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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Policy in Practice: Examining Variability and Predictors of Educational Placement for Students 

with Autism, Intellectual Disabilities, and Specific Learning Disabilities in an Urban District 

 

by 

 

Caitlin Jean Solone 

Doctor of Philosophy in Special Education 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2020 

Distinguished Professor Connie L. Kasari, Chair 

 

Limited research has been conducted that examines trends, predictors, and decision-making 

processes regarding educational placement practices for students receiving special education 

services in American schools. Of the literature available, studies suggest that students with 

autism and intellectual disabilities are included in general education settings at some of the 

lowest rates compared to students with other eligibility labels. In contrast, students with specific 

learning disabilities are educated in general education settings at the highest rates. Moreover, 

urban regions and regions with higher percentages of Black and Latinx students have 

significantly lower general education placements rates. The present study had two aims: 

1. To examine the variability in educational placements across three eligibility categories 

(autism, intellectual disability, and specific learning disability) and 
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2. To determine the extent to which student level and district and neighborhood-level 

factors are associated with educational placement. 

Administrative data from the 2016-2017 school year were utilized to conduct the 

analyses. Results indicated that students with learning disabilities were included to a greater 

degree than students with autism, and both were included more than students with intellectual 

disabilities. 

Students identified as Black, Latinx, English Language learners, and eligible for free and 

reduced meals were less likely to be included in general education classrooms. District region 

and neighborhood income were also factors associated with lower odds of being included in 

general education classrooms. These findings corroborate and extend earlier data suggesting that 

the system has not made appreciable improvements in the last ten years. Future studies need to 

delve into why these data are stable by examining the policy and local decision-making 

processes concerning segregation and inclusion for students with disabilities. 
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Policy in Practice: Examining Variability and Predictors of Educational Placement for Students 

with Autism, Intellectual Disabilities, and Specific Learning Disabilities in an Urban District 

Introduction 

Nearly seven million students are eligible for special education services in the United 

States (U.S.), affording them the right to a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) in the 

least restrictive environment (LRE.; The Condition of Education Report, 2019). The Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA; 2004) states: 

To the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities, including children in 

public or private institutions or other care facilities, are educated with children who are 

not disabled, and special classes, separate schooling, or other 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 regular classes with the use of 

supplementary aids and services cannot be achieved satisfactorily. (20 U.S.C. § 

1412(5)(A)) 

In the fall of 2017, 63% of U.S. students eligible for special education services ages 6-21 

were educated in general education classrooms for 80% or more of their school day (National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2019). Yet, wide variability in placement trends across states 

(e.g., Williamson et al., 2006), within states (e.g., Barrett et al., 2019), and within school districts 

(e.g., Cosier, White, & Wang, 2018) exists. While individual student needs should be the 

impetus for educational placement determinations, specific factors such as disability or eligibility 

category, race, region, income, and population density have been differentially associated with 

placement trends (e.g., Kurth, Mastergeorge, & Paschall, 2016; Westling, 2019). Variability in 

placement would not be a relevant issue if all educational placements provided students with 
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equitable educational experiences yielding comparable outcomes. However, this is often not the 

case (e.g., Causton-Theoharis, Theoharis, Orsati, & Cosier, 2011; Cosier, Causton-Theoharis, 

Theoharis, 2013). States and regions with higher rates of inclusion yield significantly higher test 

scores (e.g., Cosier, Causton-Theoharis, Theoharis, 2013; Barrett et al., 2019), graduation rates 

(Schifter, 2015), and employment rates for individuals with disabilities (Westling, 2019) 

compared to states and regions with higher rates of restrictive settings. Conversely, students who 

are routed into more restrictive environments such as special day programs or special schools 

have higher dropout rates and a higher likelihood of entering the School-to-Prison 

Pipeline1 (National Council on Disability, 2015). 

Despite the legal and empirical basis for educating students with disabilities in general 

education classrooms, students in specific eligibility categories (i.e., autism, intellectual 

disability), students in urban regions, and students of color continue to be educated in more 

restrictive environments at disproportionate rates compared to students living in suburban and 

rural regions, White students, and those with less significant support needs (National Council on 

Disability, 2018). For decades educational inequity has been at the forefront of reform efforts. 

Yet, data continue to highlight issues around inequitable educational opportunities and outcomes 

for students with historically minoritized backgrounds (e.g., Artiles, 2019). 

 

 

  

 
1 The School-to-Prison Pipeline refers to a system of policies and practices rooted in systemic ableism and 

racism that push the nation’s most at-risk youth out of classrooms and into the criminal justice system (National 

Council Inon Disability, 2015). 
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Literature Review 

Disability, Race, Class, and the Intersectional Nexus 

American public schools have a deep-rooted history of segregation. Despite the legacy of 

the Brown2 decision which ruled racial segregation in schools unconstitutional, disability has 

since been an exception to the rule. Though children with disabilities were not afforded the right 

to education until 1975 with the passing of Public Law 94-142, the Education for All 

Handicapped Children Act (EHA; (20 USC 1412 [5] [A-C]), it was not long before disability 

became an acceptable justification for exclusion (Reid & Knight, 2006). Identifying students as 

disabled means that their position in the traditional or general education classroom can be 

questioned, and the student may reasonably and justifiably be removed. Though special 

education was never intended to be conceived of as a place, but rather a service, specialized 

classrooms and schools became commonplace for students eligible for special education 

services. 

For decades, educational inequity has been at the forefront of reform efforts, yet data 

continue to highlight issues around inequitable educational opportunities and outcomes (e.g., 

White et al., 2019). A recent study by the National Council on Disability (2018) found that 

though the proportion of students in general education classrooms for 80% or more of their 

school day increased across all racial and ethnic categories over time, students who identify as 

being Black, Asian, and Pacific Islander continue to be educated in general education classrooms 

at the lowest rates leading to their overrepresentation in special education classrooms and 

schools. 

 
2 Brown refers to the 1954 Landmark U.S. Supreme Court ruling in Brown v. Board of Education 

of Topeka Kansas, 347 U.S. 483. 
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The disproportionate representation of students with particular racial and ethnic identities 

in special education has been an issue recognized by the field of education for decades. EAHCA 

(1975) attempted to address and rectify this by mandating that evaluative procedures to identify 

and place students in special education must rely on multiple sources, which must be validated 

forms of evaluation that are not racially or culturally biased. Additionally, any public school 

accepting federal funding must demonstrate adherence to compliance mandates outlined in the 

law. One historic court case that demonstrated a failure to comply with EAHCA’s mandates was 

the case of Larry P. v. Riles. A complaint was filed in the federal district court against the San 

Francisco Unified School District, State Superintendent Wilson Riles, and members of the 

California and San Francisco City Boards of Education on behalf of six Black students. The 

plaintiffs challenged the use of standardized intelligence (IQ) tests as a means to qualify and 

place students into “educable mentally retarded (EMR) classrooms.” The plaintiffs argued that 

IQ tests were culturally biased, underestimated academic abilities in culturally diverse students 

and that restrictive placements denied them of “equal educational opportunities” (Larry P. v. 

Riles, 1984). The court agreed, stating that: 

The tests were never designed to eliminate cultural biases against Black children; it was 

assumed in effect, that Black children were less 'intelligent' than Whites .... The tests 

were standardized and developed on an all-White population, and naturally their 

scientific validity is questionable for culturally different groups. (Larry P. v. Riles, 1984) 

The court held that using such tests were discriminatory and violated EAHCA’s non-

discriminatory assessment mandate, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and the Rehabilitation Act of 

1973. As a result, the state was required to eliminate disproportionality in special education. IQ 

tests were prohibited from use to determine the eligibility and placement of Black children in 
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special education. Though this case highlighted the inadequate evaluation measures and 

disproportionality, issues remain. 

Today, federal accountability measures require districts to monitor the proportions of 

cultural and racial groups receiving special education services. Each state must also provide 

demographic data about each student receiving special education services, the educational setting 

in which they receive their services, the amount of time they have been receiving services, and 

disciplinary data. States found to have significant disproportionality among specific racial or 

ethnic groups are required to review and revise identification and placement policies and must 

reserve funds to provide early intervention resources to over-identified groups of students (20 

USC 1418). 

The Psychosocial Impact of Exclusion 

The disproportional representation of students in restrictive or segregated educational 

placements is more than an issue of poorly implemented policy and practices and bears weight 

on psychological and sociological outcomes. According to experimental social psychologists, as 

people engage with the world around them, their social knowledge (what they have learned about 

the social world) can be automatically activated by perceived stimuli. This activation then shapes 

and forms impressions, judgments, feelings, and intentions subconsciously (Bargh & Chartrand, 

1999; Bargh & Ferguson, 2000; Gazzaniga & Heatherton, 2003). Researchers have found that 

when individuals are primed with a given social group, they behave in ways that reflect the traits 

associated with the given group (Dijksterhuis, 1999; Moskowitz & Skurnik, 1999; Stapel & 

Koomen, 2001). The tendency to exclude students with disabilities, particularly those with the 

most extensive support needs (e.g., Morningstar, Kurth, & Johnson, 2017), creates an 

unrepresentative sample of the population whereby non-disabled students become accustomed to 
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existing in a community void of disability or difference. Disabled students then become 

accustomed to existing in the margins, predominantly in the presence of others with disabilities. 

If the school community reflects exclusionary or inequitable practices toward particular groups 

of students, subconscious beliefs and judgments may form in ways that serve to perpetuate 

inequity and ableism over time. Additionally, if students with disabilities are not included in their 

grade-level classrooms or school community and are solely surrounded by others with 

disabilities, they too may experience effects that perpetuate internalized ableism and inequity. 

The Legal & Historical Underpinnings 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, IDEA 

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA or IDEA) provides 

protections and rights to students with disabilities in the U.S. Passed in 1975 as the Education for 

All Handicapped Children Act (EHA), IDEA set guidelines for how schools are to provide 

educational support to students with disabilities. The law requires the use of an Individualized 

Education Plan (IEP) for every child receiving special education services, affords parents the 

right to due process, mandates that a continuum of educational placement options3 be made 

available, and assures that students with disabilities are educated in the least restrictive 

environment (LRE; 20 U.S.C. 1412 [5] [A-C]). The law states: 

To the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities, including children in 

public or private institutions or other care facilities, are educated with children who are 

not disabled, and special classes, separate schooling, or other removal of children with 

disabilities from the regular educational environment occurs only when the nature or 

 

3 The continuum of educational placements available to students receiving special education 

services can be found in Table 1 in the Appendix. 
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severity of the disability of a child is such that education in regular classes with the use of 

supplementary aids and services cannot be achieved satisfactorily. (P.L. 108-44 20 USC 

1412 612 (a) (5)) 

Least Restrictive Environment, LRE 

Though the concept of LRE has been embedded and accepted in special education policy 

for decades, controversy regarding how to determine a student’s LRE has been widely debated 

with little universality across states and even within districts (McLeskey, Hoppey, Williamson, 

& Rentz, 2004; Yell, 1995). Two opposing views are often held when interpreting the meaning 

of LRE. One adheres to the belief that LRE is always the general education classroom, while the 

other believes that a student’s LRE is the location by which their needs can be best met 

(McLeskey, Hoppey, Williamson, & Rentz, 2011). For this paper, the least restrictive 

environment along the continuum of educational placement options for students with disabilities 

is considered the chronological age-equivalent general education classroom (e.g., if a student is 

8, the LRE would be a third-grade general education classroom). That is not to say that every 

student’s least restrictive environment is the general education classroom; it is merely to say that 

the least restrictive of the placement options on the continuum is the general education 

classroom. As such, a student’s LRE may be somewhere along the continuum depending on the 

nature of the student’s needs (e.g., McLeskey et al., 2010). 

Litigation 

Over the past several decades, numerous court cases have addressed LRE, each setting 

forth standards and guidance for districts to make LRE decisions. 
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The Roncker Portability Test 

The Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals decided one of the first court cases regarding LRE 

in Roncker v. Walter (1983). The court held that segregated schools are not appropriate 

placements when the same benefits can be received in a public school. The court developed a 

two-factor test to be used to guide the placement determination process: 

1. Can the educational services provided in the segregated setting be feasibly provided in 

the nonsegregated setting? (If so, the segregated placement is inappropriate). 

2. Is the student being mainstreamed to the maximum extent appropriate? 

The ruling acknowledged that despite the court’s strong preference of inclusive settings, some 

students might have extensive support needs that require more attention or may not benefit to the 

extent they would if they received services in alternative placements. Additionally, the court 

allowed states to consider cost as a factor when determining placement if it deprives other 

students of resources and “that educational placement of handicapped children requires 

individual determinations” (Roncker v. Walter, 1983). 

The Daniel Two-Part Test 

The Fifth Circuit Court ruled in favor of a segregated classroom for the justified reasons 

outlined in Roncker v. Walter (1983) in Daniel R.R. v. State Board of Education (1989). The 

Court based their decision on two factors: (1) the lack of educational benefit in the general 

education setting, and (2) the amount of time the teacher spent supporting the student. The case 

elicited that “when a parent challenges a placement under the EHA, the child remains in the 

“status quo” during the pendency of the appellate process” (Daniel R.R. v. State Board of 

Education, 1989). Despite the initial attempts to include both students in the cases mentioned 

above, consideration of supplementary aids and services, as stated in EHA, were not considered 
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by the schools and were not taken into account in the judge’s ruling. This oversight in providing 

supplementary aids and services to support student success in general education soon became a 

key complaint made by plaintiffs. 

The Three-Factor Test 

In 1990 Rome City School District in Georgia requested a hearing to determine if the district 

had merit to evaluate Christy Greer, a kindergarten student with Down Syndrome. Christy’s 

parents requested a general education placement for Christy, but the district insisted that she be 

evaluated before agreeing to the placement. Christy’s parents feared that the district would use 

the evaluation results to make a more restrictive placement determination and therefore refused 

the evaluation request. The defendants argued that the “School System did not properly evaluate 

and consider available alternatives such as supplementary services before deciding that a free 

appropriate public education for Christy consists of segregated special education classes with 

occasional mainstreaming” (Greer v. Rome City School District, 1990). The Eleventh Circuit 

Court used the two-part test devised in the Daniel R. R. case to create a three-factor test and 

emphasized that to determine educational placement, the district may 

1. “compare the educational benefits that the handicapped child will receive in a regular 

classroom, supplemented by appropriate aides and services, with the benefits he or she 

will receive in a self-contained special education environment;” 

2. “consider what effect the presence of the handicapped child in a regular classroom would 

have on the education of other children in the classroom; and” 

3. “consider the cost of the supplemental aids and services that will be necessary to achieve 

a satisfactory education for the handicapped child in a regular classroom.” 
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The court ruled in favor of Christy’s general education placement due to the progress she had 

made academically and behaviorally and the amount of the teacher’s attention that she needed. 

The court held that the district had not considered the full range of supplemental aides and 

services and made no attempts to modify the schoolwork to meet her needs, while also 

emphasizing the possibility of a change in placement in the future depending on Christy’s 

progress. This three-part test was later used as the basis for subsequent LRE tests. 

Academic gains aren’t everything 

In Oberti v. Board of Education of the Borough of Clementon School District (1993), an 

eight-year-old child with Down syndrome was alleged to exhibit behavior that disrupted the 

general education classroom. According to the District, this warranted removal from general 

education and placement in a more restricted, self-contained special education classroom in an 

alternate school district. The Third Circuit court held that “determination that a child with 

disabilities might make greater academic progress in a segregated, special education class may 

not warrant excluding that child from the regular classroom environment.” They elaborated by 

saying: 

 We emphasize that the Act does not require states to offer the same educational 

experience to a child with disabilities as is generally provided for nondisabled 

children...To the contrary, states must address the unique needs of a disabled child, 

recognizing that the child may benefit differently from education in the regular classroom 

than other students…. the fact that a child with disabilities will learn differently from his 

or her education within a regular classroom does not justify exclusion from that 

environment. (Oberti v. Board of Education of the Borough of Clementon School District, 

1993) 
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This case outlined the types of justifications that were not tolerated by the court to remove a 

child from the general education classroom. One year later, another case arose, providing even 

greater guidance to schools and districts regarding how to determine the appropriateness of an 

educational placement. 

The Rachel H. Four-Factor Test 

In Sacramento City School District v. Rachel H. (1994), parents of a kindergarten student 

with an intellectual disability, Rachel, filed a complaint against the District after Rachel had been 

offered placement in a special education classroom despite their request for her to be educated in 

the general education classroom for the entirety of her school day. The judge decided in favor of 

Rachel and required the District to place her in the general education kindergarten classroom 

with supports and services. The judge used a “four-factor balancing test” to determine the 

appropriateness of Rachel’s placement in general education. The four factors considered were 

“(1) the educational benefits of placement full-time in a regular class; (2) the non-academic 

benefits of such placement; (3) the effect Rachel had on the teacher and children in the regular 

class; and (4) the costs of mainstreaming Rachel” (Sacramento City School Districtv. Rachel H., 

1994). The Ninth Circuit Court adopted the four-factor balancing test, which had significant 

implications in determining LRE across the Ninth Circuit Court states. However, vague 

interpretations of this four-factor test continue to result in placement decisions that mirror the 

status quo in a given district or school. 

Behavior Isn’t Always a Deal Breaker 

In 1997, a case was brought to the Fourth Circuit Court in Hartmann v. Loudoun County 

Board of Education when the parents of Mark Hartmann, an 11-year-old student with autism 

who had been educated in a general education classroom, rejected the change of placement offer 
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from the school. Despite Mark’s aggression in the classroom, assistive technology, one-on-one 

paraprofessional support, modified curriculum, and consultants’ training, the Court ruled in favor 

of Mark’s parents. It held that the school district had not done enough to support Mark in the 

general education placement (Hartmann v. Loudoun, 1997). 

How Much Progress is Enough Progress? 

In Endrew F. v. Douglas County School District, a 2017 U.S. Supreme Court case, the 

parents of a fifth-grade student with autism placed him in a private school because they believed 

the education provided by the public school was inadequate and sought reimbursement, a process 

outlined as acceptable in IDEA. The court sought to determine the level of educational benefit 

that districts must expect from students in order for FAPE to be considered provided. The court 

held that schools must provide students with disabilities an education that is “reasonably 

calculated to enable the child to make progress appropriate in light of the child’s circumstances,” 

and that the educational program must be “appropriately ambitious,” allowing students to have 

“challenging objectives” (Endrew F. v. Douglas County School District, 2017). The court stated 

that “for most children, a FAPE will involve integration in the regular classroom and 

individualized special education calculated to achieve advancement from grade to grade.” This is 

a pivotal case because it altered prior rulings, which stated that educational programs for students 

with disabilities merely needed to yield a “de minimis” educational progress. 

Pushing Too Far for Progress? 

In R.M. v. Gilbert Unified School District, the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals ruled in 

favor of the District, arguing that FAPE was indeed the IEP provided by the District whereby 

R.M. was to attend a non-neighborhood school (different than R.M.’s sister) with time spent in 

the general education classroom as well as a special education classroom with students with 
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similar support needs to receive specialized instruction. The court argued that the guidelines 

created by Endrew F. v. Douglas County School District encouraged high expectations for each 

child. Therefore, the District, who was offering additional minutes per day of specialized 

instruction, was doing what was best for R.M. to assist him in making meaningfully ambitious 

progress. In the hearing, the District stated that at his home school, there were no other kids like 

R.M.; therefore, when he received his specialized minutes in the resource classroom, the 

resource teacher could not include other students in their sessions, so the time was spent one-on-

one. In contrast, there was a specialized classroom at the proposed school with many other 

students like R.M, where he could receive small group instruction for 125 minutes per school 

day with students like him. 

Additionally, while the court addressed removing him from his home school where his 

sister attended and the potential hardship, the change in placement may have on his family, this 

factor was only nominally highlighted. In the case, research was cited in favor of inclusive 

education, but no available data were presented comparing outcomes by placement or by time 

spent in general education classrooms. Additionally, the court emphasized that changing schools 

was not a change in placement type and was not an increase of restrictiveness (R.M. v. Gilbert 

Unified School District, 2019). 

Progress Doesn’t Need to Be Commensurate with Nondisabled Peers 

In Hyde v. Hamilton County Department of Education, the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals 

deemed that Hamilton County Department of Education has violated the rights of a student with 

Down syndrome by attempting to remove him from a general education classroom in his 

neighborhood school because he was not keeping up with the pace of his peers. They suggested 

that he attend a segregated classroom for students with disabilities at a different school. His 
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parents disagreed with the district’s determination and pulled him out of the district school and 

placed him in a private school until legal proceedings commenced. The federal judge ruled that 

they had failed to follow guidelines outlined in federal law when deciding the student’s least 

restrictive environment and that based on prior success and progress in the general education 

classroom, the student’s least restrictive environment was the general education classroom. 

The Placement Predicament Remains 

Despite guidance set forth by the Courts, controversy regarding how to determine a 

student’s LRE has long been widely debated (McLeskey, Hoppey, Williamson, & Rentz, 2004; 

Yell, 1995), and LRE practices continue to be a common source of contention (Crocket, 2014). 

Disagreements around LRE determinations have been the cause of contention between districts 

and parents for decades (e.g., Bolourian, Tipton-Fisler, & Yassine, 2018). Overall, very little is 

known about how LRE is decided for the millions of students receiving special education 

services in the U.S. each year. Literature reviewed in the following section offers insight into 

what is known at a more proximal level. 

Educational Placement Determination Processes 

IDEA Section 612(a)(5) states that students may only be removed from the general 

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

regular classes with the use of supplementary aids and services cannot be achieved 

satisfactorily.” Section 300.42, part B(a) attempts to define what is meant by supplementary aids 

and services by defining them as “aids, services, and other supports that are provided in regular 

education classes, other education-related settings, and in extracurricular and nonacademic 

settings, to enable children with disabilities to be educated with nondisabled children to the 

maximum extent appropriate” (§300.42).  Kurth et al. (2018) describes supports and services as 
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materials, services, or supports that aid in meeting the physical, instructional, social, behavioral, 

or communication needs of a student. IDEA (2004) provides further guidance by stating that a 

student’s need for modifications to the general education curriculum should not be the sole 

purpose for removing the student and litigation reviewed previously points to precedents set by 

the courts. However, no streamlined and systematic method has been adopted by states to 

provide a clear and direct path towards consistent LRE determination practices. The current 

section reviews the limited literature available regarding LRE determination processes. 

Segall and Campbell (2014) used a quasi-experimental design to survey 108 first grade 

general education teachers to determine whether intelligence quotient (IQ) or disability label 

impacted placement determinations. Researchers set up a vignette scenario where teachers had to 

read a student’s description and determine their LRE. Participants were randomly assigned 

vignettes to read where the boy in the vignette was either portrayed as having either a cognitive 

disability, no cognitive disability, a cognitive disability, and autism, or no cognitive disability 

and autism. Much like Becker and colleagues (2014), teachers who had high levels of self-

efficacy were more likely to ascertain that their classroom was the appropriate setting for the 

fictitious boy. In addition to positive self-efficacy, if they also felt other stakeholders would 

favor inclusion, they were even more likely to place the boy in a less restrictive setting. 

Conversely, teachers with low self-efficacy and who felt other stakeholders would not 

support inclusion were more likely to assign him to a more restrictive setting. Findings also 

revealed that level of fondness for the student was also a factor. No main effect was found 

between perceived disability label (autism) and placement determination, knowledge, 

experience, perceptions of disruptive behaviors associated with autism, or other attitudes. 

Overwhelmingly, however, participants who read that the boy had a “cognitive impairment” 
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reported that a self-contained classroom for the school day was an appropriate placement for the 

entirety of the school day. Though these were hypothetical scenarios, it provides some 

suggestions of possible factors that may influence placement decisions. General education 

teachers are a vital sample to study, as their opinions and beliefs can significantly influence their 

perceptions about the appropriateness of students with IEPs served in their classrooms. These 

findings corroborate findings in subsequent research by Kurth et al. (2019) regarding attributes 

of disabilities and placement determinations. 

In the most recent study by Kurth and colleagues (2019), a content analysis was 

conducted on 88 IEPs of students eligible for services under varied eligibility categories (i.e., 

autism, intellectual disability, speech and language impairment, deaf-blindness) in six states to 

examine the least restrictive environment (LRE) statements in order to evaluate possible trends 

and factors associated with varied placements determinations. One of the most notable findings 

was that percentage of time in general education was only indicated on 52% (46) of the IEPs 

reviewed, despite it being a necessary piece of the IEP.  Because the IEP is a legal document that 

houses all necessary information outlining the free and appropriate public education (FAPE) 

offered by the district, a failure to report placement or time spent in general education indicates 

federal compliance concerns. In addition, researchers identified 19 IEPs without an LRE 

statement or one that was left blank, 43 LRE statements that were not individualized or 

measureable, seven identical statements which stated “[student needs specialized instruction and 

support not available in the general education classroom”, and five with yes or no questions 

pertaining to whether or not the needs of the student could be met in general education. 

Researchers also “found no LRE justification statements referring to the provision of 

supplementary aids and services, nor any discussion of how these were considered when making 
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LRE decisions” (Kurth et al., 2019, p.11). Another major finding was that often the most cited 

reasons for excluding students from general education settings were attributes relating to 

disability label and deficits. While these data provide some insight, additional research with 

alternate data sets, experimental design, and more sophisticated methods may be of benefit. 

The Justification for Inclusion 

The justification for inclusion is not solely on the basis of academic outcome data. But 

rather, on the comprehensive gain that may be achieved both at the individual and societal level 

when students are educated alongside peers who are different than them, and when teachers see 

all students as valued members of their classroom communities. Inclusion is not simply about 

providing access to general education classrooms to students with disabilities, but about 

providing access to all students who may lie on the margins of socially constructed normalcy. 

Defining Inclusion 

Inclusion is a construct used across the disciplines holding varied context-dependent meanings. 

In many spaces inclusion is used in reference to racial and ethnic diversity, in education, 

inclusion is most often referred to in regards to students with disabilities having access to general 

education classrooms or spaces with nondisabled peers (Goransson & Nilholm, 2014). For the 

purposes of this study, inclusion will be operationally defined as the practice of designating a 

student’s educational placement as the chronologically matched general education classroom 

where the student is expected to spend 50% or more of their school day. Within the district 

studied, 50% or more time in general education denotes a general education placement (being on 

the general education class roster) and 49% or less denotes having a special day program 

placement when referring to students at general education school sites. The term “full inclusion” 

will be used to refer to students who spend 100% of the time in general education. While other 
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factors regarding whether the environment (e.g. classroom, school) is truly inclusive or merely 

allows a student with a disability to be present are valuable metrics to consider, these data are not 

available and will not be examined in the present study. 

Evidence suggests that when students with and without disabilities are educated 

alongside one another, substantial short-and long-term benefits exist for both groups of students. 

As such, an examination of state-level data suggests that states with higher rates of students with 

disabilities educated in general education classrooms yield higher state test scores in reading and 

math (Barrett et al., 2019), higher rates of integrated employment for adults with intellectual 

disabilities (ID), and higher graduation rates (Kurth, Mastergeorge, & Paschall, 2016; Westling, 

2019). Similarly, Schifter (2015) examined graduation patterns of students and found that those 

receiving special education services who were in fully inclusive placements (100% of the time in 

general education), were approximately five times more likely to graduate on time than students 

in more restrictive placements. 

What’s Best for Students? 

Despite the rationale for offering a placement continuum with segregated, and specialized 

classrooms, a growing body of evidence suggests that inclusive placements, particularly for 

students with more extensive support needs, yield more positive outcomes (e.g. Gee, Gonzalez, 

& Cooper, 2020; Hehir, Grindal, & Eidelman, 2012). One explanation may be that special 

education classrooms often fall short and fail to deliver on their promise for more equitable, and 

superior educational environments (Causton-Theoharis, Theoharis, Orsati, & Cosier, 2011).  This 

may be due to a number of factors including teacher training and the substantial special 

education teacher shortage (Podolsky & Sutcher, 2016). Some eligibility groups such as ID and 

multiple disabilities (MD) have historically received their education in segregated classrooms.  
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In a recent study with matched groups of students with more extensive support needs students in 

the general education classrooms actually made more substantial progress in literacy, numeracy, 

and communication than in segregated classrooms (e.g. Gee, Gonzalez, & Cooper, 2020). 

Students with Intellectual Disabilities 

Several studies have examined the benefits of inclusive educational settings on students 

with intellectual disabilities (ID).  During the fall of 2017, 17% of students with ID were 

educated in general education classrooms for 80% or more of their school day (National Center 

on Education Statistics, 2018). When controlling for cognitive level of students with ID, 

improvements in the areas of language, literacy (Buckley, Bird, Sacks, & Archer, 2006; de Graaf 

& van Hove, 2015; Turner, Alborz, & Gayle, 2008) reading, writing, (Buckley, Bird, Sacks, & 

Archer, 2006), memory skills (Laws, Byrne, & Buckley, 2000), engagement (Katz & Mirenda, 

2002), behavior (Wiener & Tardif, 2004) and social skill development (Schwab, 2015) were 

greater for students educated in general education classrooms than in more restrictive settings.  

Self-sufficiency and independence were also found to be strongly and positively correlated with 

time spent in general education for students with ID (Newman & Davies-Mercier, 2005; Sumi et 

al., 2005). While evidence supports the usefulness of inclusive education for students with ID, 

research yields a range of results when examining the effects for students with autism. 

Research suggests that when students with more extensive support needs are included in 

general education classrooms they have greater access to the general education curriculum, better 

instruction, increased academic achievement, and more positive social and behavioral outcomes 

(Hehir, 2012). In a study by Hehir and colleagues (2012), the performance of over 68,000 

elementary and secondary school students eligible for special education services in 

Massachusetts were analyzed using state test data. When controlling for family income, school 
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quality, and proficiency in English, all variables related to academic achievement, researchers 

found that when compared to other students eligible for special education services through 

similar disability classifications, those who spent a larger proportion of their school day in 

general education settings performed significantly higher on language and math tests than those 

who spent a smaller proportion of the school day in general education (Hehir, Grindal, & 

Eidelman, 2012). 

In a matched pairs comparison study, 15 pairs of students with extensive support needs in 

the same district were matched based on 12 characteristics from their first complete IEP. One 

student per pair was placed in a separate special education classroom and was served there from 

the first to last IEP. The second student was placed in general education for 80% or more of their 

day from their first to last IEP. The amount of time between the first and last IEP varied by pair 

ranging from one to eight years. The students were observed in their classrooms using time-

sampling data taken on the types of activities, contexts, and engagement that occurred during the 

observation. Outcome data relating to communication levels, literacy levels, and numeracy levels 

were analyzed from the first to the last IEP. Findings demonstrated that the students placed in 

general education classrooms had significantly higher progress outcomes for communication, 

literacy and numeracy skills. Levels of engagement, involvement in typical curricular activities, 

and social interactions were also significantly higher (Gee, Gonzalez, & Cooper, 2020). 

Students with Autism 

In contrast to students with ID, inclusive placements for students with autism have 

yielded mixed results in the literature. In the fall of 2017, 40% of students with autism spent 80% 

or more of their day in general education classrooms (National Center on Education Statistics, 

2018). Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) affects 1 in 54 students (CDC) and is characterized by 
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persistent challenges with social communication and social interaction as well as restricted, 

repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities (American Psychological Association, 

2013). Students with ASD exhibit a wide range of unique characteristics, verbal communication, 

skills, and support needs, exemplifying the wide continuum or spectrum. Because ASD is a 

spectrum, it is unclear if there are some students who benefit more from inclusion and others 

who do not. Placement in general education classrooms increases contact with typically 

developing peers which can have positive effects (Robertson, Chamberlain, & Kasari, 2003). 

Academic outcomes, however, between general education placements and more restrictive, 

special education placements yield small to no differences (Harris, Handleman, Kristoff, & Bass, 

1990). Other studies find similar outcomes regardless of inclusion or segregation for young 

children with ASD (Daniel & King, 1997). Conversely, other research has found positive 

outcomes from inclusive classrooms resulting in significantly higher outcomes in reading and 

math (Cosier, Causton-Theoharis, & Theoharis, 2013). Families of students with ASD enact their 

legal rights including mediation and due process, at significantly higher rates than families 

representative of other eligibility categories, most commonly citing educational placement, 

specifically, not enough time in general education, as their reason for dispute (Goldman & 

Burke, 2019; Mueller & Carranza, 2011). 

Students with Specific Learning Disabilities 

The majority of students with SLD are educated for over 80% of their day in general 

education classrooms. According to the National Center for Learning Disabilities (2017), 

approximately 5％ of the total public school enrollment in the United States has an identified 

learning disability making up 42% of the students receiving special education services in the 

U.S. A specific learning disability (SLD) is currently defined by the Individuals with Disability 
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Education Act (IDEA) of 2004 as “a disorder in 1 or more of the basic psychological processes 

involved in understanding or in using language, spoken or written, which the disorder may 

manifest itself in the imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do 

mathematical calculations.”  When educated in general education classrooms, students with SLD 

are found to make more progress in reading and math (Waldron & McLeskey, 1998). During the 

2017 school year, 71% of students with SLDs in the U.S. are educated in general education 

classrooms for 80% or more of their school day (National Center for Education Statistics, 2018). 

Students Experiencing Multiple Marginalizations. 

The benefits of inclusive practices for youth experiencing multiple historically marginalized 

identities (e.g. SLD, free or reduced lunch eligible, and Black) may be particularly important. 

The pervasiveness of the school-to-prison pipeline, a metaphor that represents the 

overrepresentation of low-income, non-White, and disabled students in the juvenile justice 

system perpetuates a cycle of inequitable educational opportunity and poor outcomes (Losen, 

2014). Perpetuated by the educational systems, structures, and environment, the school-to-prison 

pipeline illustrates a fluid trajectory which pushes many at-risk students out of general education 

classrooms, into special education settings or tracking, and eventually into the justice system. 

Inclusive practices for students with disabilities shifts the focus from removal from the 

classroom on the basis of disability, to adequate support within the classroom. Connor and Ferri 

(2005), propose examining the intersection of racism and ableism to fully comprehend the 

structures working against historically marginalized youth. They claim that when compared to 

racism and racial segregation, “disability has become a more socially accepted, even normalized, 

category of marginalization for students of color.” They further argue that “the lack of progress 
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toward more inclusion is mirrored in the lack of progress toward greater desegregation,” (Connor 

& Ferri, 2005) calling for a critical examination of the intersection between Brown and IDEA. 

For decades, inequity in American public schools has been at the forefront of reform efforts, yet 

data continue to highlight issues around inequitable educational opportunities and outcomes for 

students with historically minoritized backgrounds (Osher, Bear, Sprague, & Doyle, 2010; Skiba 

et al., 2014). Despite policy reform, increased accountability measures, and millions of federal 

dollars designated to addressing educational inequity annually, students at the intersections of 

multiple oppressing identities, continue to experience substantial disadvantage in school (Osher, 

Bear, Sprague, & Doyle, 2010; Petrosino, Fronius, Goold, Losen, & Turner, 2017). 

Efforts to minimize the number of students receiving special education services in 

alternative (non-general education) placements, not only serves students with disabilities, but 

begins to combat consequences of bias, unequal systems, and inequities facing all students. 

Theoretical Framework 

Theories of segregation and inequality exemplified through Annamma, Connor, and 

Ferri’s, Disability Critical Race theory (2013) are brought to bear on the issue of LRE, as well as 

Bandura’s social learning theory (Bandura, 1978). Segregating certain groups from the 

mainstream, particularly students of color and offering less optimal learning environments has 

long been a strategy in society for maintaining the status quo. 

Disability Critical Race Theory 

Disability Critical Race Theory combines aspects of Critical Race Theory (CRT) and 

Disability Studies (DS) to analyze the intersection of race and ability. Disability Studies scholars 

have long discussed the social construction of disability, whereby inaccessible and 

unaccommodating environments that prioritize the normative body, mind, and race, above all 
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else, perpetually label, segregate and undervalue students who fail to fit into the normative mold 

(Linton, 2006). Similarly, CRT is a theoretical framework that critically examines society and 

culture in relation to categorizations of race, law and power. The merger of the two, 

acknowledges the intersection of race and disability through seven core tenets. This study 

focuses on integrating four core tenets: (1) a focus on the way that forces of racism and ableism 

circulate interdependently, often in neutralized and invisible ways, to uphold notions of normalcy 

within schools, (2) valuing of multidimensional identities rather than singular identities alone to 

more fully acknowledge the unique experiences of students at the intersections of multiple 

historically oppressive identities, (3)  emphasizing simultaneously the social construction of race 

and ability and the impacts of being labeled as raced or disabled, setting a student outside of the 

accepted norm, and (4) consideration of legal and historical aspects of disability and race and 

how they have both been used separately or together to deny rights to some (Annamma, Connor, 

& Ferri, 2013). Within the context of this research, Disability Critical Race Studies is used as a 

tool to understand the variability in educational placements and the many factors associated with 

educational placement within a district at risk for high rates of marginalization and segregation. 

It is within this context, that the variability can be examined, understood, and future policies may 

be employed to reverse historical patterns and provide equitable opportunities for all students. 

Social Learning Theory 

Classroom settings, and the individuals within these contexts contribute to Bandura’s 

view of a social constructivist model of learning and development.  Because learning is viewed 

as socially mediated, it likely matters who students with disabilities are educated alongside of, 

and whether the curriculum is contextually relevant, problem based and personally meaningful.  
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The social learning theory (SLT; Bandura, 1978), posits that behavior can be 

conceptualized as functioning through reciprocal determinism. Reciprocal determinism implies 

that there is a continuous and dynamic interaction between an individual’s behavior, the 

environment of the behavior, and internal characteristics of the individual (behavior, 

environment, person). Because each component interacts reciprocally and constantly with one 

another, each factor can influence the other and can change over time. For example, a student’s 

beliefs or desires may influence behavior, but an environmental change may change the student’s 

beliefs or desires thereby influencing behavior. A teacher (person) believing his student 

(environment) to have deficits may become repeatedly frustrated with the child and over-correct 

his behavior (behavior) or have him evaluated for additional services, however if the individual 

(person) begins to think about the student as needing trauma informed teaching or restorative 

justice practices, the teacher may respond to the student differently (behavior) which then may 

alter the student’s behavior (environment). 

With the use of Social Learning Theory and the notion of reciprocal determinism, we can 

begin to conceptualize underlying personal factors that interact with the environment thereby 

leading to changes in behavior, which may offer insights that can aid in developing appropriately 

supportive classrooms. 

These theories are borne out in that in the current literature, the most consistent predictor 

of educational placement is geographic regional population density, whereby urban areas with 

high population density place students in more restrictive environments at higher rates than those 

living in more rural, less populated regions (e.g. Brock & Schaefer, 2015; Westling, 2019), and 

states or districts with higher percentages of African-American and Latino students are 

significantly more likely to have higher rates of students in more restrictive settings (e.g. Kurth, 
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Mastergeorge, & Paschall, 2016; Westling, 2019). Studies have also found a strong correlation 

between disability category and placement, whereby students with more extensive support needs 

such as autism and intellectual disabilities (ID) are placed in more restrictive settings (Kurth, 

Morningstar, & Kozleski, 2014) while students with high incidence disabilities such as learning 

disabilities are placed in the least restrictive settings (McLeskey, Hoppey, Williamson, & Rentz, 

2004). 
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Current Placement Practices 

Trends in Placement at the National Level 

Despite decades of research in the field of special education, much of the literature 

examining placement trends, LRE determination, and outcomes based on placement is 

categorized as foundational and early-stage or exploratory research. Though statewide LRE data 

is reported to the federal government each year and publicly available, very few researchers have 

examined the large scale secondary data analyses or conducted independent studies to explore 

trends in placement over time, predictors of placement, and disability-specific placement data 

(i.e. Brock & Schaefer, 2015; Kurth, Mastergeorge & Paschall, 2016; Kurth, Morningstar, & 

Kozleski, 2014). Additionally, even fewer researchers have examined individual level data to 

better understand placement disparities (i.e. Kleinert et al., 2015; Skiba et al., 2006). According 

to Kurth, Morningstar, and Kozleski (2014), placement trends for students with disabilities in the 

U.S. remained constant between 2004 and 2012. The federal government has emphasized the 

importance of educating students with disabilities alongside their non-disabled peers, however, 

very little is known about when, where, why, and which students with disabilities are most often 

included in general education classrooms. 

Disproportionate placement practices by region 

Several studies have highlighted state educational placement trends for varying disability 

categories such as autism (Kurth, 2014; Kurth, Mastergeorge, & Paschall, 2016), learning 

disabilities (McLeskey, Landers, Hoppey & Williamson, 2011), and intellectual disabilities 

( Kurth, 2015; Williamson et al., 2006). Williamson et al. (2006) found that a large amount of 

variability exists across and within states. 
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In a study by Kurth, Mastergeorge, and Paschall (2016), researchers examined federally 

reported state level data for students with an eligibility category of autism to explore variables 

which may influence the statewide differences in placement trends for students with an autism 

diagnosis. Statistical analyses found that states that were highly inclusive made up a cluster of 

states that were more rural, had the lowest poverty levels, had the highest graduation rates, the 

highest number of citizens with high school diplomas, and had the highest percentage of White 

citizens. States that educated students with autism in the most restrictive placements, however, 

were more urban, densely populated states with higher percentages of African American citizens, 

higher rates of free or reduced lunch and lower graduation rates than states with higher rates of 

inclusion. 

To further explore the variability across states, Westling (2019), used an innovative, 

social policies approach to explore state level demographic, political, financial, legal and 

academic outcome variables which may account for the variance in inclusion trends across states. 

The following variables (all in relation to state averages) were used to conduct bivariate 

correlations: resident political affiliations (conservative, moderate, liberal, Governor’s party), 

population density, high school graduation rate, college education, median income, total per 

pupil expenditure, legal complaints filed with each state’s department of education (written and 

signed complaints, due process complaints, and mediation requests) reading and math scores in 

4th and 8th grades for students with and without disabilities, employment rates for individuals 

with intellectual disabilities, students ages 6-21 educated in the general education classroom for 

80% or more of the school day (all students with disabilities, students with intellectual 

disabilities, and emotional disturbance). A stepwise multiple regression analysis was then 

utilized to provide a deeper understanding of variables that may account for the variance. 
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Findings suggest that states with higher rates of inclusion have higher rates of conservatives and 

higher graduation rates. According to Westling’s (2019) results, states with lower rates of 

inclusion are states with high population density, higher rates of liberals, and higher median 

family incomes. Results also suggest that the overall wealth of a state, per pupil spending, nor 

legal complaints account for the variability in educational placement trends between states. 

Furthermore, positive correlations were found between the rate of inclusion and higher 

graduation rates as well as higher percentages of people with intellectual disabilities in integrated 

employment settings within the state. 

When examining state level data for Ohio, Brock and Schaefer (2015) found that whether 

districts were in urban or rural regions of the state was predictive of placement in general 

education classes for students with developmental disabilities. Findings suggest that students in 

urban districts spent less time in general education classrooms, and students in rural districts 

spent more time in general education classrooms. Furthermore, the urban districts with the 

highest enrollment numbers tended to place an even lower proportion of students in general 

education classrooms. These findings align with several others in that urban regions or districts 

place students with disabilities in more restrictive settings at higher rates (Brock & Schaefer, 

2015; Hunt et al., 1993; Kurth, 2014; Kurth, Mastergeorge, & Paschall, 2016). One hypothesis is 

that this may be due to the disproportionate availability of placement options in urban versus 

rural regions as large urban cities and larger districts tend to have a wider range of placements 

options available to students in close proximity to their residence, while rural regions have less 

options available within close proximity. Additional research, however, is necessary to explore 

that theory. 
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 In an analysis of 338 districts within New York state, Cosier, White, and Wang (2018) 

found that specific geographic regions within New York state (central and western) were 

predictive of higher rates of inclusive educational placements for students with intellectual 

disabilities (ID). Negative correlations were found between the percentage of students included 

and the percentage of students in the district who were Black, Latino and limited English 

proficient. This replicates findings from Kurth et al. (2016), who examined the state-level data 

relating to students with autism, yielding consistent findings in regards to inclusivity associated 

with high populations of White citizens and higher rates of exclusion in states with higher 

populations of Black students. Though this does not necessarily mean that students who served 

under IDEA who are Black, are less likely to be educated in more restrictive settings (no student 

level data were utilized in this study), but suggests a need for continued research that examines 

school, classroom, and student level data. 

Disproportionate Placement Practices by Eligibility Label 

Educational placement trends have been documented over the past four decades, as 

required by Section 1412 of IDEA, through state-level data reported annually to the U.S. 

Department of Education (USDOE), Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP: USDOE, 

2017). Research available suggests that over the years there has been an overall increase in the 

amount of time students spend in general education settings (Kurth, Mastergeorge, & Paschall, 

2016). This is particularly true for students with high incidence disabilities (disabilities that occur 

often), including students with learning disabilities, speech and language impairments, and other 

health impairments (McLeskey, Hoppey, Williamson, & Rentz, 2004), and less true for students 

with low-incidence disabilities (disabilities occur less frequently) such as students with multiple 

disabilities, autism, intellectual disabilities and deaf-blindness (Kurth, Morningstar, & Kozleski, 
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2014). Of the limited body of research that explores educational placement rates of students with 

disabilities in the U.S, each study used federally reported LRE data to conduct their analyses, 

(Brock, 2018; Kleinert et al., 2015; Kurth, Mastergeorge, & Paschall, 2016; Kurth, Morningstar, 

& Kozleski, 2014; McLeskey, Hoppey, Williamson et al., 2006; Williamson, & Rentz, 2004; 

McLeskey et al., 2012; McLeskey, Landers, Williamson & Hoppey, 2011; Morningstar, Kurth, 

& Johnson, 2016). 

In a study by Williamson et al. (2006), placement data for students with intellectual 

disabilities (ID) illustrated an increase in general education placements from the 1989-1990 

school year to the 1999-2000 school year. Similarly, Brock (2018) reviewed trends in placement 

of students with ID over the span of 40 years and found historical trends of incremental progress 

towards less restrictive settings, but no evidence of progress in recent years. Findings indicated 

that most students with ID (55.3% to 73.1%) were educated predominantly in segregated settings 

every year. 

McLeskey, Landers, Williamson and Hoppey (2011) examined federal LRE data across a 

17-year span (1990-1991 to 2007-2008) and found that over that time period there was a 93% 

increase in students with learning disabilities, other health impairments and emotional behavioral 

disorders being included in general education classrooms. In another study by McLeskey et al., 

(2012), trends in placement for students with learning disabilities, intellectual disabilities, speech 

and language impairments, emotional and behavioral disorders, and other health impairments 

were examined across the same time span. They found that there was a gradual decline in the 

percentage of students educated in separate settings for the majority or all of the school day. 

They noted the most significant change was exhibited for students with learning disabilities. 
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Morningstar, Kurth, and Johnson (2017) examined the LRE data between 2000 and 2014 

and found that the most common educational placement for students with an intellectual or 

multiple disabilities was a separate classroom for the majority of the school day which remained 

constant across the time period. Students with deaf-blindness and autism both showed a slight 

increase in the percentage of students educated in general education for 80% or more. 

While the data overall indicates an upward trend toward students being educated in the 

general education classroom for 80% or more of the school day, and commensurate decreases in 

the number of students placed in more restrictive environments, variability across disability 

categories is quite substantial. 

Student-Level Characteristics Associated with Placement 

Very little research exists to date that has examined student-level data to gain insights 

into student-level differences that might account for the variance in placement outcomes 

(Banerjee, Sundeen, Hutchinson, & Jackson, 2017; Hosp & Reschly, 2002). The first to conduct 

an analysis using student-level data was Hosp and Reschley (2002), who sampled third through 

fifth graders with a range of disabilities in Delaware to try to determine which student-level 

factors accounted for the most variance in placement differences. Hosp and Reschley (2002) 

used demographic data, pre-referral interventions, referral reasons, assessment data, a behavior 

rating scale, specific areas learning disability domains and IEP components. Results suggested 

that the following variables accounted for some of the variance observed in students who spent 

more time outside of the general education classroom: male, younger at the time of initial special 

education eligibility, initial placement in a resource room part time, overall length of time 

receiving special education services, poor peer relationships, distractibility, aggression, 

internalizing problems, no family member present at last reevaluation IEP (triennial), and having 
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a basic reading, or math calculation IEP goal. Variables predictive of less time spent in general 

education for African-American students only included reading below grade-level, low 

independence, and poor control of anger. Unlike many of the other studies, district was not a 

predictor of time spent outside of the general education classroom in Delaware. 

Similarly, Banerjee et al. (2017) examined student-level data using the Student Special 

Education Elementary Longitudinal Study (SEELS) dataset obtained from OSEP to explore 

possible predictors of educational placement for 415 6-18 year-olds across the U.S. with an 

eligibility category of multiple disabilities (MD). Results indicated significant relationships 

between parent education level and receipt of early childhood special education services and 

whether or not the student was educated in the general education classroom for any part of the 

school day. Additionally, parent involvement was a significant predictor of more time spent in 

the general education classroom. More specifically, parents who had attended their child’s IEP 

within the last 2 years spent an average of 80 minutes more per day in general education and an 

average of 17 minutes more per day if parents provided the school with support. Students who 

lived in households where English was the primary language also spent more time in general 

education. Mother (not father) education level (high school completion and above) also was 

predictive of time spent in general education, as was whether or not parents believed their child 

would one day be able to live alone. Alternatively, income level, specifically being in the highest 

($50,000 or above) or lowest ($25,000 or less per year) income level bracket had no influence, 

though the “highest” bracket is still low income depending on where you live in the U.S. and 

what size family you have which was not accounted for here. Lastly, whether parents expected 

their child to graduate high school or get a paid job thereafter, had no bearing on whether the 

student was educated in general education. These data offer interesting insights into factors that 
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may be associated with the educational placement of students, however, more data are necessary 

to say with greater certainty, which variables influence placement and placement decisions.  

To date, there’s limited understanding in the field about which student-level factors are 

associated with educational placement and less than five studies have studied this using 

disaggregated data. Prior research has consistently demonstrated correlations between high rates 

of Black and Latinx’s, particularly in urban regions, and lower rates of inclusion. The present 

study aims to examine student-level data in a largely diverse, urban school district, in attempts to 

gain a more proximal understanding of the issue. 

The Current Study 

The current study examines the frequency, variation, and variables associated with 

educational placement outcomes for students with autism (AUT), intellectual disabilities (ID), 

and specific learning disabilities (SLD). The following three research questions were addressed: 

(1) What is the frequency and variation of educational placements for students with autism, 

intellectual disabilities, and learning disabilities? 

(2) To what extent is educational placement associated with student-level characteristics? 

(3) To what extent is educational placement associated with school, district, and 

neighborhood-level characteristics? 
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Methods 

Context 

The school district studied is located in a large urban region in the U.S. spanning 710 

square miles. The district has 587,359 students, and 79,187 of those students have IEPs. The 

majority of the students are Latinx (73.4%), followed by White (10.5%), Black (8.2%), Asian 

(4.2%), Filipino (2.1%) and American Indian, Alaskan Native, Native Hawaiian and Pacific 

Islander (<1%). One-hundred languages are spoken in district schools and 123,579 students are 

emerging bilinguals. The primary language of emerging bilinguals is Spanish (92.3%), followed 

by Armenian (1.42%). Approximately 80% of the students qualify for free or reduced-price 

lunch. More than 19,500 students experience homelessness, and more than 8,500 live in foster 

care. The district has 441 elementary schools, 79 middle schools, 92 high schools, 239 K-12 

magnet centers, 228 independent charter schools, 54 options schools, 53 magnet schools, 13 

special education schools, 2 home/hospital schools, and 142 other schools and centers. The 

elementary school enrollment ranges from less than 200 students to more than 1,100. Middle 

schools have up to 1,800 students, and high schools have more than 2,500. 

Variable Selection 

Data were derived from using administrative data from a large urban school district on 

the west coast. Administrative data were obtained through a memorandum of understanding 

between the school district and University researchers, and thus is different from a public data 

base.  Data from the 2016-2017 school year are represented within the dataset along with the 

thirteen special education eligibility categories. For the purposes of this study, students in 

transitional kindergarten (TK) through 11th grade who qualify for special education services 

through autism (AUT), specific learning disability (SLI) or intellectual disability (ID) 



36 

classifications were analyzed. Grade 12 data were excluded because this category included 

students who were enrolled past grade 12 in segregated transition programs through age 22. The 

final sample included N= 30,035 students (AUT = 7,273; ID = 1,742; SLD = 21,020). 

Students were included who were distributed across 12 unique categories of school types: 

Alternative Work Education Center, Charter School, Community School, Continuation School, 

Home Instruction, Hospital Facility, Nonpublic Day School, Nonpublic Residential School, 

Other public School or Facility, Private Day School, Public Day School, and Special Education 

Center or Facility. The variable was condensed into fewer categories for two reasons: (1) to align 

with the broad placement continuum categories offered by the district, and (2) to condense 

categories with less than 50 cases. The transformed variable included four unique categories: (1) 

general education school sites, (2) special schools or centers, (3) nonpublic schools, and (4) 

home, hospital, or residential settings. A more refined look at the construction of the variable 

table can be found in Appendix A. 

Outcome variables 

Percentage of Time in General Education 

This variable (%GE) is defined as the percentage of time students spend in general 

education (GE) classrooms per week according to the student’s IEP. The percentage calculation 

is conducted automatically through the IEP data management system by dividing the number of 

weekly service minutes to be delivered outside of general education by the total number of 

service minutes available per week and subtracting one. For example, if a student has a 

placement in a general education classroom, but goes to a special day classroom for math, the 

student may out of general education for 45 minutes per day or 225 minutes per week. If this 

were the only service the student received outside of the general education classroom, this 
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number would be divided by the total number of minutes available in a standard school week 

minus one to find the percentage of time the student is in general education each week. 

Two unique categorical variables were created. The first transformation created a 

numeric, nominal variable which divided the continuous percentage of time into four unique 

categories: (1) 0%, (2) 1-49%, (3) 50-99%, and (4) 100%. The cutoff points were determined due 

to an interest in understanding which students were included in general education for 100% of 

their day, and which students had no access to general education at all (0%). Descriptive 

analyses indicated that too few students fell in the 0% category to run proper analyses, however, 

descriptive data were utilized to answer research question one. Several other iterations of the 

variable were attempted as well when utilized for statistical analyses. However, these 

transformations failed to meet the assumptions due to the variability observed in placements 

across the three, inherently different eligibility categories. For example, too few students with ID 

were included at rates above 80%, and too few students with SLD classifications were included 

at rates below 40%. This led to new modeling and a need for a dichotomous variable that 

represented the percentage of time in GE. 

The data were then transformed to create another, dichotomized version of the 

variable, %GE, which divided the continuous variable into two subgroups, 0-49% time in GE 

and 50-100% time in GE called TimeGE_2. The cutoff point was 49% due to district policy 

which requires students in GE 50% or more of the day to be primary students of the general 

education classroom. Initial histograms of the distribution of time in GE further supported this 

decision as there was a drastic spike in the frequency of students at the 50% mark. This variable 

was created to answer the second and third research questions.  
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Predictor variables 

Each year, the district collects student-level data on three different data platforms which 

include demographic, programmatic, and behavioral variables. For the purposes of this study, 

student, school, district, and neighborhood-level variables were examined. All variables were 

computed from categorical variables into numeric variables for the purposes of this study. 

Student-Level Predictors 

Student-level factors were examined as covariates to determine the amount of variance in 

placement rates that can be accounted for by each. The following student-level variables were 

analyzed: gender (i.e. male or female), race (i.e. Latinx, Black, White, Other), eligibility category 

(i.e. autism (AUT), intellectual disability (ID) and specific learning disability (SLD)), English 

language learner (ELL) classification (i.e. yes, no), free and reduced lunch eligibility (FRL: i.e. 

yes, no). The variable race, required a transformation due to the low frequency of students in the 

Asian, Filipino, Native American, Pacific Islander, and Unknown race categories. Though the 

importance of understanding the unique variation across racial groups was of utmost importance, 

this was a necessary step to meet the assumptions of the statistical tests and proceed with 

analyses. 

District and Neighborhood-Level Predictors 

Local district was also used as a predictor variable for question three. Local district refers 

to the sub-division of the larger school district into six governing bodies: Central, East, 

Northeast, Northwest, South, and West. Charter schools, nonpublic schools (NPS), and private 

schools were included in the variable, but left out for the purposes of this study.  

Median neighborhood income was also utilized in the analysis for question three. Median 

neighborhood income refers to the mean household income for each student’s zip code of 
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residence (<$40,000, [$40,000, $79,999], [$80,000, $119,999], and ≥$120,000) (United States 

Census Bureau, 2016). The $80,000 to $119,999 bracket and ≥$120,000 category were 

condensed due to the low number of students in the ≥$120,000 income bracket. 

Missing Data 

The median income was missing in 401 cases (1.3%). These cases were excluded from 

analysis which includes median outcome as an independent variable. Guidance around how to 

handle missingness offers varied guidance depending on the source. Some recommend no more 

than 5% missingness for large datasets in order for it to have negligible benefit (Alice, M., 2015), 

while others recommend 5% as the lower end of the threshold (Schafer, J.L., 1999).  Because the 

missingness was approximately 1%, the decision to listwise delete was sound. 

Analytic Plan 

The data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 26) predictive analytics 

software. Prior to conducting any analyses, the data were cleaned and preliminary analyses were 

conducted to check for collinearity and missingness. The normality of the residuals was checked 

after running the linear regression. Due to the missing or low values in some cells some variables 

were condensed or reconfigured. 

Frequency and Variability in Educational Placements 

Simple frequency tables were computed to quantify the educational placements most 

frequently attended by students, the number of students in each educational placement, and the 

percent of the total students attending each placement by eligibility category. 

To quantify the total time students with AUT, ID, and SLD spend in general education 

classrooms, univariate statistics (mean, standard deviation, range) were calculated by disability 

group. To further understand where students are commonly placed within general education 
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school sites, a simple frequency table was used to quantify the amount of students who spend 

0%, 1-49%, 50-99%, and 100% of their day in general education classrooms. 

Predictors of Time in General Education 

Individual crosstabs analyses was first conducted to understand the relationships between 

the predictor variables and the dichotomous variable for time in general education. Results from 

the crosstabs analyses informed the construction of the logistic regression models used to address 

research questions two and three. 

A binomial logistic regression was used to assess which student, school, district, and 

neighborhood factors significantly predicted the odds of receiving a general education classroom 

placement. Two separate regressions were run, one for student-level factors, and a second for 

school, district, and neighborhood factors. Logistic regression is appropriate for binary outcome 

variables, like the likelihood of a general education placement, when there are predictor variables 

that are either continuous or categorical, such as gender and race (Peng, Lee, & Ingersoll, 2002). 

Odds ratios show the change in odds in spending 50% or more time in general education that 

results from a one-unit change in the predictor variable. When the odds ratio is over one, this 

indicates higher odds of spending over 50% time in general education. When the odds are 

between zero and .99, this indicates that there are lower odds of a student spending more than 

50% of their day in general education. This model also allows response variables to be used that 

have error distributions, rather than normal distributions (Nelder & Wedderburn, 2012) which 

preliminary descriptive data confirmed. 

This analysis required some recoding to meet these criteria. Race, parent participation, 

school type, and local district were recoded to condense the categories. An explanation of 

rational is explained in the subsection, Variables. To determine model-fit for the binomial 
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logistic regression, the data had to first meet four basic assumptions: (1) must have a 

dichotomous dependent variable, (2) must have one or more independent variables (continuous 

or categorical), (3) independence of observations and mutually exclusive and exhaustive 

categories, and (4) a linear relationship between continuous independent variables and the 

dependent variable (Field, 2005). Assumptions one through four were met. After confirming that 

all assumptions had been met, a baseline analysis was conducted to be used to compare all 

subsequent models to. 

The regression analyses were then conducted to examine the relationship between 50% or 

more time in general education and student-level factors (regression one) or school, district, and 

neighborhood-level factors (regression two). Model-building procedures were executed by 

entering predictors hierarchically. Each model was assessed using the deviance statistic, or Chi-

Square (to determine if the new model improved the accuracy), Nagelkerke R2 (to determine how 

well the model fits the data), the Wald statistic (to determine the individual contribution of the 

predictors), and the odds ratio, or exponential B (to determine the change in odds resulting from 

one unit change in the predictor) (Field, 2016). Models with significant Wald statistics were 

disregarded. Models with nonsignificant Wald statistics were compared to determine which 

model accounted for the largest improvement in accurately predicting case distribution and 

which model accounted for the highest amount of the variance in access to general education. 

The principal of parsimony (Field, 2016) guided the selection process, identifying the simplest 

model that fit the data. When the final model was selected, checks for under and overdispersion 

were conducted by examining the Chi-Square goodness-of-fit statistic. Overdispersion is 

identified when the dispersion parameter, ratio of the statistic to degrees of freedom, is more than 

one, but particularly problematic when it is greater than two (Field, 2016). 
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Figure 1. Regression model for student-level characteristics. 

 

Figure 2. Regression model for district and neighborhood-level characteristics 

Once the model that best fit the data were selected, the regression was rerun with the final 

model. Outliers were found in both models, however, due to the nature of the field of special 

education and the educational placement practices in the field, outliers are expected, therefore it 

was not believed that the outliers in either model would substantially hinder the model’s 

reliability nor that any other model would be a more accurate fit given the nature of the data. 

For student-level factors, an additional logistic model was performed to determine if the 

effect of eligibility category on access to general education differs by free and reduced lunch 

status, English language learner status, or race. Values for the predicted probability of spending 

50% or more time in general education were saved from the analyses and used to compare 
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predicted probabilities between students eligible for FRL and those who are not by eligibly 

category. 

Results 

Frequency of Students Across Educational Placements 

Descriptive analyses demonstrate a wide range of educational placements and access to 

general education for students with ASD, ID, and SLD. Overall, the majority of students across 

eligibility categories attend general education school sites (e.g. public day schools, public charter 

schools, and private schools; 96.5%). Only a small proportion of students attend non-general 

education placements (N=1,047; 3.5%) such as special schools or centers (1.2%), nonpublic 

schools (2.2%), home instruction, hospital settings, and nonpublic residential programs (0.1%). 

Of the non-general education placements, nonpublic schools (NPS) are the most 

commonly attended (N = 669). The largest population of students attending NPS sites are 

students with autism (N = 515). Students with ID classifications make up the largest proportion 

of students represented at special schools or centers (N = 3.6%) compared to students with AUT 

and SLD. Students with SLD classifications have the lowest proportion of students represented 

in non-general education placements compared to students with AUT and SLD. 
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Table 1 

Descriptive Table: Frequency of LRE Placements by Eligibility Category 

 

Eligibility Category  

Autism 

Intellectual 

Disability 

Specific Learning 

Disability Total 

N % N % N % N % 

General Education School Site 6695 92.1% 1626 93.3% 20667 98.3% 28988 96.5% 

Special Schools/Centers 52 0.7% 62 3.6% 236 1.1% 350 1.2% 

Nonpublic Schools 515 7.1% 50 2.9% 104 0.5% 669 2.2% 

Home/Hospital/Residential 11 0.2% 4 0.2% 13 0.1% 28 0.1% 

Total 7273 100.0% 1742 100.0% 21020 100.0% 30035 100.0% 

 

General Education Classrooms 

Across the three eligibility categories, students with SLD classifications (N = 7,273) 

spend the most time in general education classrooms (M = 79%, SD = 24.79). Students with 

AUT (N = 7273) spend a mean of 56% of their day in general education (SD = 33.32). Students 

with an ID classification (N = 1742) spend the least amount of time in general education (M = 

35%, SD = 18.69) when compared to students with AUT and SLD. 

Table 2 

Descriptive Table of % Time in General Education by Eligibility Category 

 N Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

95% Confidence Interval 

for Mean Min Max 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound   

AUT 7273 .5559 .33317 .5483 .5636 .00 1.00 

ID 1742 .3472 .18693 .3384 .3560 .00 1.00 

SLD 21020 .7870 .24748 .7836 .7903 .00 1.00 

Total 30035 .7055 .29878 .7021 .7089 .00 1.00 

 

Students attending general education school sites are placed in one of two programs: (1) a 

general education classroom placement spending all or most of the day in the general education 

classroom, or (2) a special day program placement receiving self-contained classroom instruction 
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for all or the majority of the school day. Very few students attending general education school 

sites spend the entirety of their day in special day program placements (N=49). Of those who do, 

students with ASD are the majority (N=34; 69.4%). Conversely, students with SLD 

classifications make up 88% of the students who are included in general education for 100% of 

their school day, while students with ID classifications most commonly spend 1-49% of their 

time in general education classrooms (84.3%). Students with autism classifications are 

distributed across both the 1-49% category (46%) and the 50-99% category (41.9%) relatively 

evenly and 11.6% are included 100% of the time in general education classrooms. 

Table 3 

 

Student-Level Predictors of Time in General Education 

A logistic regression was performed to ascertain the effects of disability eligibility 

category, gender, race, free and reduced lunch eligibility (FRL), English Language Learner 

classification (ELL) on the likelihood that students will spend 50% or more of their day in a 

general education classroom. The model explained 25.5% (Nagelkerke R2) of the variance in 

access to general education and correctly classified 76.1% of cases. Sensitivity was 89.5% and 

specificity was 45.2%. Overall, eligibility category, race, FRL eligibility and ELL classification 

predict the likelihood of students spending over or under 50% of their day in general education 

Access to General Education Classrooms Within General Education School Sites by Eligibility Category 

 

Time in GE 

Special Day Program General Education Classroom 

0% 1-49% 50-99% 100% 

Column% N Row % Column % N Row % Column % N Row % Column % N Row % 

ASD  69.4% 34 0.5% 37.7% 3083 46.0% 19.9% 2803 41.9% 11.6% 775 11.6% 

ID  18.4% 9 0.6% 16.8% 1371 84.3% 1.6% 225 13.8% 0.3% 21 1.3% 

SLD  12.2% 6 0.0% 45.5% 3722 18.0% 78.5% 11053 53.5% 88.1% 5886 28.5% 

Total 100.0% 49 0.2% 100.0% 8176 28.2% 100.0% 14081 48.6% 100.0% 6682 23.1% 
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classrooms. When compared to students with autism, students with specific learning disabilities 

were 5.52 times (or 452%) more likely to access general education for 50% or more of the school 

day and students with intellectual disabilities were 0.21 times (79% less) less likely. Students 

with non-white racial or ethnic backgrounds, students eligible for FRL (40% less), and students 

classified as ELLs (45.4% less) had decreased odds of accessing general education for more than 

50% of the day across disabilities compared to their White, non-FRL, non-ELL counterparts. 

Adjusting for FRL, ELL, and disability eligibility category, both Black (45.5% less) and Latinx 

(13% less) students have decreased odds of accessing general education for more than 50% of 

the day compared to White students. 

Table 4 

Logistic Regression Predicting Likelihood of 50% or more Time in General Education based on Eligibility 

Category, Race, FRL eligibility, and ELL classification 

    B SE Wald df p Odds Ratio 

95% C.I.for 

Odds Ratio 

Lower Upper 

Race/Ethnicity     113.345 3 .000**       

White Ref        

Black -.608 .065 87.539 1 .000** .545 .479 .618 

Latinx -.134 .053 6.354 1 .012* .874 .788 .971 

Other -.165 .083 3.963 1 .047* .848 .721 .997 

Eligibility     4289.548 2 .000**       

ASD Ref        

ID -1.554 .074 444.914 1 .000** .211 .183 .244 

SLD 1.708 .032 2886.320 1 .000** 5.517 5.184 5.872 

FRL (Yes vs. No) -.505 .029 295.132 1 .000** .603 .569 .639 

ELL (Yes vs. No) -.606 .032 365.235 1 .000** .546 .513 .581 

Constant .569 .049 132.972 1 .000** 1.767     

Note: Eligibility is compared to ASD, race is compared to White, FRL to non-FRL, and ELL to 

non-ELL. 

*p =/< 0.05, ** p<0.01 

 

Another logistic regression model was performed to determine if the effect of eligibility 

category on access to general education differs by free and reduced lunch status, English 
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language learner status, or race by including the respective interaction terms in the model 

(Eligibility X FRL, Eligibility X ELL, and Eligibility X Race). The model established that the 

effect of eligibility category on access to general education differs significantly by free and 

reduced lunch status (p < .0001). Across all three eligibility categories, students eligible for free 

and reduced lunch (FRL) had a lower likelihood of accessing general education for 50% or more 

of their day compared to students not eligible for FRL. However, students who are eligible for 

special education services under the eligibility category of autism who are not eligible for free 

and reduced lunch have a 55% chance of accessing general education for 50% or more of their 

school day, while students with ASD who are eligible for free and reduced lunch have a 43% 

chance of accessing general education 50% or more. 

Table 5 

Predicted Probability of being in 50%+ Time in General Education by Eligibility Category and Free 

and Reduced Lunch Eligibility  

Eligibility Category 

Free & Reduced 

Lunch Eligibility  

Predicted 

Probability N Std. Deviation 

Autism No FRL .54777 3883 .075319 

Yes FRL .43068 3390 .073863 

Total .49319 7273 .094781 

Intellectual Disability No FRL .17638 652 .045186 

Yes FRL .12202 1090 .031224 

Total .14237 1742 .045451 

Specific Learning 

Disability 

No FRL .86690 8948 .034510 

Yes FRL .77576 12072 .049673 

Total .81456 21020 .062886 

Total No FRL .74160 13483 .198022 

Total .69775 30035 .206482 
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Figure 3. Predicted Probability of being in 50%+ Time in General Education by Eligibility Category and 

Free and Reduced Lunch Eligibility 

District and Neighborhood Level Factors 

A logistic regression was performed to ascertain the effects of eligibility category, district 

region, and median neighborhood income (of a student’s residence zip code) on the likelihood 

that students will spend 50% or more of their day in a general education setting. All three 

predictor variables were statistically significant. When eligibility category was included in the 

model, the model was statistically significant (p=.05), χ2(9) = 4445.839, p < .0001. The model 

explained 23.4% (Nagelkerke R2) of the variance in access to general education and correctly 

classified 74% of cases. Sensitivity was 88.5% and specificity was 45.7%. Overall, eligibility 

category, median neighborhood income of the student, and district region all predict a student’s 

likelihood of receiving a placement in general education for 50% or more of their day. According 

to the model, students living in neighborhoods with a median income of less than 40,000 dollars 
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annually have the lowest odds of receiving a placement in general education for 50% or more of 

the day (OR = -.931; p<0.01), followed by students living in neighborhoods with a median 

income of 40,000 to 80,000 dollars annually (OR = -.723; p<0.01), compared to students living 

in neighborhoods with an annual median income of 80,000 dollars or more. Students also have 

significantly lower odds of being placed in general education for 50% or more of the day if they 

attend schools in the South (OR = -.293; p<0.01), East (OR = -.256; p<0.01), and Central (OR = 

-.207; p<0.01), regions when compared with students in the Northeast, Northwest, and West 

regions. 

Table 6 

Logistic Regression Predicting Likelihood of 50% or More Access to General Education based on Eligibility 

Category, District Region, and Median Neighborhood Income of the Student  

  B SE Wald df p-value 

Odds 

Ratio 

95% C.I.for 

Odds Ratio 

Lower Upper 

Eligibility Category     3071.511 2 .000**       

Autism  Ref.        

Intellectual Disability  -1.879 .083 513.067 1 .000** .153 .130 .180 

Specific Learning Disability 1.434 .033 1845.451 1 .000** 4.196 3.930 4.480 

District Region   65.376 5 .000**    

N. East  Ref.        

East -.256 .053 23.453 1 .000** .775 .698 .859 

Central -.207 .055 14.462 1 .000** .813 .730 .904 

N. West .070 .056 1.556 1 .212 1.073 .961 1.197 

South -.293 .052 31.175 1 .000** .746 .673 .827 

West -.084 .056 2.219 1 .136 .919 .823 1.027 

Median Neighborhood 

Income (Student) 
  

154.510 2 .000** 
   

>40K -.931 .076 151.028 1 .000** .394 .340 .457 

40k-80k -.723 .071 102.344 1 .000** .485 .422 .558 

80k+ Ref        

* p =/< 0.05, ** p<0.01 
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Discussion 

District-level data from a large administrative dataset were utilized for this study. The 

purpose of this study was to examine the trends and predictors of educational placements for 

students with autism (ASD), intellectual disabilities (ID), and specific learning disabilities (SLD) 

in a large urban school district in the United States (US). The majority of students in this sample 

are Latinx (77.4%). Students with SLD comprise 70% of the sample, while students with ASD 

make up 24%. Students with ID make up the smallest portion of the sample at 6%. This study 

aimed to describe the frequency and variability of educational placements and examine 

characteristics that predict a student’s educational placement. This study had three main findings: 

(1) variability by eligibility category exists, (2) student-level factors are predictive, and (3) 

district region and the median neighborhood income of the student are predictive. 

Variation in Placement by Eligibility Category 

Findings show that most district students attend general education schools and are served 

in general education classrooms for more than half of their day (SLD %, AUT%, ID%). Students 

educated in general education classrooms for 50-100% of the day in this district means the 

student has a primary placement of general education. Students in general education classrooms 

for 49% or less have a primary placement of a special day classroom and are on the special 

education teacher’s roster. Only a small percentage of students were included for 100% of the 

day, the majority were students with SLD (N = 5886; 28.5%), with smaller numbers of ASD (N 

= 775;11.6%) and ID (N = 21; 1.3%). About one-third of the district students are educated in 

more restrictive schools, or more restrictive classrooms for more than 50% of the day. Students 

with ID spend the most amount of time in restrictive settings. This is consistent with prior 

findings (Barrett et al., 2019; Brock, 2014; Morningstar, Kurth, & Johnson, 2017); however, a 
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substantial discrepancy between previous studies and results from this study exist. Where Brock 

(2014) found that 16.9% of students with ID were educated in general education classrooms 80% 

or more of the school day, present data suggest that within the district studied, only 7.08% of 

students with ID are in GE for 50% or more. These data suggest that students with ID in this 

particular school district spend significantly less time in general education settings than 

nationally representative data. A growing body of research is emerging, which elucidates general 

education settings’ benefits for students with ID (e.g., Gee, Gonzalez, & Cooper, 2020). This 

suggests that the field may want to reconsider old practices that so often classify students with ID 

as needing more restrictive placements based on cognition.  

Student-Level Factors  

Student level factors predicted the odds of being in general education classrooms for 

more than half the day. These factors include race/ethnicity, income level, and English language 

learner classification. First, race/ethnicity was a significant factor. White students make up 9% of 

this school district, and 9% of the sample, yet, White students had higher odds of being in 

general education classrooms for more than 50% of the day than Latinx or Black students. Black 

students were impacted the most with the lowest odds of being educated in general education 

classrooms for 50% or more. This extends prior correlational research conducted with 

aggregated data at regional and state levels. This finding highlights disparate placement practices 

district-wide for non-White students. These data highlight the need for continued efforts to 

ensure that all students have equitable educational opportunities commensurate with their White, 

upper-middle-class counterparts. 

Part B of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) requires states to 

determine whether significant disproportionality is occurring in the state or its school districts 
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(20 USC 1412 [5] [B]). States are required to collect and examine race and ethnicity data relating 

to the identification, placement, and discipline of students with disabilities. If they find 

significant disparities, states are required to report the data to the federal government. To ensure 

compliance with this provision of IDEA, the US Department of Education has recently embarked 

on efforts to streamline statistical methods used to measure disproportionality. They have begun 

encouraging states to adopt a standardized risk ratio index (US Department of Education, 2016). 

However, these practices alone are not enough. 

Research suggests that teachers exhibit a statistically significant amount of pro-

White/anti-Black implicit bias (Starck et al., 2020). This may suggest that one possible reason 

for disproportionate placement decisions may be implicit and explicit bias. Anti-bias and anti-

racism training may be beneficial to combat some bias and placement disparities; however, so 

long as human beings are making these determinations, disparities may continue to ensue. After 

decades of efforts to desegregate, decrease disproportionality, and improve outcomes for 

historically marginalized students, it may be time to rely on other means, including the potential 

of technology, not humans, to make significant, life-altering decisions. 

Another student-level factor that predicts the odds of general education placements is free 

or reduced lunch (FRL) eligibility or income. Students eligible for FRL have decreased odds of 

being placed in general education classrooms. This finding corresponds with prior research on 

regional income levels and placement (e.g., Kurth, Mastergeorge, & Paschall, 2016; Westling, 

2019). A unique finding here, however, is that FRL only decreases the odds for students with 

AUT and SLD. This finding suggests no interaction between FRL and decreased odds of time in 

general education for students with ID. This may be because students with ID have the lowest 

odds of being included in general education. That income predicts a student’s educational 
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placement, is again, like race, of grave concern. Students living in poverty may have many 

disadvantages, including health disparities that can affect development and behavior, potentially 

impacting placement. However, these disparities bring to fore the cumulative inequities and 

intersectionality experienced by historically marginalized communities. Another factor is that 

parents who are more advantaged, both in terms of finances and education, often advocate for 

more supports and services in schools. This advocacy may lead to less restrictive placements. 

Finally, English language learner classification reduced the odds that students were placed in 

general education classrooms for more than half of their day. Related factors may include the 

state’s shortage of bilingual educators, the availability of language supports (Duran, 2008) and 

the difficulty teachers have discerning between language development and disability. This has 

historically led to both over and under-identification of ELL students identified with disabilities 

in schools. Large populations of ELL students tend to be condensed in urban areas and regions 

with high teacher shortage rates (Podolsky & Sutcher, 2016). When teachers are not equipped to 

support the students in their classrooms and have low self-efficacy about their skillset, they are 

more likely to determine that a more restrictive placement is more appropriate (Becker et al., 

2014). Additional research is warranted to understand the increased rate of students classified as 

ELLs in restrictive placements. 

District and Neighborhood Factors 

Students attending schools in the Central, East, and South regions of the district have 

higher odds of being in more restrictive settings than students attending schools in the Northeast, 

Northwest, and West regions. This finding corroborates findings from prior research about 

regional inclusion rates (e.g., Brock & Schaefer, 2015). The particular local districts with higher 

rates of students in more restrictive settings also have higher proportions of non-White students 
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and students eligible for FRL and ELL. Additionally, a recent report from the Learning Policy 

Institute (Sutcher, Carver-Thomas, & Darling-Hammond, 2018) found that the district was 

significantly affected by the teacher shortage finding that two in five teachers had not met the 

minimum requirements for a preliminary credential. Though teacher quality is unknown for the 

district’s different regions, this may be worth exploring in future research. The four-factor test 

for determining placement brought to the fore in Sacramento City v. Rachel H. (1994) states that 

the student’s effect on the teacher may be considered in the placement determination process. If 

teachers are poorly qualified, this may contribute to higher rates of more restrictive 

placements. Further research should be conducted to explore teacher quality and placement 

practices within each district region to uncover regional differences. 

In addition to district region being predictive of more or less restrictive placements, 

neighborhood income is also a factor. Students who live in the highest income neighborhoods are 

most likely to be in the least restrictive settings, whereas students who live in the lowest income 

neighborhoods are most likely to be in the most restrictive settings. There are many reasons why 

this may be. As the four-factor test established in Sacramento City School District v. Rachel H. 

(1994), the cost may be used to determine a student’s placement. If it requires more financial 

resources to include students in general education classrooms, this may contribute to the 

disproportionate number of students in restrictive placements in lower-income neighborhoods. 

Limitations 

There are several limitations to this study that affect the level to which the results can be 

interpreted. First, IEPs were not available, which limited the amount known about each student. 

For example, the curricular program (general education or alternate curriculum), support needs, 

IEP goals, service minutes, behavior plans, dual diagnoses, and the overall offer of FAPE would 
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have provided a deeper understanding of each student’s support level. Students with specific 

types of behavioral or sensory support needs may require more individualized supports and may, 

more frequently, be educated in more restrictive settings for larger portions of the day. 

Assessment data was also unavailable, which would have provided a more refined understanding 

of individual student needs. Another limitation was that there was no way of knowing parent or 

student preference around placement, or each student’s placement history. There was also no 

way of knowing the placement determination process for the district or each student. Further, 

there was no way of knowing whether parent advocacy contributed to the higher rates of time in 

general education that we saw across eligibility categories, particularly those in general 

education for 100% of the day. Lastly, the analysis was conducted by comparing three distinctly 

different eligibility categories. The data distribution limited the types of statistical analysis that 

could be performed and limited the ability to understand unique differences within each 

eligibility category. 

Implications for Research 

The dataset analyzed has tremendous potential for future research. To better understand 

the unique differences observed within each eligibility category, performing a latent profile 

analysis for each distinct eligibility category and each distinct racial group will provide a deeper 

understanding of the characteristics contributing to a higher likelihood of inclusion. These data 

should also be analyzed longitudinally to understand any unique changes over time and whether 

the district has made substantial progress regarding reducing historically marginalized students’ 

disproportionality in segregated special education settings. A mixed-methods approach may also 

yield more in-depth findings, which may help us discern the unique differences among eligibility 

categories and inclusion as suggested by the aggregated data set. Additionally, piloting a teacher, 
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administrator, and parent training program relating to LRE protocols and procedures and training 

related to bias may be beneficial. The field is also in need of rigorous randomized control trials 

to determine outcome differences in students in segregated versus inclusive settings across 

eligibility categories. 

Because little is known about the way placement decisions are made within the district 

and nationwide, future studies are needed. A future research line that examines state, district, and 

school-level placement policies and practices are warranted. Classroom and IEP meeting 

observations, structured and semi-structured interviews, and survey data from all stakeholders 

(administrators, service providers, special and general educators, parents, and students) will 

begin to reveal how educational placements are being decided. 

In addition to obtaining data about placement practices and procedures, outcome data is 

needed for students with and without IEPs across the district to determine if there is an effect of 

placement on educational and social outcomes such as graduation rates, test scores, employment 

rates, and more. A mixed-methods approach should also be employed to examine the schools or 

regions that include students with IEPs more often in general education. The research would aim 

to determine why students are more likely to be included in these settings. Additionally, it would 

aim to ascertain effective systems, instructional and collaborative strategies, and any other 

components successful in creating greater access to general education and more positive 

outcomes for students with IEPs. In doing so, policies and practices can be devised and 

disseminated to improve equity and outcomes district-wide. 

Implications for Practice 

This study indicates that in a large urban district, students of historically marginalized 

backgrounds (Black, Latinx, low-income, ELLs) have a lower likelihood of being included in 
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general education classrooms than their White, English-only, higher-income peers. This suggests 

that a critical look at district policy and practices relating to placement determinations is 

warranted. Additionally, it is suggested that internal accountability measures, not solely reporting 

to the state or federal government, are needed to ensure that all students across the district have 

equal access to high-quality education. This includes evaluating institutional traditions to 

determine if “old” practices contribute to differences in placement rates across the district. More 

training on implicit bias connected to observable behavior is also needed so that administrators 

and teachers can learn to make more objective decisions, self-monitor, and make corrections. 

Additional parent training may also be beneficial in conjunction with stronger family 

partnerships, particularly for Black, Latinx, low-income, and culturally and linguistically diverse 

families. Though the district offers ample parent training, many families cannot access them due 

to various factors such as work schedules, childcare, immigration status, linguistic accessibility, 

and physical accessibility. Building closer family and community partnerships between families 

and schools may help to build the bridge.  

Conclusion 

Data demonstrate the substantial inequities seen across the district for students of color, 

low-income students, and emerging bilingual students. While there is still much to learn, we 

cannot wait until we learn more to engage in efforts to reform the way schools and districts serve 

students. Schools are spaces where students are socialized and taught how to exist in the larger 

society. “One of the socializing functions of schools is that individuals come to know their place 

and that of their peers” (Ferri & Connor, 2007). When school policies and practices reinforce 

inequities, rather than mitigate them, students suffer, and our community suffers—the lasting 

implications of inequitable schooling trickle down into the fabric of society. If we want to create 
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communities and a nation that is truly just, we must take a look at the structures and systems 

perpetuating racism, ableism, and classism that continues to prevent justice for all. If we want all 

students to succeed, all students to be seen, and all students to achieve, we must change how we 

proceed.
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Appendix 

Educational Placement Continuum 

Table 7  

Continuum of Educational Placements Available in District X 

General Education School Sites 

General education classroom  

General education classroom with related services 

General education classroom with partial special day program or resource specialist instruction 

Special Day Program with partial general education classroom 

Special Day Program  

Special Schools/Centers 

Alternative Schools  

Continuation Schools  

Special Day Program 

Nonpublic Schools  

Dual enrollment (public and nonpublic schools)  

Special Day Program  

Home or Hospital  

Instruction in the home or hospital  

Residential 

State school  

Nonpublic school or center 

 

Educational placement continuum refers to Part B, Section 300.115 of IDEA which 

outlines the continuum of educational placements that public agencies must have available to 

students receiving special education services. These include general education classes, special 

classes, special schools or centers, nonpublic schools, home, hospitals, or residential schools. 
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Table 8 

Frequency Table of Total Sample: Eligibility Category, Gender, Race/Ethnicity, FRL, ELL, Grade 

 

Eligibility Category 

Total Autism 

Intellectual 

Disability 

Specific Learning 

Disability 

N N % N N % N N % N N % 

Gender Female 9775 32.5% 1199 16.5% 781 44.8% 7795 37.1% 

Male 20260 67.5% 6074 83.5% 961 55.2% 13225 62.9% 

Total 30035 100.0% 7273 100.0% 1742 100.0% 21020 100.0% 

          

Race/ 

Ethnic. 

White 2675 8.9% 1204 16.6% 101 5.8% 1370 6.5% 

Black 3081 10.3% 797 11.0% 223 12.8% 2061 9.8% 

Latinx 23130 77.0% 4644 63.9% 1349 77.4% 17137 81.5% 

Other 1149 3.8% 628 8.6% 69 4.0% 452 2.2% 

Total 30035 100.0% 7273 100.0% 1742 100.0% 21020 100.0% 

          

FRL No FRL 13483 44.9% 3883 53.4% 652 37.4% 8948 42.6% 

Yes-FRL 16552 55.1% 3390 46.6% 1090 62.6% 12072 57.4% 

Total 30035 100.0% 7273 100.0% 1742 100.0% 21020 100.0% 

          

ELL No ELL 16798 55.9% 4915 67.6% 709 40.7% 11174 53.2% 

Yes-ELL 13237 44.1% 2358 32.4% 1033 59.3% 9846 46.8% 

Total 30035 100.0% 7273 100.0% 1742 100.0% 21020 100.0% 

          

Grade Primary (TK-2nd) 10267 34.2% 2395 32.9% 634 36.4% 7238 34.4% 

Upper (3rd-5th) 9004 30.0% 1666 22.9% 430 24.7% 6908 32.9% 

Middle (6th-8th) 7941 26.4% 2008 27.6% 449 25.8% 5484 26.1% 

High (9th-11th) 2823 9.4% 1204 16.6% 229 13.1% 1390 6.6% 

Total 30035 100.0% 7273 100.0% 1742 100.0% 21020 100.0% 
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Figure 4. Gender by Eligibility Category 
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Figure 5. Race/Ethnicity by Eligibility Category 
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Table 9 

Frequency Table: Total Sample 

 

Primary Eligibility Category 

Total Autism 

Intellectual 

Disability 

Specific Learning 

Disability 

N 

Column 

N % N 

Column 

N % N 

Column 

N % N 

Column 

N % 

Local 

District 

Central 4182 13.9% 1019 14.0% 293 16.8% 2870 13.7% 

Charter 4629 15.4% 742 10.2% 98 5.6% 3789 18.0% 

East 4595 15.3% 1013 13.9% 294 16.9% 3288 15.7% 

North East 4168 13.9% 930 12.8% 259 14.9% 2979 14.2% 

NPS/Private 1109 3.7% 627 8.6% 50 2.9% 432 2.1% 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Median 

Neighborhood 

Income 

(Student) 

 

 

Parent 

Participation 

in IEP 

 

North West 3875 12.9% 964 13.3% 196 11.3% 2715 12.9% 

South 4177 13.9% 952 13.1% 319 18.3% 2906 13.8% 

West 3282 10.9% 1022 14.1% 233 13.4% 2027 9.6% 

         

<$40k 11156 37.6% 2543 35.3% 744 43.0% 7869 38.0% 

$40k-$80k 16304 55.0% 3948 54.8% 900 52.0% 11456 55.4% 

$80k+ 2174 7.3% 717 9.9% 87 5.0% 1370 6.6% 

         

Yes 24602 81.9% 6484 89.2% 1486 85.3% 16632 79.2% 

Permission  4112 13.7% 602 8.3% 204 11.7% 3306 15.7% 

No 1310 4.4% 185 2.5% 52 3.0% 1073 5.1% 
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Table 10 

Descriptive Table: Eligibility Category by School Type and Mean Time in GE if <49% or 50%+ 

 

Time in GE 

0-49% 50-100% 

% Time in General Education % Time in General Education 

Mean N 

Table Total 

N % Mean N 

Table Total 

N % 

Autism School Type General Education School .32 3117 10.4% .85 3578 11.9% 

Special Schools/Centers .13 48 0.2% .98 4 0.0% 

Nonpublic Schools .00 515 1.7% . 0 0.0% 

Home/Hospital/Residential .12 6 0.0% .63 5 0.0% 

Total .27 3686 12.3% .85 3587 11.9% 

         

Intellectual 

Disability 

School Type General Education School .31 1380 4.6% .68 246 0.8% 

Special Schools/Centers .14 62 0.2% . 0 0.0% 

Nonpublic Schools .00 50 0.2% . 0 0.0% 

Home/Hospital/Residential .24 2 0.0% .77 2 0.0% 

Total .29 1494 5.0% .68 248 0.8% 

         

Specific 

Learning 

Disability 

School Type General Education School .38 3728 12.4% .88 16939 56.4% 

Special Schools/Centers .43 65 0.2% .93 171 0.6% 

Nonpublic Schools .00 101 0.3% .92 3 0.0% 

Home/Hospital/Residential .44 4 0.0% .75 9 0.0% 

Total .38 3898 13.0% .88 17122 57.0% 

         

Total School Type General Education School .35 8225 27.4% .87 20763 69.1% 

Special Schools/Centers .24 175 0.6% .93 175 0.6% 

Nonpublic Schools .00 666 2.2% .92 3 0.0% 

Home/Hospital/Residential .25 12 0.0% .71 16 0.1% 

Total .32 9078 30.2% .87 20957 69.8% 

Note: Mean % time in GE split between students spending less than 49% in GE and more than 50% GE by school 

type and eligibility category 
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Figure 6. % Time in General Education (Total Sample) 

 

Figure 7. % Time in General Education for Students with Autism 
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Figure 8. % Time in General Education for Students with Intellectual Disabilities  

 

Figure 9. % Time in General Education for Students with Specific Learning Disabilities 
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Figure 10. Mean % Time in General Education for Students with Autism by Race/Ethnicity 

 

Figure 11. Mean % Time in General Education for Students with Intellectual Disability by Race/Ethnicity 
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Figure 12. Mean % Time in General Education for Students with Specific Learning Disabilities by 

Race/Ethnicity 
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Figure 13 .Frequency % Time in General Education for Students with Autism by FRL Eligibility 
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Figure 14. Frequency % Time in General Education for Students with ID by FRL Eligibility 

 

Figure 15. Frequency % Time in General Education for Students with SLD by FRL Eligibility 
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Figure 16. Frequency % Time in General Education for Students with Autism by ELL Eligibility 

 

Figure 17 .Frequency % Time in General Education for Students with ID by FRL Eligibility 
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Figure 18. Frequency % Time in General Education for Students with SLD by FRL Eligibility 
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Figure 19. Frequency % Time in General Education for Students with Autism by Median Neighborhood 

Income 
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Figure 20. Frequency % Time in General Education for Students with ID by Median Neighborhood 

Income 

 

Figure 21. Frequency % Time in General Education for Students with ID by Median Neighborhood 

Income  
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