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(ABSTRACT)

This study combines the elements of a qualitative and
philosophical approach to examine, analyze, and discuss the
process currently used to identify students for special
education services in a public school setting. By combining
a qualitative and philosophical approach, the study is
designed to bring theory and practice together. It strives
to mark the limits of current practice in special education
and enrich the understanding of its theoretical bases.

The qualitative portion of this study utilized a
multiple-case design for the purpose of collecting,
analyzing, and discussing data. The study research took
place in an elementary school that serves approximately 670
students enrolled in preschool through fifth grade. The
transcripts from seven special education eligibility
meetings comprise the primary source of data for the
qualitative analysis and discussion. Each meeting was

considered a single case, or unit of analysis.



The data were codified and analyzed using a process
suggested by Strauss and Corbin (1990). Memos written in
field notes are cited to augment the interpretation of data.
The written reports presented during the meetings were also
used in the iterative process. Additionally, references to
administrative manuals are made to further support the
analysis and discussion. Five general themes emerged as the
data were analyzed across the seven cases. The data suggest
a number of findings which are presented and discussed.

Michel Foucault's Digcipline and Punish (1979) serves
as a conceptual framework for extending the qualitative
analysis and discussion. While Foucault's theory of power

provides a valuable analytic tool for the critigue of the

special education process, it does not offer a viable
alternative to current practices. For this reason, the
final portion of the study explores the ethics of care
movement and its viability for positive change in
administering programs in special education. 8Six
observations are made which are considered essential toward
an ethic of care in the administration of special education.
Recommendations for further study are provided in the final

chapter.
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PREFACE

During the past decade, I have spoken with dozens of
special educators and school administrators about the
practice of special education. Invariably, heartening
themes of care, commitment, and personal reward emerge as I
engage in conversations about the reasons people become
special educators. Those of us who have been called to the
field of education, particularly special education, simply
care about children and their proper nurturance. But these
conversations also reveal less benevolent themes:
dissatisfaction with rules and regulations that do not
adequately meet the needs of children; frustration from
working with children without proper resources and
commitment from others; disillusionment with the teaching
profession in general.

This dissertation grew out of an increasing awareness
of the tensions that exist between the personal reasons
people become special educators and the professional roles
they assume in practice. Within the interplay of themes
tied to the field of special education, one can envision a
practice that reconciles, in part, some of these tensions.

This study is a move toward that vision.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

The field of special education has evolved in response
to complex social and political factors. The Civil Rights
movement of the 1960s created a fertile climate for public
discussion and debate concerning the rights of individuals
with disabilities. 1In particular, attention was focused on
the rights of children. Parents, childrens' rights
advocates, special educators, and legislators began
questioning educational practices that severely limited
opportunities for children with disabilities. Although many
states had mandates which required special education
services at the local school level, parents found that
school districts were not developing and implementing
programs for their children (Jones, 1981). In many
instances, children and their families were unilaterally
denied access to public education. In other cases,
exceptional children were taught in separate facilities and
treated as second class citizens.

As a result of disjointed and inconsistent educational
practices throughout the country, public demand for equal
treatment of exceptional children shifted the major

responsibility for correcting discriminatory practices to



federal lawmakers (Winzer, 1993; Hume, 1987; Jones, 1981;
Levine & Wexler, 1981). 1In response to pressure by special
interest groups, Congress approved the inclusion of Title VI
to the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA of 1965;
P.L. 89-10) in 1966. Title VI authorized funding to assist
the states in "the initiation, expansion, and improvement of
programs and projects . . . for the education of handicapped
children at the preschool, elementary and secondary
education levels". Title VI also established a Bureau of
Education for the Handicapped within the Office of
Education. For the first time, children, parents, and
special educators had an office at the federal level to
address their concerns. In 1967, the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act was modified to include additional
programs for children with disabilities (P.L. 90-247).

Funds were authorized to establish regional resource centers
geared to assessing the educational needs of children.

Funds were also set aside to advance the recruitment of
special education personnel and to facilitate the
dissemination of material related to special education
programs (LaVor, 1976). In 1968, the Handicapped Children's
Early Education Act authorized funding for the establishment
of model preschool and early education programs (P.L. 90-

538) .



The 1970s saw significant judicial and legislative
actions aimed at bringing about greater social equity for
children with unique physical, mental, and educational
problems. In 1971, a class action suit was filed against
the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania by the Pennsylvania
Association for Retarded Citizens (PARC). At the center of
the PARC case was a Pennsylvania statute that relieved the
state of the responsibility of educating students who were
classified uneducable or untrainable. The court ruled in

favor of PARC and overturned the statute (Pennsylvania

Association for Retarded Citizens v. Commonwealth of

Pennsylvania, 1971). A federal district court, in a 1972
ruling against the Board of Education of the District of
Columbia, "put to rest [the] long heard excuse . . . that
inadequate financial resources prevented the provision of
special education and related services" (Jones, 1981, p. 22;

Mills v. Board of Education, 1972). Shortly thereafter, the

federal government passed a significant piece of
legislation, The Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which
prohibited the discrimination of people with disabilities in
any activity or program supported by federal funding. That
law authorized programs to help states develop and implement
plans aimed at meeting the vocational needs of individuals

with disabilities. It also supported research, projects,



and demonstrations geared toward the development of
innovative rehabilitation services. 1In 1974, Congress
authorized additional funding for states in Public Law 93-
380, The Education Amendments of 1974. More importantly,
P.L. 93-380 assured due process rights for children with
disabilities and their parents. It also assured children an
education in the least restrictive environment (Jones,
1981) . These actions culminated in the passage of Public
Law 94-142, The Education for All Handicapped Children Act
of 1975 (EAHCA). Thisg law was retitled the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act in 1990 (IDEA).

The IDEA is permanent legislation and does not require
reauthorization by Congress. It established the right of
every child to a free, appropriate public education. The
law also provides federal funding to assist states in
carrying out the costly responsibility of educating children
with disabilities. Further, the IDEA includes procedural
safeguards intended to assure fairness and appropriateness
in the decision making process pertaining to the education
of children with disabilities. Additionally, the law
establishes managing and auditing standards at all levels of
government (Hume, 1987; Jones, 1981, Ballard, 1977).
Finally, the IDEA requires school personnel, in

collaboration with a child's parents, to develop an



individualized education program tailored to address the
child's unique educational needs.

Since the passage of the EAHCA, now titled IDEA,
numerous court decisions have interpreted the law, shaping
and defining current policies and practices in special
education. The courts have helped to establish what
constitutes primary and related services, including clean
intermittent catheterization, basic self-help and social

skills, and summer school for children with disabilities

(Battle v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, 1980; Hendrick
Hudson Central School District v.. Rowley, 1984; Irving v.

Tatro, 1984; Polk v. Central Susquehanna Intermediate Unit,

1988) . Other courts have specified how children with
disabilities are to receive disciplinary action at school
(S-1 v. Turlington, 1981; Honig v. Doe, 1988). Still other
courts have established a "zero reject" principle with
regard to educating children with severe and profound

disabilities (Abrahamson v. Hershman, 1983; School District

v. Rachel W., 1983; Timothy W. v. Rochester School District,

1989) .
Today, the challenge of providing special education
programs for children with disabilities has gone unabated.

More than twenty years after its passage, public education



continues to struggle with the demands of the IDEA in terms
of material, financial, and human resources. As school
districts grapple with these demands, questions continue to
arise with regard to the practice and theory of special
education. As Winzer (1993) reminds us: "In many ways
special education is still an experiment, a social and
educational undertaking in which philosophical, legal and

humanistic principles are being worked out" (p. 384).

Criticism of Special Education/Statement of the Problem

In recent years, sharp criticism has been raised by
parents, advocates, and educators. Their criticism
questions how basic theory in special education is developed
by researchers and applied by practitioners in the field.

Skrtic (1991) acknowledges practical criticism has led
to superficial changes in the practice of special education.
Practical criticism is aimed at the practice of special
education rather than the theories which guide it. Much of
this criticism has centered around the issue of where
special education students receive services. Many critics
argue that all students should be integrated within the
regular education program (Blackman, 1992; Stainback &
Stainback, 1991; Gartner & Lipsky, 1989; Wang & Walberg,
1988) . Other critics argue that labeling students may be

harmful and stigmatizing (Ysseldyke, Algozzine & Thurlow,



1992; Lipsky & Gartner, 1991). Skrtic argues that the
problem with practical criticism "is that it is a form of
naive pragmatism" (p. 109) because it fails to precipitate
any lasting, meaningful changes. Nor does practical
criticism question the theories upon which special education
is based. 1In other words, Skrtic seems to suggest that
practice without theory is blind and theory without practice
is empty.

In examining the theoretical criticism of special

education, Skrtic identifies four grounding assumptions:

1. Disabilities are pathological conditions that
students have.

2. Differential diagnosis is objective and useful.

3. Special education is a rationally conceived and
coordinated system of services that benefits
diagnosed students.

4. Progress results from incremental technological
improvements in diagnosis and instructional
interventions (p. 54).

Skrtic notes these underlying assumptions have been viewed

as assuming an atheoretical status (Bogdan and Knoll, 1988;

Bogdan and Kugelmass, 1984; Rist and Harrell, 1982;
Tomlinson, 1982). 1In other words, these studies suggest
the four assumptions are not based on a particular theory.
Skrtic points out these assumptions do include theories of

human pathology (deviance) and organizational rationality.



Therefore, he argues they cannot be considered totally
atheoretical.
Skrtic also examines two other sources of theoretical

criticism of special education: the confounded theory claim
and the "wrong theory" claim. The confounded theory claim
argues special education uses both a pathological model
(derived from medicine) and a statistical model (derived

from experimental psychology) to define impairments. The
pathological model defines impairments according to the
presence or absence of particular bioclogical symptoms, such
as Down syndrome or cerebral palsy. The statistical model
defines impairments by determining "the extent to which an
individual varies from the average population on a
particular attribute" (p. 113). For example, each person
varies in their intellectual capacity. Professionals
frequently transpose the pathological and statistical model,
thus "turning behavioral patterns into pathological signs™
(p. 114).

The "wrong theory" claim asserts special education
relies too heavily on principles of medicine and psychology
and essentially ignores social and political processes. The
reliance of theories from medicine and psychology tends to

"locate the root cause of all disability within the person"



(p. 114). This perspective is "wrong" in the sense that it
overlooks the social and political contexts of disability.

In spite of various theoretical criticisms, Skrtic
believes the "real problem for special education is the
field's unquestioned, and thus noncritical, posture toward"
its underlying "assumptions" (p. 112). Skrtic calls for a
multiparadigmatic and multidisciplinary approach to develop
theory and practice in special education. This approach
would allow for "self-reflective examination of the limits
and validity of special education knowledge and its
grounding assumptions" (p. 116). It also requires that
special education abandon the functionalist paradigm of
social scientific thought. The functionalist paradigm
essentially treats the social world as real, objective, and
concrete. To understand the social world, scientists and
researchers merely have to uncover the universal patterns
and rules that guide social structure and organization
(Burrell & Morgan, 1979). This paradigm has served as the
dominant framework for the development of theory and
practice in special education.

Kauffman (1993) suggests the criticism of special
education is far too often concerned with image, student
placement, and administrative organization and is therefore
"relatively superficial". He argues such criticism does not
focus on "the learner-teacher interactions that are at the

9



core of effective instruction" (p. 7). Kauffman believes
progress in special education can be achieved by
"disaggregating special education populations" when
considering placement issues, "repairing and elaborating
special education's conceptual foundations" through
"carefully honed and coherent statements about its meaning
and practice", and "strengthening special education's
empirical base" through '"reliable quantitative and
qualitative research" (p. 11-12).

Without these steps, Kauffman warns us that the current
system of special education "is in grave danger". The
source of this danger, in Kauffman's opinion, are
implementational failures in the field and "the vicious,
unjustified, and irrational criticism" reformers use to
undermine the profession. Kauffman acknowledges special
education has "been remiss in the quality and consistency™
of the services it delivers. He notes well: "We are paying
dearly for having expanded too rapidly, promising more than
we could deliver, and prostituting instruction in the
process" (Kauffman, 1994, p. 610).

In order to sustain the field of special education,
Kauffman suggests three basic reforms. First, he believes a
"clearer articulation" of the philosophies of special
education is needed. Kauffman contends that philosophies in
special education "have been more implicit than explicit™

10



and "loosely grounded in shifting, unstated assumptions".

As a result, special education has fallen "prey" to
unwarranted and unjustified criticism (p. 614). Secondly,
Kauffman calls for "significant change" in the training and
support of special education teachers. Such training would
be guided "by a coherent philosophy" (p. 615). Finally, he
suggests that special educators deliver effective and
intensive instruction utilizing methods and strategies "with
the strongest support in theory and reliable empirical
research" (p. 616). By "vigorously" and "persistently
address[ing] the issues of philosophy, teacher training, and
teaching methods", Kauffman believes special education can
provide services in which students "are treated with
kindness and respect for their individuality" (p. 617).

In the following sections, an overview of the current
belief system that guides much of the research in
educational administration will be presented. This overview
begins with a discussion of Enlightenment modernity and its
basic principles. The discussion will then focus on how the
tenets of Enlightenment modernity gave rise to the
bureaucratic nature of schools. Finally, the discussion

will examine the bureaucratic nature of the IDEA.

11



Prevailing View of Educational Administration

Much of the current theory and practice in educational
administration, including special education, is based on the
philosophy of Enlightenment modernity, or what Hallowell
calls integral liberalism. Integral liberalism honors '"the
inherent moral worth and spiritual equality of each
individual, the dignity of human personality, the autonomy
of individual will, and the essential rationality of men"
(Hallowell in Canavan, 1983, p. 40). According to Hallowell
(1965), the beliefs and values of integral liberalism (or
Enlightenment modernity) may be summarized as follows:

1. A belief in the essential autonomy of the individual
will and personality.

2. A belief in the absolute value of individual freedom
and equality.

3. A belief in the existence of inalienable natural
rights peculiar to individuals in virtue of their
humanity.

4. A belief in the essential rationality and goodness
of the individual.

5. A belief that the state and its institutions come
into existence as a consequence of a social contract
drawn between the individual and the state and
solely for the rational purpose of preserving and
protecting individual natural rights. And further,
if inalienable rights are violated, the contract is
broken and a new government must be constituted.

6. A belief that social control is best secured by law.
7. A belief in the existence of a transcendental order
of truth which is accessible to man's natural reason

and capable of evolving a moral response. Further,

12



this order is the source of the abstract formal
natural laws of both physical nature and human
nature (pp. 110-111).

The basic beliefs of integral liberalism (or
Enlightenment modernity) have played a significant role in
the development of the Western democratic tradition and
thought (Garrison, Parks & Connelly, 1993). For many of us,
the principles of integral liberalism are essential to our
thinking and beliefs. Garrison, Parks, and Connelly (1993)
suggest "the norms of integral liberalism appear beyond
critique". This invulnerability stems from the assumptions

implicit in the norms themselves. They assume that

there are rights that human beings inherit because
they are rational creatures; that rationality forms
the basis of these rights because reason . . . enables
them to grasp truth and thus acquire knowledge of
right and wrong; that the possession of reason raises
humans above brute creation; and that through its
exercise they become moral, and ultimately, political

agents (Martin, 1985, p. 76).

In other words, rationality allows human beings to be self-
assured in their claims of objective knowledge and truth.

Pure reason, which allows human access to a transcendental

13



order of truth, is the final authority for knowledge and
morality.

The philosophy of Enlightenment modernity (hereafter
referred to as modernity) first originated in the thought of
the philosophical raticnalists René Descartes and Baruch
Spinoza and the political philosophers Thomas Hobbes and
John Locke. Later, the ideas were embraced by a number of
important 18th century philosophers and scientists,
including Newton, Jefferson, Voltaire, Madison, Rousseau,
and Diderot. These ideas culminated in Kant's widely

influential works, Critique of Pure Reason (1781), Critigue

of Practical Reason (1788), and Metaphysics of Ethics
(1797) . The period of time during which these influential
thinkers worked is often referred to as the "Age of
Enlightenment". They believed they were living in a period
of time enlightened by a new respect for reason, scientific
inquiry, and humankind. Although more than two hundred
years have passed since the Enlightenment Age, the systems
of philosophy and methods of scientific inquiry developed
during its height continue to strongly influence our
thinking today.

Modernity emerged as a reaction to the religious and
political autocracy of the Medieval Age and served the needs
of the new mercantilist and capitalist classes (Elkind,
1995, p. 8-9). Contrary to the Medieval view of vesting all

14



authority in established and objective agencies, modernity
placed an enduring faith in the force of human reason.
Newton's discovery of universal gravitation had a profound
influence on modernist thinkers. Scientistsg, philosophers,
and other intellectuals assumed that if "man" could employ
scientific reasoning to explain the laws of the universe,
then "he" could certainly use this new-found logic to grasp
the fundamental laws of nature and society. As did John
Locke, the intellectuals of the Enlightenment Age believed
knowledge and truth could be discovered through experience
and investigation tempered by judicious reason. In their
search for universal truth, they believed humanity could one
day achieve continuous political, social, religious, and
economic progress.

Modernity is further characterized by three additional
beliefs (Elkind, 1995). First, there is the fundamental
belief in social progress. Society and the individual
gradually improve over time. The growth of knowledge and a
better understanding of people and societies move humanity
toward a better world. Secondly, there are universal,
"natural" laws which constitute the "grand theories of
science", such as those suggested by "Newton, Darwin, Marx,
Freud, and Einstein". The idea that the "creative and
rational thought of individuals" can transcend social,
political, and historical contexts is fundamental to

15



modernity. Finally, these "natural" laws occur with
"regularity and predictability". The aim of modern science
is to reveal the universal and regular natural laws that
regulate the "physical and social worlds" (Elkind, 1995,

p. 10).

Bureaucracy in Schools

Modernity or integral liberalism informs the
functionalist paradigm of social scientific thought (Foster,

1986) . Foster writes:

[Tlhe functionalist paradigm embraces the assumptions
that the social world is objective, real, and concrete;
that scientists standing, as it were, outside of this
world can record and accumulate facts about it.
Functionalism does not challenge the social order;
rather it assumes that things are right as they are:
the scientist merely has to find the underlying
regularities that guide social structures. Most of the
research done in educational administration and
organizational theory can be labeled functionalist in

character (Foster, 1986, pp. 55-56).

The functionalist paradigm has played a substantial
role in the efforts of public school reformers since the end

of the 19th century. In response to calls for significant
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