Factors Influencing Curriculum in Elementary Self-Contained Special

Education Classrooms
by

Michael Richard Marcela

Dissertation submitted to the Faculty of the
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of

DOCTOR OF EDUCATION

IN
ADMINISTRATION AND SUPERVISION OF SPECIAL EDUCATION
APPROVED:

i Zeerk.,

Dr. Harold McGrady, EDSE Chair

ASTINO VN ﬂ NI

Dr. David Parks, EDAD &¢ Jimmie Fortune, EDRE

% %fg - )-a,QQ Cwnw7\~a77 }4,,

Dr. Bonnie Billingsley, T&g Dr. Sally Ananodgers
Spencer Penn Elementary Schoo|

\".

April, 1996
Blacksburg, Virginia

Key words: Curriculum, Teacher Decision-Making, Self-Contained, EMH



S6LsS

V&Sh
1996
M313

C\&



FACTORS INFLUENCING CURRICULUM
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by
Michael Richard Marcela
Dr. Harold McGrady, Chairman
Administration and Supervision of Special Education

(ABSTRACT)

In regular education classrooms, curriculum is prescribed by a state or
local education agency. In special education programs such as inclusion or
resource models, curriculum may be dictated by the regular education curriculum
or by categorically-defined student learning needs. In the self-contained special
education classroom, curriculum development is left to the discretion of the
teacher. The classroom curriculum in such settings may be the result of
numerous teacher decisions about curriculum. These decisions may be
influenced by student, teacher, and contextual characteristics which impact the
teacher’s decision-making about development and implementation of the
curriculum.

Subjects were four teachers of self-contained special education
classrooms serving predominately students with educable mental retardation.
Three classrooms were observed, one in each of three small school districts in
North Carolina. Each class was observed for four days over an eight-week
period. Teachers were interviewed on each day of observation. Students, the
school principal, and the Exceptional Children Program Administrator were
interviewed once. Reviews of student confidential records were conducted.

Within-site and cross-site analyses were conducted on the data. The

curriculum in self-contained special education classrooms was described.



Student characteristics found to influence teacher decision-making in all sites
were student achievement level and content of the |IEP. Influential teacher
characteristics common to all sites were perceptions of student abilities, needs,
and interests; previous teaching experience; and the teacher's professional
preparation program. Contextual characteristics present in all sites were the
reference to the state curriculum, curriculum materials, and mainstreaming.
Student, teacher, and contextual characteristics combined to create the teachers'
decision-making schema toward both the |IEP and the curriculum. Several
characteristics, including the teacher's decision-making schema, were found to
also have a direct influence on the curriculum. A theoretical model specific to
special education was created to explain the role of student, teacher, and
contextual characteristics and the teachers' decision-making schema in both IEP
and curriculum development and implementation..
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CHAPTER 1
DEVELOPMENT OF THE PROBLEM

RV THEC E
This chapter discusses issues concerning curriculum in regular and special
education settings and introduces areas of concern. The research questions,
assumptions, delimitations and definitions central to understanding the study are
listed. Statements supporting the significance and justification for the study are

atso provided.

. PROBLEM STATEMENT

Curriculum in the Regular Classro

The curriculum is the heart of any instructional program. Whether in
regular or special education classrooms, issues of what is deemed important for
students to learn are central components to a child's education. In regular
education curriculum issues are often decided by state departments of education.
The current trend is for these decisions to be made by local education agencies.
Thus curriculum in the areas of language arts/communication skills, mathematics,
science, social studies, health and physical education, music, art, and foreign
language, and other subjects taught in elementary or secondary schools is
developed, detailed, and prescribed from outside the classroom. Regular
classroom teachers receive curriculum guides for specific curricular areas listing
topics and objectives that are their responsibilities to teach at respective grade
levels. The schools purchase textbooks recommended by the state. Such texts
are presumed to contain the necessary information to teach the state or locally-



approved curriculum. Supplemental materials such as reading texts, workbooks
and hands-on materials are sometimes purchased to assist in the implementation
of the mandated curriculum at each grade level. Teachers may also be allowed
to supplement these curriculum guides with their own personal materials.
However, most of the decisions relative to curriculum planning and development
are made by individuals detached from the school district, the school, the
classroom, and the students themselves.

lum in i ion

By contrast, special education teachers often do not have such
curriculum decisions made for them. Due to the individualized approach inherent
in special education, it is difficult to develop a statewide curriculum for students
with leaming disabilities, educable mental retardation, or emotional disturbance.
Students with lower incidence handicapping’conditions, such as autism, traumatic
brain injury, Fetal Alcohol Syndrome, Fragile X syndrome or Down's Syndrome
may have highly individualized leaming needs. To address this situation, the
federal government in P.L. 94-142, amended by the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) in 1990, created the Individualized Education Program
(IEP). The IEP is a written plan stating the particular goals and objectives each
student with disabilities is to meet on an annual basis. The IEP is designed to be
each student's personal curriculum guide. As such, special education teachers
have been granted significant authority to make curriculum planning decisions
which can have profound influence on the educational life of the children in their

classrooms.

[ i iv i
Curriculum planning and development, albeit a highly complex and
detailed process, may be less involved and all-consuming in inclusive classes or



resource programs for children with leaming disabilities. In inclusive programs
curriculum may be based on those regular curriculum objectives which would be
appropriate for the student with special needs. Similarly, teachers' curriculum
planning decisions may be less overwhelming in resource or pull-out programs.
In such cases students typically receive special education targeted toward
specific skills and particular curriculum areas (e.g., reading comprehension and
mathematics). This planning may be aided by the fact that students are identified
as having learning deficiencies in curriculum-specific disability areas: leaming
disabled in reading, written expression, mathematics; etc. Such curriculum-
specific learning disabilities suggest and facilitate curriculum planning and

development.

rriculum i If- i i ion i

The self-contained special education classroom creates some
complex issues with respect to curriculum. The self-contained classroom is often
cross-categorical, requiring the teacher to address the educational needs of a
number of vastly different disabilities. A cross-categorical self-contained class
may serve children identified as educable mentally handicapped (EMH),
behaviorally-emotionally handicapped (BEH), attention deficit hyperactive
disorder (ADHD), and learning disabled (LD), in the same classroom. Such
disability categories are not curriculum specific, and each category may include a
wide variety of educational needs. A self-contained class comprised of only EMH
students may contain students with a wide range of IQ scores (usually 50-70),
achievement levels, ages, grade levels, and behavioral manifestations.
Curriculum planning and development can be very difficult for such a diverse
classroom.

The special education teacher in a self-contained classroom must
develop an appropriate curriculum format, decide which curriculum subject areas



should be taught, determine appropriate instructional levels, and implement
appropriate instructional strategies. Without a state or locally developed
curriculum, the teacher may be the main decision-maker in determining what
students need to learn. In the self-contained classroom, the teacher is placed in
the role of being not only an instructional specialist, but also of the curriculum

developer.

ision-Making in Self- i
ial i lassr
With such authority and autonomy delegated to the teacher of a
self-contained special education class, curriculum may be influenced by a
number of factors. Without the presence of mandated curriculum goals and
objectives organized in a curriculum guide, the curriculum developed for students
in a self-contained classroom may be influenced by fac{ors such as: (a) student
characteristics (e.g., 1Q, adaptive behavior, time and nature of participation in the
regular class, provision of related services; (b) teacher characteristics (e.g.,
background, experience or attitudes about mainstreaming/inclusion); (c)
contextual characteristics (e.g., administrator support, funding for curriculum
materials, or school district policy); and (d) teacher decision-making
characteristics present in IEP development, instructional methodology, and
lesson planning. Any of these factors may effect whether a teacher develops a
curriculum that is in the best interest of the students.

Gallagher, Nuthall and Rosenshine (1970) state that it may be impossible
to remove the effect of the individual teacher's decision-making from the
curriculum. Although the same prepared curriculum can be applied to different
classrooms, what and how the curriculum is taught will vary from class to class.
The intervening variable is the individual teacher's curriculum decision-making. In
addition to factors that may directly influence curriculum, the same factors may



either individually or in combination interact within the teacher and influence
decision-making and the curriculum. Figure 1 presents the theoretical model of
factors which could influence curriculum in self-contained special education

classrooms.

II. RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The creation of a theoretical model to describe curriculum decision-making
in self-contained special education classrooms raises several questions. These
questions will provide additional information and test the validity of the model.
This study addressed three primary research questions.

1. What is the observed curriculum in self-contained EMH special
education classrooms?

2. What is the influence of student, teacher, and contextual
characteristics on teacher decision-making about curriculum in self-contained
EMH special education classrooms?

3. What is the influence of student, teacher, and contextual
characteristics, and teacher decision-making about curriculum on the observed
curriculum in self-contained special education classrooms?

ll. ASSUMPTIONS

In implementing the study it was first necessary to delineate the
assumptions on which the research topic was based. Such assumptions helped
to provide a framework, basis, or starting point for the study. Assumptions were
both literature-based, resulting from the findings of previous work in the area of
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Figure 1. Theoretical model depicting factors that may influence the
curriculum in self-contained special eduation classrooms.
Nagte. The independent variables of student, teacher, and contextual
characteristics may directly influence the observed curriculum or may
combine to create the intervening variable called teacher decision-making
about curriculum which may influence the observed curriculum (dependent

variable).



curriculum development for special education programs, or inherent in the
structure and characteristics of the variables and components of the study. Itis

assumed that:

1. Students are placed in self-contained special education
classrooms on the basis of several characteristics. 1Q and adaptive behavior, as
measured by an acceptable standardized individual assessment or test, are the
main criteria for placement in special education programs serving students with
educable mental retardation in North Carolina.

2. In order to meet the various instructional needs of special needs
students, it is necessary for schools to provide a variety of curriculum options
from the regular education curriculum or standard course of study to an
independent living skills curriculum non-standard course of study. (McLaughlin,
1994, Bigge, 1988). (See Table 1)

3. Schools or school districts often lack a well-stated and specific
curriculum policy for self-contained classrooms. Without such policy, curriculum
development is often the primary responsible of the individual teacher. This may
result in an inappropriate curriculum, influenced by the teacher’'s own bias and
speculations about student instructional needs and abilities. (Goldstein, 1986)

4. An Individualized Education Program (IEP) based on individual
learning needs is developed for each child receiving special education. The IEP
goals and objectives should be developed so as to reflect the curriculum in the
self-contained classroom.

5. Curriculum refers to elements such as format, instructional
methodology, materials, goals or objectives, planning, development, and areas of

learning.



Table 1
List of Curriculum QOptions in

cation

Curriculum Format

Description

Regular education curriculum

Regular education curriculum

with adaptations

Parallel alternate curriculum

Remedial basic skills
curriculum

Learning strategies cumriculum

Thematic unit curriculum

Lower grade-ievel curriculum

Sacial skills curriculum

Independent living skills
curriculum

Standard curriculum without adaptation.

Standard curriculum with modification in
presentation, practice, and evaluation
methods to meet individual student needs.

Uses objectives from standard curriculum, but
structures the curriculum, instructional strategies,
and evaluation methods to accommodate groups
of students with special needs.

Uses objectives similar to the standard curriculum,
but focuses on identification and instruction in
specific deficits in areas such as language arts,
reading, and math.

Emphasizes principles, rules, and techniques that enable
students to learn, solve problems and function more
independently in classroom and social settings.

Organizes interdisciplinary content around themes or
issues tp address basic skills development.

Use of a lowsr-grade leve! curriculum including lower-
grade level goals and objectives.

Focuses on teaching appropriate behavior in various
settings and situations by addressing identified deficits in
basic communication skills, coping and survival

skills.

Unique curriculum with unigue objectives emphasizing
skill needs required for successful functioning in major life
domains, environments, and activities.

Note, Adapted from: McLaughlin (1994); # 2-6,8,9; Bigge, (1988); #1,34,7.



6. Curriculum is the result of a series of decisions made by a
committee or individual educator. Curriculum may be further modified by
decisions of the individuals involved with implementation.

IV. DELIMITATIONS

It was necessary to restrain or restrict the focus of the study and to define
an obtainable, workable sample. Without such restrictions, the study could have
continued endlessly, collecting data from an extremely large sample or
population. To avoid such difficulties in the study, a number of areas were
identified for restraint or focus. Such delimitations for the proposed study

included:

1. The independent variable of student characteristics was
measured by a review of student records and psychological reports.
Characteristics recorded and accompanying measurement units are listed below.

a. Student IQ (mean, median and range).

b. Mainstreaming (percentage of time per day
spent in the regular classroom).

c. Adaptive behavior (range of age-levels based on
composite scores).

d. IEP characteristics (e.g., mean number of long
and short-term goals and objectives,
areas of study, evaluation methods).

e. Type and amount of related services.

f. Present levels of achievement (Reading, math and
writing levels from standardized tests).



2. The independent variable of teacher characteristics was
measured through structured interviews and observation. Areas of focus are

listed below.

a. Educational background.

b. Teaching experience.
c. Teaching and subject area preferences.
d. Views toward teaching, learning, and

student needs.

e. The teacher's IEP development process.

3. The independent variable of contextual characteristics was

measured through structured interview and observation of teachers in self-

contained classrooms.

Specific areas of focus are listed below.

a. Number of students on each class roll.

Range of grade levels in the class.
Written curriculum documents, policies
and long range school or school
system planning for curriculum.
Administrative support and guidance.

Curriculum materials.

Teacher decision-making authority
toward curriculum.

Amount of funding available for
curriculum materials.

10



4. The intervening variable of teacher decision-making was
determined through interviews, classroom observation, and questions drawn from
archival record reviews. Information was confined to decisions made relative to
IEP development, curriculum development, and selection of materials.

5. The dependent variable of curriculum components was measured
through observation of the curriculum as presented in self-contained classrooms
in different academic subject areas. Curriculum components were assessed
through structured interviews with teachers of self-contained classrooms.
Curriculum observations focused on the areas listed below.

Curriculum formats used.
Source(s) of curriculum content.
Teacher questioning level.
Purpose of lessons.

Curriculum materials.

-~ ® o 0 T o

Topics of instruction.

6. The sample was limited to self-contained special education
classrooms predominantly serving students identified as educable mentally
handicapped (EMH). In all three classrooms, students with learning disabilities
and trainable mental retardation were present.

7. Only self-contained special education classrooms at the
elementary school level were included in the study. Elementary school level was
determined to be where instruction throughout the school was provided in self-
contained regular education classrooms and where all subject matter was taught
to a similar group of students in one room, by one teacher, for a majority of the

school day.

11



8. Schools involved in the study were restricted to public elementary
schools from small school districts in Northwest North Carolina.

INITI T

In the study, it was important to clearly delineate the terms involved.
To evaluate the study, an understanding of the independent and dependent
variables is necessary. Definitions of terms were research or literature-based,
legally-based (from legislation or litigation), or are commonly understood as
familiar terms in the field of education.

The terms listed below are defined operationally according to how
they were used in the study.

1. Adaptive Behavior. The range of the chronological age score of
the student's composite score on the Vineland Adaptive Behavior Scale or the
AAMD Adaptive Behavior Scale.

2. Contextual Characteristics. Aspects of the self-contained special
education class which are beyond the control of the teacher or student as
observed by the researcher or reported by the teacher in interviews. These
factors may be the result of administrators' decisions (e.g., policies, amount of
funding for materials, or assignment of teaching assistants), federal or state
regulations (e.g., class size) or a reflection of the philosophies or behaviors of
individuals other than the teacher (e.g., curriculum support, or plans for
inclusion).

3. Curriculum. The combination of format, subject areas of study,
sources of content, materials, lesson plans, evaluation methods, and IEP goal
and objectives which together comprise what material is selected to be taught to
self-contained EMH students. Curriculum was measured through observation of
the classroom and through interview and record reviews.

12





























































































































































































