View metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk brought to you by fCORE

provided by Education Policy Analysis Archives (E-Journal - Arizona State University)

education policy analysis
archives

A peer-reviewed, independent,
open access, multilingual journal

Atrizona State University

Volume 27 Number 2 January 7, 2019 ISSN 1068-2341

The Texas Special Education Cap:
Exploration into the Statewide Delay and Denial of Support
to Students with Disabilities!

David E. DeMatthews
University of Texas at Austin
&

David S. Knight

University of Texas at El Paso
United States

Citation: DeMatthews, D. E., & Knight, D. S. (2019). The Texas special education cap: Exploration
into the statewide delay and denial of support to students with disabilities. Education Policy Analysis
Abrchives, 27(2). http://dx.doi.org/10.14507 /epaa.27.3793

Abstract: State accountability systems have been a primary school reform initiative in the
US for the past 20 years, but often produce unintended negative consequences. In 2004,
the Texas Education Agency (TEA) implemented the Performance Based Monitoring and
Analysis System (PBMAS), which included an accountability indicator focused on the
percentage of students found eligible for special education under the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), the nation’s special education law. From 2004 through
2016, the percentage of students found eligible for special education in Texas declined

1 This material is based upon work supported by the National Science Foundation under Grant No. 1661097
and Grant No. 1740695. Any opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this
material are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the National Science Foundation.

Journal website: http://epaa.asu.edu/ojs/ Manuscript received: 3/31/2018
Facebook: /EPAAA Revisions received: 7/18/2018

Twittet: @epaa_aape Accepted: 7/19/2018


https://core.ac.uk/display/267852657?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://epaa.asu.edu/ojs/
http://dx.doi.org/10.14507/epaa.27.3793

Education Policy Analysis Archives Vol. 27 No. 2

significantly, while the national rate held constant. Eventually, the U.S. Department of
Education (ED) investigated TEA and the statewide implementation of IDEA. The
purpose of this study is two-fold: (a) to evaluate the potential impact of the the PBMAS
indicator on manipulation of special education identification practices; and (b) to describe
how the indicator may have influenced school and district personnel. We highlight several
concerning trends in state and district data and, through an analysis of publicly available
reports from the ED, show how district and school personnel knowingly and unknowingly
acted in ways that delayed and denied special education to potentially eligible students. We
conclude with recommendations for TEA and implications for future research and policy.
Keywords: special education; disproportionality; education policy; high-stakes
accountability; response to intervention

El limite de educacion especial de Texas: Exploracion del retraso y la denegacion
de apoyo a los estudiantes con discapacidades por parte del Estado

Resumen: Los sistemas estatales de rendicion de cuentas han sido una iniciativa de
reforma de la escuela primaria en los Estados Unidos durante los ultimos veinte afios, pero
a menudo producen consecuencias negativas no deseadas. En 2004, la Texas Education
Agency (TEA) implement6 el Performance Based Monitoring and Analysis System
(PBMAS) que inclufa un indicador de responsabilidad centrado en el porcentaje de
estudiantes elegibles para educacién especial bajo el Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act (IDEA), ley de educacién especial de la nacion. Desde 2004 hasta 2016, el porcentaje
de estudiantes elegibles para educacién especial en Texas disminuy6 significativamente,
mientras que la tasa nacional se mantuvo constante. Finalmente, el Departamento de
Educaciéon de los Estados Unidos (ED) investigd la TEA y la implementacion estatal de
IDEA. El propésito de este estudio es doble: (a) evaluar el impacto potencial del indicador
PBMAS en la manipulacién de las practicas de identificacién de educacion especial; y (b)
describir como el indicador puede haber influido en el personal de la escuela y del distrito.
Destacamos varias tendencias concernientes a los datos del estado y del distrito y, a través
de un analisis de los informes de ED disponibles al publico, mostramos cémo el distrito y
el personal escolar actuaron a sabiendas e inconscientemente de una manera que retraséd y
nego la educacion especial a los estudiantes potencialmente elegibles. Concluimos con
recomendaciones para TEA e implicaciones para futuras investigaciones y politicas.
Palabras clave: educacion especial; desproporcionalidad; politica educativa;
responsabilidad de “high-stakes”; intervencién

O limite de educagao especial do Texas: Explorando o atraso e a negagio de apoio
a alunos com deficiéncias do Estado

Resumo: Os sistemas de responsabilizacao do Estado tém sido uma iniciativa da reforma
do ensino primario nos Estados Unidos nos ultimos vinte anos, mas muitas vezes
produzem consequéncias negativas nao intencionais. Em 2004, a Texas Education Agency
(TEA) implementou o Performance Based Monitoring and Analysis System (PBMAS), que
incluiu um indicador de prestacao de contas focado na porcentagem de estudantes
elegiveis para educagdo especial sob a Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA),
a lei de educagido especial do pafs. De 2004 a 2016, a porcentagem de estudantes
qualificados para educagdo especial no Texas diminuiu significativamente, enquanto a taxa
nacional permaneceu constante. Finalmente, o Departamento de Educa¢ao dos Estados
Unidos (DE) investigou o TEA e a implementagao estadual do IDEA. O propésito deste
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estudo é duplo: (a) avaliar o impacto potencial do indicador PBMAS na manipulagao de
praticas de identificagao de educagio especial; e (b) descrever como o indicador pode ter
influenciado o pessoal da escola e do distrito. Destacamos varias tendéncias relativas a
dados estaduais e distritais e, por meio de uma analise de relatérios de DE disponiveis ao
publico, mostramos como os funcionarios do distrito e da escola agiram consciente e
inconscientemente de uma maneira que atrasou e negou a educagao. especial para alunos
potencialmente elegiveis. Concluimos com recomendagdes para ASD e implicagdes para
futuras pesquisas e politicas.

Palavras-chave: educa¢io especial; desproporcionalidade; politica educacional;
responsabilidade de "high-stakes"; intervenc¢ao
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Introduction

Since the enactment of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) in 2001, and its subsequent
reauthorization as the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 2015, state accountability systems
monitored by the U.S. Department of Education (ED) have been a critical national school reform
policy. Each state education agency (SEA) adopted standards, testing, and accountability policies as a
mechanism for school improvement and to address long-standing equity problems. SEAs are
provided with flexibility to maintain their priorities and incentives for the implementation of federal
programs. The flexibility offered to SEAs has led to idiosyncratic accountability policies that have, at
times, produced uneven results across similar contexts (Reback, Rockoff, & Schwartz, 2014).

NCLB catalyzed SEAs to apply sanctions to districts and schools for low-performance,
which in some cases created fear and uncertainty for district and school personnel. This uncertainty
provoked both positive and negative responses (Amrein & Berliner, 2002; Harris & Herrington,
20006; Nichols & Berliner, 2005). Some researchers claim accountability policies have been successful
at increasing student achievement (Hanushek & Raymond, 2005; Hursh, 2005), while others
highlight negative unintended consequences (Amrein-Beardsley, 2009; Booher-Jennings, 2005;
Figlio, 2006; Menken, 2006; Nichols & Betliner, 2007; Thompson & Allen, 2012). Most research on
the subject has ignored the intersection of special education and accountability policy.

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act IDEA, 2004), the US’s special education
law, requires SEAs to monitor the implementation of special education. IDEA requires SEAs to
monitor districts and school compliance and provide technical assistance to ensure schools deliver
appropriate special education services (IDEA, 2004).” In 2016, the Houston Chronicle released an
investigative report criticizing TEA’s state accountability system known as the Performance Based
Monitoring Analysis System (PBMAS), and one particular indicator (Indicator 10) focused on the
appropriate identification of students with disabilities for special education. TEA adopted PBMAS
in 2004, and between 2003-04 and 2016-17, Texas had a significant decline in students found eligible
for special education under IDEA (from 11.6% in 2004 to 8.6% in 2016; Rosenthal, 2016a). The
Houston Chronicle claimed that PBMAS Indicator 10 “led to the systemic denial of [special education]
services by school districts to tens of thousands of families of every race and class across the state.”
(Rosenthal, 2016a)

The purpose of this study was (a) to evaluate the relationship between the PBMAS Indicator
10 and special education identification practices and (b) to explore administrator and educator
perceptions of PBMAS. To do so, we relied on enrollment data and publicly available documents.
The first research aim was to descriptively examine documents and national and state special
education data for evidence suggesting manipulation in special education identification in Texas
between 2004 and 2016. After we verified manipulation likely occurred, we focused on our second
aim: to describe how PBMAS Indicator 10 influenced district and school personnel. We utilized
interview data published in Howuston Chronicle reports and in an ED (2018) monitoring report to
understand how district and school personnel were influenced. We verified claims using publicly
available district documents, such as district corrective action plans and district demographic data
reported to TEA annually and made publicly available through TEA and district websites.

Empirically documenting the effects of TEA’s PBMAS Indicator 10 not only contributes to
the literature on state accountability systems but can also raise attention to special education policy
issues. In what follows, we review research focused on state accountability systems, special
education, and the requirements of IDEA. Next, we describe the methods used to conduct this

2 See 34 C.F.R. § 300.149
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study. Then, we present findings aligned to the stated aims of this article. Finally, we conclude with a
discussion of findings and policy and research implications.

State Accountability Systems and Special Education Law

In this section, we review research and underlying theories of action of state-level
accountability systems. Next, we provide an overview of federal special education policy and
accountability. This overview includes a discussion of areas of IDEA relevant to this study,
including the Child Find mandate, identification and disproportionality, and response to intervention
(RTT). Each area of IDEA is germane to evaluating what occurred in Texas following the
implementation of the PBMAS in 2004.

Logic and Outcomes of State Accountability Systems

State accountability systems focus on monitoring student achievement outcomes at district
and school levels. Outcomes are disaggregated by race, economic status, first language, and disability
status. SEAs are given flexibility developing their systems, which include selecting priorities, goals,
and sanctions and incentives to promote compliance and performance. Under NCLB, states were
required to administer sanctions to districts or schools that did not meet expectations, including:
forced reduction in administrative funding, implementation of new curriculum, removal and
replacement of personnel, altering governance arrangements, and appointing trustees in place of a
school board or superintendent (ED, 2002). State accountability systems are grounded in several
assumptions (Hursh, 2005; Jacob, 2017; Lipman, 2004). First, public education’s primary goal is
student achievement, which can be accurately measured by standardized assessments. Second, the
application of incentives and disincentives motivate schools to improve and align efforts to focus on
public education’s primary goal. Third, parents and communities can make decisions about where
they send their children to school based on publicly available achievement data, which incentivizes
school improvement. Fourth, proper federal and state oversight minimizes or eliminates unintended
consequences.

Many critics question the logic of accountability systems and whether performance on
standardized tests accurately gauges learning and school improvement (e.g., Amrein-Beardsley, 2009;
Booher-Jennings, 2005; Figlio, 2006). Some view accountability systems as divisive, anti-democratic,
and a contributing factor to cheating, gaming, and other detrimental educational practices. Jacob and
Levitt (2003) argued that “high-powered incentive systems, especially those with bright line rules,
may induce unexpected behavioral distortions such as cheating” (p. 843). Drawing on data from
Chicago Public Schools, Jacob and Levitt (2003) found teacher and administrator cheating occurred
in a minimum of 4-5% of elementary school classrooms annually. Jacob and Levitt’s findings are
aligned with what Nichols and Betliner (2007) referred to as Campbell’s law, which stipulated that
“the more any quantitative social indicator is used for social decision-making, the more subject it will
be to corruption pressures and the more apt it will be to distort and corrupt the social processes it
was intended to monitor” (Campbell, 1979, p. 68).

Numerous studies document how accountability policies, at times, triggered: (a) teaching to
the test, narrowing curriculum, and the de-professionalizing the teaching profession (Dee & Jacob,
2011; Reback, Rockoff, & Schwartz, 2014; Valli & Buese, 2007; Watanabe, 2007); (b) a medical
model approach to identifying students deemed just below performance cut-offs (commonly
referred to as “bubble kids”) and “treating” them via targeted “interventions” at the expense of both
lower and higher performing students (Amrein-Beardsley, 2009; Booher-Jennings, 2005; Nichols &
Berliner, 2005); (c) a loss of trust with families coupled with a growing sense of disengagement in
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educational governance processes (Rhodes, 2015); (d) harsh and exclusionary disciplinary policies
that prioritize compliance and docility to minimize classroom disruption or the strategic discipline of
low-performing students during testing windows (Figlio, 2006; Thompson & Allen, 2012); (e)
reshaping student testing pools by removing, improperly promoting or demoting students, or
pushing students out of school (Cullen & Reback, 2000; Vasquez Heilig & Darling-Hammond,
2008); () teacher turnover (Clotfelter, Ladd, Vigdor, & Diaz, 2004; Feng, Figlio, & Sass, 2018); and
(g) cheating or tampering with testing materials (Amrein-Beardsley, Berliner, & Rideau, 2010.

The media and law enforcement agencies have examined numerous instances of cheating.
For example, a former superintendent of the El Paso Independent School District (EPISD) was
convicted with several district and school-based administrators for participating in a cheating
scheme where students of Mexican descent (many of whom were English Language Learners
(ELLs) were improperly promoted, demoted, or pushed out of school to avoid taking standardized
tests (DeMatthews, Izquierdo, & Knight, 2017; El Paso Times, 2017). In Atlanta, teachers and
administrators were convicted and sent to prison for participating in a cheating scandal that inflated
test scores (Blinder, 2015). In the School District of Philadelphia, testing improprieties were found
in at least 19 schools, including cases where administrators were giving answer keys to teachers,
teachers were gathering secretly to change answers, and principals were taking exams and doctoring
answer sheets (Rich & Hurdle, 2014). In New York City, several investigations revealed principals
and teachers engaged in test tampering, grade inflation, and grade changing to improve achievement
levels and graduation rates (Harris, 2015). At the time this article was written, the Federal Bureau of
Investigation (FBI) and the ED were investigating the District of Columbia Public Schools about
inflated graduation rates and the bullying of teacher/counselor whistleblowers (Jamison & Nirappil,
2018).

State Accountability and Special Education

Compliance measures. Much attention has rightfully been given to state accountability
policies under NCLB/ESSA and the unintended consequences associated with high-stakes testing,
but this focus largely ignored special education (Elbaum, 2014; Elliot, Erickson, Thurlow, & Shriner,
2000; Yell, Shriner, & Katsiyannis, 2006). The Education for All Handicapped Children Act
(EAHCA) of 1975 laid the foundation for IDEA and accountability by guaranteeing the rights of
individuals with disabilities to public education and providing federal funding. EAHCA mandated
“zero reject,” which established that all children with disabilities were entitled to a free and
appropriate public education (FAPE) and that testing and evaluation for special education eligibility
needed to be administered in a non-discriminatory manner. In 1990, EAHCA was amended as
IDEA and subsequently amended again in 1997. President George W. Bush appointed a
commission to issue a report on special education before the 2004 reauthorization of IDEA (ED,
2002). The Thomas Fordham Institute also released a series of reports in 2001 that identified
challenges in special education eligibility (Finn, Rotherham, & Hokanson, 2001). The reports
described special education as compliance-driven which led states to focus on process rather than
outcomes. Both organizations recommended a results-oriented approach to special education.

The reauthorization of IDEA in 2004 was results-oriented and aligned with NCLB's
principles of accountability (Turnbull, 2005). Within the ED is the Office of Special Education
Programs (OSEP), which is tasked with providing leadership, financial support, and assistance to
states and districts for improving results for students with disabilities.” IDEA required states to
develop a State Performance Plan (SPP) and Annual Performance Report (APR) to evaluate the

3 Throughout the article, we primarily refer to the Department of Education (ED) and its Office of Special
Education and Rehabilitation Services (OSERs) and Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP).
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IDEA implementation and improvement efforts. SEAs report on 20 indicators and the ED uses
SPP/APR and public meetings to annually determine if the state is meeting IDEA requitements,
needs assistance, needs intervention, or needs substantial intervention. Indicators 5, 9, and 10 are
most pertinent for identification. Indicator 5 mandates that SEAs report the percent of children
served through IDEA between the ages of 6 through 21 and the degree to which they have been
included in the regular classroom. Indicator 9 requires SEAs to identify districts with
“disproportionate representation of racial and ethnic groups in special education and related
services, to the extent the representation is the result of inappropriate identification” (IDEA, 2004).*
Indicator 10 requires SEAs to identify the percent of districts in the state with “disproportionate
representation of racial and ethnic groups i specific disability categories that is the result of inappropriate
identification” (IDEA, 2004, emphasis added).’

Several problems concerning the efficacy of the indicators may result in the ED’s inability to
monitor special education implementation. A analysis of SPP/APR data found that even though
high levels of disproportionality remained constant across the nation for decades (discussed in next
section), most SEAs identify few or no districts with disproportionality that used inappropriate
identification practices (Albrecht, Skiba, Losen, Chung, & Middelberg, 2012). In 2005 and 20006,
TEA reported only 2% and 0.16% of districts, respectively, with disproportionate representation of
racial and ethnic groups in special education and related services that were the result of
inappropriate identification (Indicator 9 and 10) (see OSEP, 2018).°

Child Find. IDEA requires SEAs to proactively identify students with disabilities, remedy
racial disproportionality, and utilize response to intervention (RTT) as necessary to support eligibility
decisions.” Within IDEA (2004) is a Child Find mandate rooted in the principles of guaranteed
participation of Setion 504, which requires all SEAs to have in effect policies and procedures to
ensure districts proactively identify, locate, and evaluate all children with disabilities. The provision
includes all children suspected of having a disability. If school staff or district administrators have
reason to believe that a child has a disability, these individuals have an affirmative duty to refer the
child for special education. Students receiving passing grades or advancing from grade to grade may
still have a disability and may still be eligible for special education and related services.

The Child Find mandate also requires SEAs to ensure: “A practical method is developed and
implemented to determine which children are currently receiving special education and related
services” (IDEA, 2004). Implementing Child Find can be difficult and districts sometimes fail to
identify students who are eligible for special education for many reasons. Judicial decisions have
shaped Child Find policies. Regardless of challenges, schools must evaluate students suspected of
having a disability within a “reasonable time” (see W.B. v. Matula, 1995). Parents are not solely
responsible for triggering the referral process or ensuring their child is identified. SEAs, districts, and
schools are all responsible for identifying and evaluating children (see Schaffer v. Weast, 2005).

+See 20 U.S.C. §1416(a)(3)(C)

5 See 20 U.S.C. §1416(a)(3)(C)

¢The ED (2007) clarified this point in a memo to SEA special education directors: “each State has the
discretion to define what constitutes significant disproportionality for the LEAs in the State and for the State
in general” (p. 3). In Texas, districts are considered to have disproportionate representation when it exceeds a
risk difference threshold of 11.95 percentage points (TEA, 2017).

7 Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 made it “illegal to deny participation in activities, benefits of
programs, or to in any way discriminate against a person with a disability solely because of their disability.”
Any program receiving federal assistant could not deny equal access to people with disabilities.
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Identification and racial disproportionality. SEA monitoring requirements in the IDEA
1997 and 2004 reauthorizations acknowledged racial/ethnic disproportionality was a problem.
IDEA (2004) required that the: “state has in effect policies and procedures ... designed to prevent
the inappropriate over-identification or disproportionate representation by race and ethnicity of
children as children with disabilities.” This statutory requirement, in part, led to the creation of the
SPP/APR. The ED conducts audits of disproportioantelity across states. OSEP provides an annual
report to Congress documenting the implementation of IDEA. Over-identification is persistently a
problem. For example, in 2015 Black students ages 6 through 21 were 1.4 times more likely to be
served under IDEA than children in all other racial/ethnic groups (ED, 2017). Black and Hispanic
students were also more likely to be served under IDEA for several disability categories, compared
to children in all other racial/ethnic groups (ED, 2017). The fact that Black and Hispanic students
are more likely to be identified into these disability categories raised attention to racial bias in the
identification and referral process (Blanchett, 2006). Specific learning disabilities (SLD) is the largest
disability category under IDEA and represents 38.8% of all students identified with a disability and
one in which Black and Hispanic students are perpetually over-represented (ED, 2017).

In response to over-identification, IDEA (2004) provided additional criteria for determining
the SLD classification. A team may determine a child eligible for special education under the SLD
disability category when the child does not achieve adequately for her or his age in one or more
areas (oral expression, listening comprehension, written expression, basic reading skill, reading
fluency skills, reading comprehension, mathematics calculation, mathematics problem solving). A
team may also determine the child eligible if the child does not make sufficient progress on state-
approved-grade-level standards when using a “process based on the child’s response to scientific,
research-based intervention” (IDEA, 2004). Other factors must also be considered, but RTT is an
essential process for accurately identifying students with disabilities as well as providing support to
any struggling learner regardless of whether they qualify for special education.

RTI was posed as an alternative method for providing early intervention to struggling
students. The ED does not support one RTI framework, but rather a core set of characteristics.”
The lack of clarity may have led schools to inappropriately use RTT to delay or deny special
education identification. In a 2011 Dear College letter from ED (Musgrove, 2011), all SEA directors
of special education were informed of the following: “States and LEAs have an obligation to ensure
the evaluation of children suspected of having a disability are not delayed or denied because of
implementation of an RTT strategy” (p. 1). The letter specifically stated that parents could request an
initial evaluation at any time. The letter reminded SEAs that districts can deny a parent’s request for
an initial evaluation, but must do so in writing with the basis for the decision.

Methods

The purpose of this study is twofold: (a) to descriptively evaluate national and state special
education data and documents for evidence of manipulation in the identification process in Texas
between 2004 and 2016; and (b) to describe educator perceptions of the PBMAS indicator, in
particular, how PBMAS may have led school and district personnel to engage in practices that

8 The DOE defines RTT as a: “Schoolwide approach that addresses the needs of all students, including
struggling learners and students with disabilities, and integrates assessment and intervention within a multi-
level instructional and behavioral system to maximize student achievement and reduce problem
behaviors...schools identify students at-risk of poor learning outcomes, monitor student progress, provide
evidence-based interventions, and adjust the intensity and nature of those interventions depending on a
student’s responsiveness” (Musgrove, 2011, pp. 1-2).
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denied or delayed eligible students with disabilities. Evaluating the statewide denial of eligible
students with disabilities is controversial, especially after publicly released reports by the Howuston
Chronicle and ED. TEA’s actions, and the actions of district and school personnel may very well lead
to legal action. In this context, interviewing personnel would be potentially harmful to participants if
identifying information were released. Rather than engaging in research that could assume risk, we
utilized a mixed-method approach that consisted of a quantitative analysis of special education data
and a qualitative analysis of publicly available documents. A mixed-method approach allowed us to
triangulate data and provide a “confluence of evidence that breeds credibility” (Eisner, 1991, p. 110).
Our mixed-methods approach has the added benefit of corroborating findings across quantitative
and qualitative data. We begin by describing the quantitative methods that we apply to secondary
datasets and then describe the qualitative data collection and analysis process that corroborated our
quantitative findings.

Quantitative Analysis of Special Education Data

Data collection. To address our first research aim, we apply quantitative analysis to publicly
available federal special education enrollment data. We constructed a district-level datatset that
combines National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) data on student demographics, including
special education enrollment rates for each district, with data from the U.S. Census Bureau that
includes information about child poverty rates. The data include all school years from 1994-95 to
2014-15.

Data analysis. Our quantitative analyses include three analytic strategies that together
evaluate the relationship between implementation of the PBMAS indicator and the likelihood a
Texas student is identified as having a disability. First, we examine statewide trends in special
education enrollment before and after implementation of PBMAS, and compare those trends to all
other states. Although the percent of students in special education may change over time for a
variety of reasons, a signifcant change in Texas that coincides with implementation of PBMAS (in
the years following 2004-05) is suggestive of policy-induced manipulation of special education
identification practices. Distinct changes in the percent of students in special education in Texas
following 2004-05 may be related to overall national trends. We therefore use all other states as a
comparison group for Texas, and examine whether there are changes in special education
enrollments at the national level in the years following 2004-05.

Prior literature suggests that districts face varying degrees of accountability pressure. Our
main hypothesis — that the accountability pressure associated with PBMAS caused district
administrators to systematically reduce the percent of students in special education for reasons not
related to actual disability rates — can thus be further tested by examining whether districts facing
greater accountability pressure were more likely to reduce their special education enrollment levels
following implementation of PBMAS. As noted eatlier, districts with high rates of special education
enrollment likely faced a greater degree of accountability pressure, compared to districts with lower
special education enrollments prior to implementation of PBMAS. Our second quantitative analytic
strategy is to test whether accountability pressure may explain differences in district responses to
PBMAS. We run OLS regressions predicting special education enrollment, based on particular
district characteristics including the pre-PBMAS special education enrollment rate. We include year
fixed effects, 0y, and interact year fixed effects with dummy variables for whether the district fell in
the highest or lowest quintiles of special education enrollment, prior to the implementation of
PBMAS. We suspect that districts with highest rates of special education enrollment likely faced
greater pressure to reduce special education enrollment rates. We conduct similar analyses for high-
and low-poverty districts, urban, suburban, and rural districts (based on NCES classifications), and
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for larger and smaller districts. We run the following model for all Texas districts for school years
1994-95 to 2014-15, indexing for year (7 and district (d):

%SPED,[; - ﬂo + ﬂ1 HZg/]—SPED/ + 5,1 + @*H{g/]—SPED/ + X,//'(X + &4

The vector X, includes district poverty rate, enrollment size, and whether the district is
urban, suburban or rural (we also include dummy variables for low-SPED so that the reference
group is districts in the middle three quitniles of pre-PBMAS special education enrollment rate). We
hypothesize that the decline in special education enrollment rates will be greater for districts that
face greater accountability pressure because of their high rates of special education enrollment prior
to PBMAS. In alternate models, we exchange the high-SPED and low-SPED variables with
indicators for high- and low-poverty, district size, and whether the district is urban, suburban, or
rural. These alternate models examine whether changes in special education rates following
implementation of PBMAS were related to poverty rate, district size, or urbanicity.

Our third quanitative analytic approach examines the overall distribution of the percent of
students in special education, across districts in the most recent year of data. The rate of child
disability is not uniformly distributed across districts (Baker & Ramsey, 2011). Rather, variation in
the percent of students in special education across districts typically results in a roughly normal
distribution centered around the mean. Under the hypothesis of no manipulation in special
education identification practices, we expect to find a normal distributi