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. Educational decision makers (N=224) .participated in  a
‘gomputer simulated decision maklnq exrerience to adcertain the ekXtent
to which referral information on'a child with a suspected r ~,
handicapping condition biasged classiflcation decisicns. Ss were
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child's- sex, socioeco>nomic status, physical atttactiveness, and
nature of referral problem. Ss had access'to test data, all of which
reported pupil performance in the normal range. Only the nature of
+he referral problem wash influential in the fimulated decisionSs A"~
referred child was more likely *to bhe diagnosed 'as emotionally
disturbed when the referral statement of the prcbles was listed as:
behavioral tather than academic.-Ss ignored standardized test °*
information indtcating average perfdrmance and retained tte
stereotype created by the referral informa+tion. (Author/CL) -
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Educational decision makersv(N a 224) particibated in ancompuner~

.

simulated'decision—making experience des}gned to ascerﬁain the extent "

to which referral information biased cla?sificapion degisions. Sﬁbjects T
*, were randomly assigned to 16 conditions which varied on thf basis of

-the referred_child's sex, socioeconomic status, physical attractiveness,”.

S . . :
and nature of referral problem. Subjects accessed test data,.all of

. which reported pup%}~benformance in the ﬂormal_range. Only thé nature |,
. " . A “‘ .

of the referral. problem wés found' to be influential in the simulated
’ . S g :

-~

decisions. A referred child was-more likely to be diagnosed as emo-

iionally disturbéd.when.thehrefeffal§statemeht of the ﬁroblem was listed

o

_Whé behayieral rather than ac?demic. Subjécts,}gnored standardized test .

W, "x,infbrmation indicag}ﬁe of aterage performance, and retained the 'stereo-
T Voo - B : RN
- . type created by the referral information. The results fere discussed
\ - P T v 3

with regard to iiplications for assessment of children and-future research.
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R Diagnostic Classification Decisdons ﬁs,

- a Function of Referral Information o

R t

-

&ssessment of children for the purposes of providiné‘special '

)

education serviceg has become a common practice in American schools 24“ K

(Salvia & Ysseldyke, 1978; Ysseldyke *1978) ; many issues have reSulted
N ) . ‘ ! + ) |: .
from this omnipresent activity (Ysseldyke, 1979). For exampie, defini- *
« . - ' N
tions of special education categories.are oftep arbitrarily derived’
} N . AR I

and/or irrelevant for providing differential eduoﬁiional services
(Algozzine &‘Sutherland, 1977; Hallahan\& Kauffmah; 1§77;1Ysseldyke_

& Algdzzine, iﬁkpress). Similarly, attitudes and hecisions about .o
. : ‘ /
. » . - .

children have been shown to be influenced by a”variety of child char-

acterieties; that is, bias occurs in educational decision makipg\‘
(Ysseldyke,-l979))’ This research addresses one aspect of bias in assess-

mentQ the extent to which classification decisions, are influenced by *

-

data provided at the time of .referral.

In general, teachers'  and other prdfessionals' attitydes toward

and expectations for children have been shown to be influenced by

4

naturally-occurring and experimentally- ﬁduced_charaeteristics (Brgphy

* o ' . X N .
& Good, 1974) For'example, itthae been demonstrated that teachers

hold different attitudes toward children a§\a function of their sef .

~

, (Jackson //Lahaderne, 1967;" Palardy, 1962) gace (Rubovits & Maehr,)/

1973), socio economic status (Bergen & Smith, &966 Lenkowsky &+
. 3
Blackman, 1968; Neer, Foster, fones! & Reynolds,‘l973), physical ap~-

pearance (Berscheid & Walster, 1974; Dion, 1972),\pody image (Staffieri,
. A\ ' -

\

\

-1 - . \
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Vo 1967), perceived intelligence (Matuszek & Oakland 1@59 Rubovits &

Maehr, 1971), and behavior kAlgozzine,/MercEr, & Countermine 1977

Giesbrecht & Roubh '1979'.LaVoi .&uAdams, 1974)f'
¥y .
‘That these same characteri tics are influeqtial ig decisions
. 8 ’ ~ B . }\Y(

relating to the classification %_ children has been suggested but to

. a much lesser extent. For exampie,.Ross and Salvia (1975) reported that
'teachers deciggons about the likelihood of a child being mentally re-

‘tarded were influenced by the facial attractiveness of ﬂhat child, and

' ﬁ ¢ %

';Giesbrecht and Routh (1979) found that "chfidren with qé%ative teacher

" !

COmments [suggesting behavior: problems] were;judged more likely to~heed
\

Y

speciai educational help . . . . than children without sudanqggpents

\ (p. 184). o A S
. . ' . \ m - .P
The purpese of this study was to ascertain the extent to which ’

' . .

decisions to classify w chi\d as mentdlly retarded (MR), 1earn}ng dis~-
/ hd

.‘abled (Lp), and/orjemotionally disturbed (ED) would be influenceﬁ by

. \ AN N !“ - 1 . § ,
referral information abou7 that child. The overall hypothesis was that ‘ !
there would ‘be no difference in the 1ike1ihood of a child being ‘rated B

as MR LD, or ED as.-a function of sex,. presumed SES type Qf referral

. problem, or appearance. . ’ . N 't
' : . . .o - b
» . P , C T L
: o -~ - '-
_ Method .
Suh}éctg " Co -~ ’ 7 .
- . . . L : o
B * ' ‘. ’ . i
Participants in the computer simulgtion investigation were 224 . &
® ™ ! . to ‘\i‘
school professionals from public and prifgate schools in the greater ;J
o o ' ; - "
, Minneapolis/St. Paul metropolitan area. Professkonals who participated
. ) . ! N " . * ? ‘I‘I“

in- the study were volunteers; each had served on at least two place-
ment teams. Subjects represented a broa@ spectrum gf disciplines apd " '
' ) . oo
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experience;iﬁ rbviding direct and indirect ser¥ice in educational

N f

settings. Professions represented included regular‘educaéipn teachers

-

(N = 58), special éhdcatién teachers (N =«7§5, school psychologists-

(N = 30), adminjstratorg (N = 31)}’and supﬁort.perspnnel (e.g.,'social
. » . v i 4

worker, n;zse) N = 26). 4 ' . ‘

-

e

Procedure . , 4 :
v & B v

Each of the participants was asked to read a case folder description

of a child and then participafé-in a .diagnostic computer simulation pro-

gram developed specificall} for this' resedrch. The program enabled .

2

. w - L
the subject to select assessment deVices from within seven commonly

Ll

used domains (e.g., intelligence, acHievemeﬁt? etc.) until the subject

indicated that.he/she was ready to make a diagnosticldecision about the ;

]

¢hild in. the "case description. The archival information which Qas
ragsessed b& the parﬁicipants was designed to reflect avefage pupil

performance in all behavior areas sampled. Subjects were randomly

L4

assigned to.one of sixteen treatment conditions according to the nature

‘.

of the feferral information.

LS . , s .
Referral Conditiords. Sixteen different case descriptions were pre-

pared by varyiﬁg the referral infdrméfiéﬁ séction of the case folders.

»

The¢ name was reported as William or Phyllis .to vary the child's sex.
; : I

. L J
Data on socloeconomic status werer varied: ' in half the conditions parti-

4

cipants’jgre told the child's father was a bank vice;president and the .

.

?

father was a bank janitor and the mother .a check-out clgrk at a local

supermarket. The feason for referral was listed’'as either an academic

mother’'a realtor; in the other eight cases subjects were told the child's,

]

or behavior problemlin school. In addition to these written descriptions, (
. - . , /

- . 14

4
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photographs of prévioﬁély judgedI attractive or-unattragtiveé children

were attached to the case description. Thus, under one condition subjects

. B l‘ - \ ) -,4‘:&»

~ were given informatién fqr an attractive female from a low SES who demon-
- : .

strated academic problems, while udder another. condition tlte referred

" child was an unattractive male from a 1o§ SES with academic problems; etc.
The method of- coﬁveying'the referral, information was the same (written)
v ) e . R C.: . .
for,each "stereotype' e%cept appearance. For example, to present th . -
e l'd ~ -

L sex biasing information, a boy or girl name was inserted into the case
;. { ' 4 : .

, folder "in the ‘appropriate }tem. Similérly, to prgsgnt the type)ofﬁproblem

either "academic" or "behavior" was inserted, as the type of problem under _
. -

\- "Reason for Referral." o . ™~

. . . L 4
Dependent Variables. Su%jects were asked to complete a series Rf

]

questions after they had read the case description and their selected

- . .
assessment ‘Information. Those of inteEes; for this study requested

responses indicating the extent to_yhich the participant thought the ) " v

) ’ J e [
cﬂild was mentally retarded, learning disabled, or emotionallysdisturbed. °

qujepts'werg asked to regord their diagnostic !ecisions on rating scales

- . .

\
]

_in which 1 = very likely, and’d = very unlikely.

Design and Data Analysid. For‘oses of xhypot:hefsis testing, a ‘
four factor (2X2X2X2) multivariate analysis of vakiance design was® used:
sex, SES, type of'prleed, and appearance were' the indepepdent variables;

diagnostic classificdtion® decisions were considered as dependent variables.
. . L \ .

S;gﬁificant multivariate effects We}e’supjected to univariate analyses of

variance .for each dependent variable separately and agy further simple _
“ ' R ' / _ ‘ / ~ .
effects were analyzed using t tests as appropriate. Significant. uni-

- ) \ .
- » variate main effects were interpreted from-F ratios since all factors -
N . i ) ©
A

- , '
. C ot ‘) \
. . N

’
- - A .
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contained only two Jlevels of.nariatiOn. . The level of significance for
34 - \ - . .

ald tests was set at,0.0l and an‘additional criteriOn of at least a 0.5 . ,'-

' o . e . o ‘ .
unit diffierence between means was imposed. It was anticipated that this ¢

\

latter criterion would serve- as a.peans of differentiating statfstical

. . ’ . .‘ ) . M ‘\ . . * . it
significance and importance in that it represented  a'10 percent unit dif-

fetence on the S-point dependent scale. '
L N ! ’ "

LR *
~ . . . .

. . ". * -
Results ' o
('Y . . . . ¢ * - . . " . -

*Subjects selected tests from sSeven domains. A total of 1422 devices

,

was ‘used in the process of decision making. The following percentages .

bt specificrkinds of devices were usedf\ interiectual measures (21%), " o~

achievement tests (29/), perceptual-motor tests (13%), behavior ratings

’
¢ ’ . .

(134), personality tests (ll/)ﬂ ‘lahguage tests (8/), and measures of

adaptive behavior (5%) . "~ e ﬁ. . ‘.

‘Means and ‘standard deviations for subjects’ diagnosbic*classification’
|} ' .
decisions are presented in Table 'l fer each independent condition.

e e et e e e T T R R

£ ’ . ’Insert Table 1 about here S A £
. . « . Q ‘ ? '

i - M . . .
. The multivariate analysis of variance for thése data yielded one siggi- )

ficant uffect; the Wilks' Lambda for type of problem was 0.92ﬂ(£‘(3{205)

= 5;82, E_; ;01)‘5nq suggested; that: the mnibivariate oecision centroids
differed‘for'the child thought to have academic or behavioral problems:
Univariate follow-up analyses yielded signifitant main effects‘for the o

type of problem (E = 16.25% p < tOl) only for the diagnostic decision of~

emotiohal disturbancé,

L]
\

other main effects or inter?ctlon ef%fcts were

.significant. 'The case study child was more likely to-be rated as qdis-

P
turbed when the presenting problem was said.to be behaviors (X ='3.2) .

CoN T ‘ ,
PR '




rather than academics (X™= 3.8). Test statistics for these analyses
areé presented in Table 2. - . - . T ow ‘g . ;*\
- ' ) 7 o, o .
[N ---;— ——————— -:—\ - -
y - . Insert Table 2 about: here ) N
i ‘ e - e e e e e e - - = Cm = . !
L - " While gubjects'sgifferential diagnoses were affecced'only by the

referral information when classifying a child as enptiond{ly disturbed,

differenges were observed in their ratings‘of the: extent to which the ’

i ~
-

.child was seen as ED, LD, or'MR.' A compa;ison of the overall means for
: ) ~ _ N .

each decision sugge§£ed that the subjectd rated the child as 1ike1y to

-

) be-learning‘diaabled (X = 2.3) and'ﬁery unlikely to be mentally retarded.z

I ‘or unlikely to be emobionally disturbed &X = 4?7 and 3.5, rEspectively)l'

. L ' . Fv'\ R . v
The tendency was to find the case study child-as LD; however, when the .°* ‘
presenting'problem'waa benavior, a diagnosis of ED was mote likely than ,

when the %resenting‘pr%blem was academic. This outcome was considered

\\%t\het both statistical criteria .

important for two reasons, First
. and,isecqnd; it suggested that the-likelihoo& bf diagnosis was influenced

] ,“ ’ ' ’ . .
by criteria other than standardized test information (at least for one
{
4
"handicsp") o, - .
. / _ : - vy . ’
P : - B -
o, " ‘ : Discussion I ) ’,//
. . . e, — L ] f

‘, Decisions to.classi{; a child ‘as ED were influencéd by tha;\gﬁild's

.behavipr as reported in a referral statement.l The fin®ing that effects

PN 1y *, d : FU. -
Al »

were not demonstrated for other categdbries of decisions (i.e., LD, and
MR) was not expect? The question of salience of characterifics and

susceptibility to bias becomes important. i< this regard For differeptial °

- : effects‘xo be generated by expectancy generating stimuli those stimuli

must be R}P‘l\é}believable t:o the inaividual(s) to whom the bias . -




R L

.3

'.cipatIng subjects were more susceptible to problems related to behavior'g'

'MOOney & Algozzine -1978; Schlosser & Algozzine, 1979y . It yould appear

J . . R ] L - el oN

is, being conveyed ‘It may ‘be that the, child's performance as portrayed !

v L™

-«

in the "assgssment archive was too gbod to counter the effects of other

—
4

learning disability whs observed.' Similarly, it may be that the parti- °

.
than to those\associated with other child characteristics
The behaviors of children have been shown to be differentially bpther-

o L

some to school personnel (Algozzine, l976 l977 Algozzine & Curran, 1979,

that simple refeience to a-child's behavior problems may be a powerful

. ' ’ . . ) .

source of‘bias in decision making. As previously'indicated, Giesbrecht. ,)

/’
and Routh'(l979) found that statements -about behavior problems were in-

*
-

fluential in decisions regarding special placements Whether the resulbs
: R ) ~\ -
obtained in "simulated decision making can be generalized to more real-

li£e settings remains_to,be shown. ,HoweVEr,"the'suggessdgn'that written
indications of behavior problems at the time of referral may influence

» . ’
diagnostic outcomes would appear to haVe profound implications requiring

further investigation. , B ) / ,'<:
' Diagnostic decision makers should make 43ta-based decisions They °

should be able to shed stereotypes engendered by referral informafion,

- * M

" and make classifid&(ion decisipns on the basis of objective data re-

\ -
' , ’, - ' .
garding pupil performance. In this study, decision'makers failed to
. * ’ . .
reject stereotypes engendered by referral information regarding the

" type of problem the referred child was thought to exhibit; to some a

extent, then, decision makers were influenced by the child's character-'

istics In spite of average performance in the "assessment."

koY
characteristics; hence, no effect for diagnoses of mental retardation and “# .
. ¢ ¢ : N ’ . .

FEd

e
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Rootnotes

- Bob AIgozzine 1is also Associate Professor of Special Education,

¢

Univexsity of Florida, Gainesville. Special apifeciagion is extenHEd

to Ed Arndt, Martha Bordwell, Patricia qhase Jean Gteener, Joycé

o ‘Halverson, Richard/Rtfan, and, Mary Turnblom for assistance in data

collection, and to Deborah Anderson for assistance in data - analysis

-

. 1 . .
, o Black and white still photographs with identical backgrounds were ;

. taken of 40 boys and 40 giris ‘'enrolled in regular fonrth‘graaeiclassrooms
in a rural school district. Twenty-five professionals Q sorted the

s . (
'ﬁ§ ‘ pictnres into five piles, ranging from those they thoupht were least
- N ) .
{ attractiye to ‘those they believed vere most attractive. Q sorts were

compﬂeted separately for bof?’and girls. The phetographs included in-

“

this study were rated as attractive or unattractive by all 25 profes-

-
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Tgble 1 -

) . / '
.. @assification Decisions According to Type of Referral Information Reviewed

/

[4

~

]
0

LT ‘ s T .
Referral Information . +_~_Diagnostic Classification
Sex "SES | Type - . Mentally Learning | Emotionally
Problem | ‘ppearance JRetarded | Disabled ) Disturbed
' o "”VI“ 4.5 2.4 4.0 .
- o Acaden™é "I _Atfractive 0.9 * - 1.0 0.7
. o | 1 45 2.8 . 3.8 :
’ .ngh o llna.ttrar,tiyle._.a'] ].34 Z "].2 ' ‘
, - ' . TasT 2.6 73,4
- Behavior [Attractive “} 0.4 4 1.0 1.1
: . N 4.2 7 2.6 2.9
Ma le |- Unattractive] 1.1 1.1 1:5
Y T3] 37
N © | Academic |Attractive = { 0.5 1.3 1.1
' | 44 2.9 4.0
Low’ A _{Unattractive] 0.9 0.8 1.0 -
© o\ _ | 4.9 2.9 3.0 |°
Behavior ~|Attractive | 1.3 0.8 1.1
4.8 2.3 3.
’5 _|Unattractive| (.4 1. 1.1
e 4.3 2.6 3.4
*  |Attractive 0.4 1.0 0.9 -
. Apadem1c T ‘ 4.5 2.0 - 3.4
High * Unattiactive] 1.2 ° 1.1 1.2
Lo 1 5.0 3.4 - 3.4 .
- Attractive 06.o .} 0.9 1
| Behavior, =55 g8 T 257 3.5
fFemald _ Unattractive| 0.4 | +0.8 0.9
ol ; Attractive 1.0 = 1.1 0.6
: | Academic 3 i ——] 5 7
_ Unattractives 0.3 1.1 1.0
oW a7 T 3.7
X ' .o |Attractive 0.6 1 1.4 °
sehavior a days | 3. 3. A
L — Unattractive| 1.0 0.9 1.5

L4

Note. t - very Llikely, 5 = very unlikely.

-

Upper number of each set is Mean and'lowek-number is Standard
\_ ‘ ¥ ¢

DeviatiqQn,
\

Means and Standard Deviat;qns for Subjects' Diagnostic y
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d | o Table 2 . 13 '.,
/ Resu]fs Sf @ANOVA and subsequent ANOVA ana]yse;_ ! //
S \ | /_/ "
_ | -[Univariate Decision Outcqmes —
' WiTks' u ' >
» KolPce - Lambda 1D - MR Ep " -
U ksEX (A) .99 0. M0 ~'d.99gv | 0.142
SES (B) ;99 0.034 0.109° | 0.383,
PROBLEM +(C) ! 92+ 0.200 1,093 16.080% _
, APPEARANCE (D) | 99 0.055 2;349: (.o
s S -l 97t .360 2.539 1.41).
e /{ | .93 |3.506 0.092 | 1.égd/
A XD . .99 0.349- 0.6Q6 . S d
N - , 7
B X C .99 - _10.05) 0.007 | / 1,309 |
B X D .99 0.019_ " ] 0.991° ‘| 1.067
¢ XD .98 0.728 2,448 0.182
“Ix B xg ' .98 1. 144 2,878 1.665- | -
JAXB XD .96 6.084 '0.450' 0.655 |,
" lAxcxop ) .99 0:267 0.002 0.640
BXL XD | .99 2.47) 0.004 0.d03 -
AXBXCXD - 97 [3.22 3.825 - :-.6.002 ;
U;%vaniate outé@hes are £_§tatistj§s. )

Note.

* p £.01

. v
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