scored at or below 64%.  Any item 

with a mean score below the 64% is an area in which Virginia principals need more information 

in order to effectively manage and correctly implement special education programs and services 

in their school buildings. 

  Areas of concern are those that deal with: 

1. Graduation of a special education student. 

2. IEP 
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3. FAPE 

4. Student Discipline 

5. Related Services versus medical services 

6. Related services as they relate to extracurricular activities of a student 

with disabilities. 

7. Due Process as it relates to alternative placement. 

Table 22 

Item Analysis Results 
 

Specific 

Section 

Item Key Words Yes No 

Don't 

Know 

% 

correct 

% 

wrong 

 

 

Correct Answer 

Hypothetical 

Scenarios 

1 LRE 108 93 35 49% 39% 15% Yes * 

2 FAPE 10 211 15 89% 4% 6% No  

3 LRE 31 179 26 76% 13% 11% No  

4 FAPE 194 29 13 82% 12% 6% Yes  

5 Due Process 195 21 20 83% 9% 9% Yes  

6 IEP 131 88 17 56% 37% 7% Yes * 

7 FAPE 126 73 37 53% 31% 16% Yes * 

8 FAPE 146 45 45 62% 19% 19% Yes * 

9 IEP 219 11 6 93% 5% 3% Yes  

10 IEP 193 30 13 82% 13% 6% Yes  

11 IEP 112 97 27 41% 48% 12% Yes *** 

12 IEP 143 66 27 61% 28% 11% Yes * 

13 LRE 17 193 26 82% 7% 11% No  

14 Medical/Related Ser. 26 182 28 77% 11% 12% No  

15 Extracurricular Serv. 114 83 39 48% 35% 17% Yes * 

16 Medical/Related Ser. 135 55 46 57% 23% 20% Yes * 

17 Related Services 127 77 32 17% 54% 14% Yes *** 

18 Student Discipline 182 46 8 77% 20% 3% Yes  

19 Due Process 72 137 27 58% 33% 11% No * 

20 Student Discipline 24 205 7 87% 10% 3% No  

21 FAPE 57 153 26 24% 65% 11% Yes *** 
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22 Student Discipline 117 84 35 50% 36% 15% Yes * 

23 LRE 158 38 40 67% 16% 17%          Yes 

 

 

24 

Liability for 

Reimbursement 155 46 35 66% 20% 15% Yes  

 

Item Analysis 

Three major areas of concern were those questions where the respondents had a higher 

response to the incorrect answer.  These three areas are: 

1. Question 11—Was the parents rights violated, when after voicing concerns about 

their child’s IEP, no changes were made in the final document? 

Responses:  41% of the respondents answered yes and 48% answered no with 12% 

who didn’t know.  This is a fundamental special education law that is clearly 

spelled out in IDEA, 2004. 

2. Question 17—Can an alteration to the delivery of related services, such as 

transportation,  be considered a change in placement? 

Responses:  17% answered the question correctly with a yes answer and 54% 

answered incorrectly with 14% who responded with a don’t know response.  The 

issue of transportation is now clearly addressed in IDEA, 2004 and principals need 

to know the required compliance for related services that now cover wider areas 

such as transportation. 

3. Question 21—Can a school district authorize special education services before the 

eligibility meeting has been held? 

Responses—24% answered yes and 65% answered no with 11% had a response of 

don’t know.  The correct answer is yes, they can begin before eligibility is held but 
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only in special circumstances.  Principals need to know what are the exceptions 

allowed under Free and Appropriate Education (FAPE) as outlined in IDEA, 2004. 

Similarly, in Copenhaver’s study (2004) in North Carolina on principals’ knowledge of 

special education law, she found that 50% of the principals did not know the law regarding  

student discipline and alternative placements.  In the area of related services only 33.6% of the 

principals knew that a school district is liable to pay for medical services provided by a  licensed 

physician, if the medical services are diagnostic and needed to determine eligibility, which then 

results in a student’s need for special education and related services. 

Table 23 categorizes principals’ responses according to the seven areas of law as outlined 

by Drs. David and Kern Alexander.  Questions that are related to each of the seven areas are 

identified under each subheadings and the number of respondents who answered yes, no, or don’t 

know.  The percentage who answered correctly is also identified.  Again the total mean score of 

64% will be used to identify areas of need. 

Table 23 

 Summary of Responses for Seven Areas of Special Education Law 

IEP QUESTIONS 

    YES  NO  DK  % CORRECT 

Question 6   131  88  17  56% 

Question 9   219  11    6  93% 

Question 10   193  30  13  82% 

Question 11   112  97  27  41% 

Question 12   143  66  27  61% 

TOTAL MEAN        66% 
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Summary of Responses for Seven Areas of Special Education Law (continued) 

LRE QUESTIONS 

    YES  NO  DK  % CORRECT 

Question 1   108  93  35  49% 

Question 3   31  179  26  76% 

Question 13   17  193  26  82% 

Question 23             158  38  40  67% 

TOTAL MEAN        68% 

FAPE QUESTIONS 

    YES  NO  DK  % CORRECT 

Question 2   10  211  15  89% 

Question 4             194    29  13  82% 

Question 7             126    73  37  53% 

Question 8             146    45  45  62% 

Question 21    57  153  26  24% 

TOTAL MEAN        62% 

RELATED SERVICES 

    YES  NO  DK  % CORRECT 

Question 14    26  182  28  77% 

Question 15   144    83  39  48% 

Question 16   135   55  46  57% 
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Question 17   127   77  32  17% 

TOTAL MEAN        50% 

Seven Areas of Special Education Law (continued)  

STUDENT DISCIPLINE 

    YES  NO  DK  % CORRECT 

Question 18   182  46  8  77% 

Question 20     24            205  7  87% 

Question 22   117   84            35  50% 

TOTAL MEAN        71% 

DUE PROCESS 

    YES  NO  DK  % CORRECT 

Question 5   195  21  20  83% 

Question 19     72           137  27  58% 

Question 24   155  46  35  66% 

TOTAL MEAN        69% 

LIABILITY FOR REIMBURSEMENT 

Question 24   155  46  35  66% 

 

Summary of Responses grouped by the Seven Areas of Special Education Law 

Examination of the total means identifies two areas of special education law that are areas 

of weakness.  The first is Free and Public Education (FAPE) with a total mean score of 62%. 

Specific areas of need are:  transfer students out of state and those transferring within the 

state and their eligibility of special education services; parents requesting independent 
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evaluations and requesting the school district to pay for them and special exception special 

education services before the eligibility. 

 In the areas of Related Services with a total mean of 50% principals need to know the 

law regarding the provision of services for extracurricular activities, transportation as a change in 

placement and full day nursing services for a student with severe physical disabilities. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Summary, Conclusions and Recommendations 

This chapter is divided into three sections.  In the first section, a summary of the purpose 

and methodology of the study is presented.  In the second section, the conclusions reached for 

each of the three research questions and the null hypotheses are discussed.  The last section 

presents recommendations for further research on the topic of special education law and Virginia 

principals in light of the recent reauthorization of IDEA in late 2004.  In addition, the last section 

gives implications of the research for local school districts and the Virginia Department of 

Education, including suggestions for remediation of weaknesses in principals’ knowledge of 

special education law. 

Summary of the Study 

The specific purpose of this study is to identify: 

1. Relationships that may exist between characteristics of schools and school divisions 

and principals’ knowledge of special education law. 

2. Relationships that may exist between individual characteristics of principals and 

their knowledge of special education law. 

3. Relationships that may exist between the source of principals’ knowledge of special 

education and principals’ knowledge of special education law. 

The target population for this study included public school principals at the elementary, 

middle and high school levels in the state of Virginia.  A geographical random sample of 462 
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principals was selected to receive a special education survey composed of twenty four 

hypothetical scenarios. This number represented 27% of the principals in the state of Virginia.  

These scenarios were based on the seven components of special education law as outlined in 

Alexander & Alexander (2005). 

The survey was conducted using an on-line survey constructed on Survey Monkey, a web 

based survey maker, that was designed to compile demographic and professional information as 

well as to measure principals’ knowledge of special education law.  While a review of the 

literature indicated that knowledge of special education law was an essential part of the 

principal’s job, the same literature was absent of any studies assessing that knowledge in the past 

ten years. 

Each principal received one point for each correct answer.  The total number of questions 

(n = 24) was then divided into the number of questions correct giving a percentile score.  The 

demographic variables were then correlated with the test scores for levels of significance.  

Results were significant at the .05 level.  Appropriate methods of statistical analysis were used 

including descriptive statistics, analysis of variance, and cross tabs. 

Summary of Research Questions 

Conclusions for each of the research questions and hypotheses are presented below. 

Research Question I 

What is the relationship between grade level of school, size of school, type of community 

and the principals’ knowledge of special education law? 

Hypotheses 1a through 1c.  
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Since the null hypothesis can only be assumed, the alternative or experimental hypothesis 

was tested.  There is a significant difference in the level of principals’ knowledge of 

special education law when classified as: 

a) Grade level of school 

b) Size of school district 

c) Type of community principals serve in. 

Hypothesis 1a,1b, and 1c are rejected.  It may be concluded that Virginia principals’ 

knowledge of special education law was not significantly different due to the grade 

level compositions of the schools, sizes (ADA) of the schools or the type of 

communities that the principals served in.  Similarly, Copenhaver  (2004) study 

found no significant difference in principals’ knowledge of special education law 

when grouped by school and school district characteristics. 

Research Question 2 

What is the relationship between principals’ knowledge of special education law when 

classified by gender, age, years of experience as a teacher, years of experience as a 

principal, degree level, and the number of courses taken in special education law? 

Hypotheses 2a through 2f 

Since the null hypothesis can only be assumed, the alternative or experimental hypothesis 

was tested.  There is a significant difference in principals’ knowledge of special education law 

when classified by: 

a) Gender 

b) Age 

c) Years of experience as a teacher 
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d) Years of experience as a principal 

e) Degree level; 

f) Number of courses taken in special education law. 

Hypothesis 2a, 2b, 2c, 2d, 2e, and 2f are rejected at the .05 level of significance.  It may 

be concluded that principals’ knowledge of special education law are not related to 

gender, age, years of experience as a teacher, years of experience as a principal, level of 

degree, and the number of courses taken in special education law.  In Claxton’s study 

(2002) the levels of degrees and years of experience as a teacher were positively 

correlated with knowledge of special education laws. 

Research Question 3 

What is the relationship between principals’ knowledge of special education law as 

classified by the occurrence of litigation initiated due to violations of special education 

safeguards? 

Hypothesis 3 

Since the null hypothesis can only be assumed, the alternative or experimental hypothesis 

was tested.  There is a significant difference in principals’ knowledge of special 

education law when classified by the occurrences of litigation initiated due to violations 

of special education safeguards. 

Hypothesis 3 was rejected.  It may be concluded that Virginia principals’ knowledge of 

special education law was not significantly different due to involvement in special education 

litigation initiated due to violations of special education safeguards.  Interestingly, neither 

Copenhaver (2005) or Claxton (2002) addressed the issue of special education litigation in their 

studies. 
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Discussion of the Questionnaire 

The survey was composed of ten demographic questions that asked respondents to 

identify their gender, age, ADA of their school, grade level of school, type of community that the 

school was located in, years of teaching experience, years of principal experience, degree type, 

number of special education law courses completed and whether or not a principal had been 

involved in special education litigation.  Respondents then completed 24 hypothetical scenarios 

based on seven areas of special education law.  The geographical survey sample consisted of 462 

principals across the state of Virginia with 236 or 51% of the principals responding.  

Respondents were awarded one point for each correct answer which was summed and then 

divided by the number of hypothetical scenarios (n=24) to create a percentile score.  The range 

of scores was 62 with a low score of 29% and a high score of 91%.  A one-way ANOVA was 

performed using SPSS with each of the demographic variables and the test scores.  Means, 

standard deviations, mode, medians and variance was also calculated.  The overall test mean was 

64%.  

Conclusions 

A hypothesis was tested for all demographic variables at the .05 level of significance.  All 

were rejected indicating that gender, age, grade level of school, size of school (ADA), type of 

degree, type of community, years of experience as a teacher, years of experience as a principal, 

number of special education law courses and involvement in special education litigation did not 

have a significant difference on principals’ test scores. 

Seven areas of special education law were tested: Least Restrictive Environment (LRE), 

Individualized Education Plan (IEP), Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE), Related 

Services, Due Process, Student Discipline and Liability of Reimbursement for Parents. 
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On Hirth’s 1988 survey of Tennessee principals’ knowledge of special education law the 

overall score was 72%.  Hirth (1988) concluded that a score of 72% overall is not a sufficient 

degree of knowledge to ensure that problems with implementation of procedural safeguards and 

the provision of special education services will not occur.  Principals could make costly mistakes 

in the implementation of special education policy with this degree of knowledge. (p.105). 

Similarly, an overall score of 64% for this 2006 survey raises concern regarding Virginia 

principals’ knowledge of special education law.  An additional concern is that principals scored 

53% or less in three areas of a Free and Appropriate Public Education,  61% or less in two areas 

of Individualized Education Plans (IEP) and 57% and below in three areas of Related Services.  

An item analysis highlights specific areas of weakness in these three areas. 

1. FAPE 

Question 7—Transfer of students intrastate and interstate and their eligibility of 

special education services. 

Question 8--Independent Evaluations requested by parents. 

Question 21-- Emergency placement for special education services before 

eligibility. 

2. IEP 

Question 6—Parental absence at the IEP meeting 

Question 11—Parental concerns ignored at the IEP meeting 

3. RELATED SERVICES 

Question 15—Responsibility of the school district in providing services for 

extracurricular activities. 

Question 16—Providing full day nursing care at the school district expense. 
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Question 17—Transportation being considered a change in placement. 

 

Limitations of the Study 

1. Special education law is not an area of school law, such as teacher employee 

rights, torts or free speech.  This study does not include school law. 

2. This study was limited to the state of Virginia. 

3. There was no control over the testing conditions of the survey.  No time limits 

were imposed and there was no way to verify if the participants may have 

researched answers or sought help from other sources. 

4. Participants did not have an opportunity to express reasons for choosing the 

answer of Don’t Know. 

5. This survey was composed of hypothetical scenarios only and did not include 

other formats of testing such as true-false. 

6. The special education law issues included in this survey are those that are being 

litigated in recent court cases and in research. 

Recommendations and Implications 

This portion of Chapter 5 will include the following: 

1. Recommendations for further research in special education law. 

2. The implications of this research for school districts and the 

Virginia Department of Education. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

A list of suggestions for further research in special education law is presented below. 
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1. A study is needed to determine the knowledge level of Virginia special education 

directors (or other central office persons overseeing special education 

compliance) and the areas of weakness in that knowledge. 

2. A study is needed to determine the knowledge of Virginia assistant principals 

since they are often given special education responsibilities. 

3. This study should be conducted in another state for comparative analysis as the 

IDEA is a federal regulation.  Copenhaver (2004) conducted a study in North 

Carolina to assess principals’ knowledge of special education law that received a 

total mean score of 65%.  The low mean score of 64% determined in this study 

and in 65% in North Carolina define the need for other states to determine the 

level of principals’ knowledge of special education law. 

4. A study is needed to determine the most effective delivery method of updating 

principals on   a regular basis regarding special education law issues. 

5. A follow-up study should be conducted in all states to determine the level of legal     

knowledge in the issues of special education law. 

6. Due to the low test scores in three areas of special education law, a study is 

needed to examine special education course content at major Virginia universities 

that train special education teachers, special education directors, and principals. 

7. This study should be replicated not using the “don’t know” as a choice of 

response.  More definitive results would be available. 

 

 

 

100  



 

School Districts and the Virginia Department of Education 

With the reauthorization of IDEA in 2004, principals need to have new and updated 

information regarding the implementation of special education programs in their schools.  New 

regulations give a wide berth of new rights to parents and their involvement in decision making 

can no longer be overlooked.  Principals have always faced the prospect of civil litigation. 

Student discipline sets definitive standards as to how a building principal can and cannot provide 

consequences for students with disabilities.  If principals are to implement the regulations 

effectively, school districts, universities and the Virginia Department of Education must assist 

principals in accessing that knowledge and staying current.  Based on the conclusion from this 

research, as well as from a review of the literature, the following actions are suggested: 

1. Areas of weakness identified by this study should be analyzed further by the 

Virginia Department of Education in order to plan in-service for principals, 

assistant principals, and special education directors. 

2. School district in-service sessions on special education procedural safeguards 

and educational programs should be conducted on a regular basis for 

principals and assistant principals. 

Principals should order or be supplied with current, accurate detailed reading materials on 

special education. An example of an excellent source of information is the Council for 

Exceptional Children (CEC).  The CEC offers a CD-ROM of the IDEA 2004 regulations as well 

as specifies how special education impacts the No Child Left Behind legislation.  These 

materials, approved by the United States Office of Special Education Programs, serve as a quick 

reference for principals, assistant principals, and special education teachers. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

 
VIRGINIA SUPERINTENDENTS STUDY GROUPS 

 
Region 1    Region 2    Region 3 
Charles City County   Accomack County   Caroline County 
Chesterfield County   Chesapeake City    Colonial Beach 
Colonial Heights City   Franklin City    Essex County 
Dinwiddie County   Hampton City    Fredericksburg City 
Goochland County   Isle of Wight County   Gloucester County 
Hanover County    Newport News City   King & Queen County 
Henrico County    Norfolk City    King William County 
Hopewell City    Northampton County   Lancaster County 
New Kent County   Poquoson City    Middlesex County 
Petersburg City    Portsmouth City    Northumberland County 
Powhatan County    Southampton County   Richmond County 
Prince George County   Suffolk City    Spotsylvania County 
Richmond City    Virginia Beach City   Stafford County 
Surry County    Williamsburg-James City County  West Point  
Sussex County    York County    Westmoreland County 
  
Region 4    Region 5    Region 6 
Alexandria City    Albemarle County   Alleghany County 
Arlington County    Amherst County    Botetourt County 
Clarke County    Augusta County    Covington City 
Culpepper County   Bath County    Craig County 
Fairfax City    Bedford City    Danville City 
Fairfax County    Bedford County    Floyd County 
Falls Church City    Buena Vista City    Franklin County 
Fauquier County    Campbell County    Henry County 
Frederick County    Charlottesville City   Martinsville City 
Loudoun County    Fluvanna County    Montgomery County 
Madison County    Greene County    Patrick County 
Manassas City    Harrisonburg City   Pittsylvania County 
Orange County    Highland County    Roanoke City 
Page County    Lexington City    Roanoke County 
Prince William County   Louisa County    Salem City 
Rappahannock County   Lynchburg City    
Shenandoah County   Nelson County 
Warren County    Rockbridge County 
Winchester City    Rockingham County 
     Staunton City 
     Waynesboro City 
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   Region 7     Region 8 
 
   Bland County     Amelia County 
   Bristol City     Appomattox County 
   Buchanan County     Brunswick County 
   Carroll County     Charlotte County 
   Galax City     Cumberland County 
   Giles County     Greensville County 
   Grayson County     Halifax County 
   Lee County     Lunenburg County 
   Norton City     Mecklenburg County 
   Pulaski County     Nottoway County 
   Radford City     Prince Edward County 
   Russell County 
   Scott County 
   Smyth County 
   Tazewell County 
   Washington County 
   Wise County 
   Wythe County 
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Appendix B 
Introductory Letter to the Special Education Law Survey 

 
 

 
October 1, 2006 
 
 
Dear Administrator: 
 
 As a fellow administrator, I am well aware of your hectic schedule, the demands of your position, and the 
time restraints you work within.  This is a special request for your help! 
 
 I am a doctoral student at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University and need your input on my 
survey that addresses principals’ knowledge of special education law.  The focus of my study deals with special 
education issues in our public schools.   
 

Attached you will find a 24 question web-based survey dealing with special education issues faced by 
administrators on a daily basis.   There is also a demographics page which is pertinent to the study.  

  
 Each survey, including yours, impacts my study as a whole.  Every response will be anonymous.  The 
success of this study depends on a high response rate.  You have been randomly selected to participate in this study.  
All participants have been selected from the Virginia Department of Education Directory listing all administrators in 
the 8 Superintendents’ regions of Virginia. 
 
 Your responses will be of value to our profession to help identify areas to be included in university 
programs.  This preparation can ensure that all administrators are literate in special education issues specifically 
mandated by IDEA and NCLB and help to avoid unnecessary litigation.  If you would like a copy of the correct 
responses please voice this request in a reply e-mail and I will send the correct responses to you. 
 
 If you have any questions please feel free to call me at 804-854-9129 or e-mail.  I am deeply indebted to 
you for finding the time to assist in conducting this research.  If at all possible please complete and return the survey 
before  
 
 
                                . 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Donna M. Power 
Doctoral Candidate 
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Appendix C 
 

DEMOGRAPHIC SURVEY QUESTIONS 
 
   
Please answer the following questions about your school and yourself to help interpret the results. 
 

1. Indicate the grade level of your school.   

1. Elementary  (K-5) 

2. Middle  (6-8) 

3. High School (9-12) 

4. Other (please specify) ________________ 

2. Which category describes the Average Daily Attendance (ADA) of your school?  

1. 0-499 

2. 500-999 

3. 1,000+ 

     3.  What is your gender? 

   1.  Female 

   2.  Male 

     4.  What is your age category? 

   1. 25-35 

   2. 36-45 

   3. 46-59 

   4. 60+ 

 

      

     5.  How many years were you a teacher? 

   1.  1-5 

   2.  6-10 

   3. 11-15 

   4. 16+ 
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6. How many years have you served as a principal? 

1. 1-5 

2. 6-10 

3. 11-15 

4. 16+ 

 

7. Indicate the highest degree you have attained. 

1. Master’s 

2. Master’s + 30 Semester Hours 

3. Specialist 

4. Doctorate 

5. Other (Specify)___________________ 

 

8. Which of the following best describes the community that your school serves? 

1. Urban  

2. Suburban 

3.     Rural 

 9.  How many courses in special education law have you taken at the college or university level? 

1. None 

2. One 

3. Two 

4. Three or more 

10. Have you ever been involved in special education litigation where parents bring suit against the school 
system during your time as principal?                                             

                1.   Yes 

 2.    No 

 

113  



 

                                      Appendix D 

      HYPOTHETICAL SCENARIOS 

Please indicate your response as Yes if you agree with the hypothetical scenario, No if this action is incorrect 
or Don’t Know, if you feel the language of the hypothetical scenario is not clear or if you do not know 
whether the principal’s response was appropriate. 

 

1. After completing four years of study in a special education high school program, a     special education 
student was recommended for graduation and termination from special education..  The student had met 
special education requirements as listed on the IEP.  The parents met with the principal and said they didn’t 
think their child was ready to graduate.   Was the principal correct in informing the parents that the 
standard for graduation and termination of services was based on IEP completion? 

____Yes  ___No  ___ Don’t Know 

2. A foster parent enrolls a preschool child with mental retardation in the local school.  The principal is alerted 
that the child could have AIDS, as her parents were drug addicts. In an effort to protect the teachers and the 
other students, the principal refuses to enroll the child unless social services informs the school as to the 
status of whether the child has AIDS or not.  Was the principal correct in the decision not to enroll the 
child? 

___Yes  ___No  ___ Don’t Know 

3.   For various reasons, a school was closed.  Special education classes were moved  from one 
building to another.  Parents demanded a due process meeting as they felt  there was a change in the 
educational placement of their child.  Were they correct  in their assumptions? 

__Yes  ___No  ___ Don’t Know 

4.   A parent transferred a second grader into a new school division at the end of May.  Her child had a 
history of learning difficulties and the parent requested a formal evaluation for her child to be assessed for 
special education services.  The principal informed the mother that testing could not be initiated until the 
start of the new school year.  Was the principal required to start the evaluation before the end of the school 
year and complete it over the summer? 

___Yes  ___No  ___ Don’t Know 

             

5.  Spanish speaking parents attended an eligibility meeting for their son for special education services.  They were 
given a copy of the Procedural Safeguards Notice that was written in English.  The parents did not speak English.  
Was the school in violation of the IDEA? 

___Yes  ___No   ___ Don’t Know 

6. A student was placed in a special education program pursuant to an IEP which was consented to by the parents.  
The parents were invited to attend the meeting to determine eligibility as part of the triennial evaluation.  The 
parents refused to attend. Was the school division  correct in discontinuing special education services when the 
eligibility committee determined that the student was no longer eligible even though his parents were not in 
attendance?  

___Yes  ___No   ___ Don’t Know 
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7..IDEA 2004 made a distinction between students who transfer within a state and those who transfer from another 
state.  Is it true that a student who was eligible for special education services in one state may not necessarily be 
eligible in another state? 

___Yes  ___No   ___ Don’t Know 

 

8.At an eligibility conference to present the results of a student evaluation, the parents of the student disagreed that 
their child needed special education services.  They informed the school district that they wanted an independent 
evaluation at public expense.  The school officials refused to pay for another evaluation and wanted to begin due 
process procedures.  Was this action an available recourse?  

___Yes  __No   ___ Don’t Know 

9.At an initial IEP meeting for a student with learning disabilities, no regular education  teacher was present 
although there were five other other special education teachers present.  The student was scheduled to spend a small 
amount of time in the regular classroom.  Was the school district in violation of IDEA by not having the regular 
education teacher present? 

___ Yes  ___No   ___ Don’t Know 

 

10. Prior to an IEP meeting, a school district placed a student in a special education class before the IEP 
meeting was convened and the IEP written.  Does this action violate IDEA? 

____ Yes  ___ No   ___ Don’t Know 

 

11. Members of an IEP team came to the IEP meeting and discussed with the parents  details of a placement 
option for their child.  The parents voiced concerns about the placement but no changes were noted in the 
final draft of the IEP.  Were the parents rights violated under IDEA? 

___ Yes  ___ No   ___ Don’t Know 

12.  Parents have a child with severe disabilities, who is also blind, deaf and significantly cognitively impaired.  
The child is currently placed in the Severe Disabilities program.  During the annual IEP meeting, the parents 
insist that their child receive all special education services in regular education classes, which they consider 
the least restrictive environment.  The principal responded by informing the parents that the school could 
not consider such a placement due to the severity of the impairments and maintained that the student’s 
current placement was the most appropriate educational placement.  Was the principal’s response 
concerning the least restrictive environment correct? 

___ Yes  ___ No   ___ Don’t Know 

13. A special education student with a MR disability was placed in a regular education classroom with a half 
day aide.  She maintained steady academic progress even though she was half a year behind her classmates. 
School officials felt she needed to be in a more restrictive environment.  Did they have a legal reason for a 
change in placement? 

___ Yes  ___ No   ___ Don’t Know 

115  



 

14.  A special education high school student was placed in a hospital setting to address        his substance abuse.  The 
school district was billed for the hospital as well as educational expenses.  Is the school district responsible for all of 
the costs?          

   ___ Yes  ___ No   ___ Don’t Know 

15.  A student who is deaf signed up to participate in an extracurricular activity.  Is it the school district’s 
responsibility to provide the interpreter for this student to be able to participate in an extracurricular activity? 

____Yes   __ No   ___ Don’t Know 

           

16. A student involved in a serious car accident returned to school in a fragile health state and as a quadriplegic.  
He needed full time one on one nursing services during the course of the school day.  The school district 
claimed that they could not afford the expense of a full time nurse.  Was the school district required to pay for 
the full time nursing services? 

___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Don’t Know 

 

17. Under the IDEA, can an alteration in the delivery of related services, such as transportation, be considered 
a change in placement? 

___Yes   ___ No   ___ Don’t Know 

18. A student with an emotional disturbance who attends high school brought a knife to school and threatened 
the lives of fellow students.  The principal said that the student should be suspended because he posed a 
threat to others.  At the manifestation meeting, it was determined that the behavior was a manifestation of 
his disability and the school district decided to instruct the student at home until a more restrictive 
educational program could be offered through the IEP.  Was the school district correct in enforcing a change 
in placement? 

___ Yes  ___No   ___ Don’t Know 

 

19. A student with a disability was found in possession of a gun on school property.  School officials assigned 
the student for 10 days to an alternative placement followed by a forty-five school day assignment in the 
alternative placement.  The parents claimed his rights had been violated as a student with disabilities.  Did 
the school district violate procedural safeguards for a special education student? 

___ Yes  ___No   ___ Don’t Know 

 

 

20. Parents claimed that the school district authorized a change in placement without their permission because 
their child with disabilities was suspended for 10 days.  Is a 10 day suspension considered a change in 
placement? 

___ Yes  ___ No   ___ Don’t Know 
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21. A student who had just completed testing for emotional problems, was waiting for the scheduled eligibility 
meeting to be scheduled.  The parents, who had requested testing, recognized the need for special education 
services for their child.  The child continued to experience elevated disciplinary outbursts in class and the 
parents demanded that special education services convene immediately.  Can the school district authorize 
special education services before the eligibility meeting has been held? 

 

___ Yes  ___ No   ___ Don’t Know 

 

22. A parent disagreed with a manifestation determination and demanded that school officials postpone any 
long term suspension or expulsion until an expedited hearing could be held.  Was this parent correct in her 
demands? 

___ Yes  ___ No   ___ Don’t Know 

 

23. Hearing officers have the authority to order a change in placement to an appropriate interim alternative 
educational setting for a period of up to 45 school days.  Do school officials also have the same authority 
when they can demonstrate that a student in his/her current placement is likely to result in injury to the 
student or to others? 

___ Yes  ___ No   ___ Don’t Know 

 

24. Can school principals permit the on-site delivery of special education services to students with disabilities 
whose parents have voluntarily enrolled them in private schools, including religious elementary and 
secondary schools? 

___ Yes  ___ No   ___ Don’t know 
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      VITA 
 
              Donna M. Power 
 
Professional  
Experience  1998-present Mathews County Public Schools Mathews, VA 
              Principal 
 
   1997-1998 Mathews County Public Schools Mathews, VA 
   Special Education Teacher 
 
   1993-1997 Lancaster County Public Schools Lancaster, PA 
   Principal 
 

1989-1993 Dallastown County Public Schools  Dallastown, PA 
Principal 
 
1985-1989 Mount Carmel School         Staten Island, NY 
Principal 
 
1973-1985 Mount Carmel School         Staten Island, NY 
Teacher 

 
 
Education  2003-2007 Virginia Tech             Blacksburg, VA 
   Ph.D. Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 
 
   2000-2002 University of Virginia       Charlottesville,VA 
   Virginia Division Superintendent’s License 
 
   1983-1985 Fordham University          NYC, NY 
   Certification Administration and Supervision 
 
   1981-1983 St. John’s University         Staten Island, NY 
   MS Special Education 
 
   1969-1973 Virginia Intermont College       Bristol, VA 
   BA Elementary Education 
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