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Abstract.

Educational decision Makers (N 224) participated in a computer-

simulated decision-making experience designed to ascertain the extent

to which referral information biased classification decisions. Subjects

were- randomly assigned to 16 conditions which varied on t1T basis of

,the referred child't sex, socioeconomic status, physical attractiveness,f.
,

and tature of referral prob*m. Subjects accessed test ditta,.all of

. .

which reported pupil performance in the normal,range. Only the nature
1 4

of the referrpl.problem was found'to be influential in the simulated

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

tionally disturbedwhen.the refefralNstatement of the pr9blem was liste4

Was behavioral rather thAn academic. Subjects ignored standardized test

- infOrmation indicatpe of eterage performance, and retained the'stereo-

S' .i. ,

. .

-.,

. type created by the referral information. The results tiere discussed
. .

,

with regard to iinplications for assessment o childreri and-future itesearch.

..



Diagnostic Ciasaification Decidions is

a Function of Referral Information
. ;

Assessment of children for the purposes of providing special

education servicee has become a common practice in American schools.'
'a

,
(Salvia & Ysseidyke, 1978; Ysseldyke,4978); many issues havelresultlid

!

from this omnipresent. activity (YsseldYke, 1979). For example, defini-

tions of special education categdries.are oftep arbitrarilY derived'

and/or irrelevant for providing differential educational services

(Algozzine &'Suthrland, 1977; Hallah.Eiii\& Kauffman, 1477; Ysseldyke.

& Algdzzine, iApress). Similarly, attitudes and decisions about

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

acteristics; that is, bias occurs in educational decision making1

(Ysseldyke, 197).- This research addresses one aspect of bias in assess-

mentc the extent to which classification decisions, are influenced by.
le/

data provided at the time of referral.

In general, teachers'. and other professionals' attittOs toward

and expectations for children have be n shown to be influenced by

naturally-occurring and experimentally- riduced characteristics (Brphy

.(

& Good, 1974). For example, itthas been emonstrated that teachers

hold different attitudes tOward chiidren aa functidn of their sei

(Jackso'n &)L.E;haderne, 1967;-Palardy, 1960, ate (Rubovits & Maehr,/,
4

1973), socio-economic status ,(Bergen & Smith, \1966;.Lenkow'sky &.

Blackman, 1968; Neer, Foster, /ones, & Reyno1ds,\ 1973), phyeical ap-

pearance (Berscheid & Walster, 1974; Dion, ,1972),\ody image (Staffieri,

(

^
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1967), perceived intelligence tuszek.& Oaklarid,.109.; Rubovits &

Maehr, 1971), and behavior (Al zzirieeeldercer, & touiltermine 1977;

Giesbrecht & Roubh, 1979; LaVoi &Adams, 1974)1'
r

That fhese.same characteri ties are.influelltial i4 decisions

.

0 .(.
...

r4ating to the classification children has been sugseated, but to
.4"..

-1,z

a much lesser extent. For example,.Ross and Salvia.(105) repOrted that

teachers' decilions about the likelihood of a child being mentally re-
.

.
.

fr..

..
. ..,. _. . ... . ,,,

.
, -

. -
tarded were influenced by the factal attractiveness of tCat child, and

$ \ A' 4 . C
. t ..j,44 ''. . 6 ,

'Giesbrecht and Routh (1979) found riat "chfldren with* Otgative'teacher

4 k,

tomments [suggesting liehavfor'problams] werefjudgea Tore likely to-beed

,

special educational help . . . than,children without sucCriezments"

(p. 184).

. ,

.

The purRose of this study was to aacertaiti the extent to which ,

'. \ e
.

decisions to classify c-chiid as mentally.retarded (MR)., leaning di's-
,

\

$
,

abled°(LD), and/or emotionally disturbed cED) would be influence'd by
.4' N

.

'

. c

1 .
.

refetral information Sbou9 that child. The overall hypothesis was that
s

there would be no difference in the likelihood of a child being-rated

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

n
, problem, or appearance. . 1

.

11.

. . .,

. .

MethOd

Subbc4 I
.

. t..._
.

.
r i

Participants in the computer simultiti.on investigation were 224 0

school professionals,from public and prite schools in the greater
f ' tt

14.t

Minneapolis/St. Paul metropolitan area. Professionals who participated
,

in-the study were volunteers; each had served on at least two place-
.

ment teams. Subjects represented a brod4 spectrum 0 disciplines allid

7

r.
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experience,in RgoN,iding direct and indirect se iGe In educational

settings. Professions represented included regular,educaLon teachers

(N = 58), special education teachers,(N = -79), school psychologists-

(N = 30), administratorA, (N = 31)Iand support .personnel (e.g.,`iocial
4

worker, njA?se) ( 26).

Procedure

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

of a child and then participatein a.diagnostic comiouter simulation pro-

gram developed specifically for this.research. The program enabled

the subject to select assessment del:rices from within_seven commonly

used domains (e.g., intelligence, achievement, etc.) untll the subject
I

indicted that he/she was ready to make a diagnostic decision about the

thild in. thercase description. The archival information which was

'assessed by the paracipants was designed to reflect average pupil

perfarmance in all behavior areas sampled. Subjects were randomly ,

assigned to one of sixteen treatment condition& according to the nature

of the referral information. -

Referral Condition/ s. Sixteen.digerent case descriptions were pre--

pared by varying the referral informarion section of the case folders.

The name was reported as William or Phyllis .to Nary the child's sex.
0

Data on socioeconomic status were, varied: in halt the conditions parti-

cipants were told the child's father was a bank vice-president and the

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

father was a bank janitor and the mother ,a check-out clerk at a local

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

or behavior problem in school. In 'addition to these written descriptions,
.

4

z
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photographs of previohsily judpa attractive or-unattractive children

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

were given informati n fqr an attractive female from'a low SES who demon-

strated academic problems, while wider another condition ate referred

child was an unattractive mtle from a low SES with academic problems, etc.

The method of. conveying.the Teferralsiuf6rmation was the same .(written) .

'for,each "stereotype" e)(cept appearance, For example, to present the

sex biasin'g infortation, a boy or arl name was inserted into the case

-

folder'in the'appropriate item. Similarly, to present the typesof problem

either "a'cademic"'or "behavior" was inserted, as the xype of problem under

"Reason for Referral." '
Dependent Variables. Subjects were asked to complete a series-

.

questions after they had,iead the Ease description and their selected

assessment "informatign. Those of inteliest for this study requested ,

responses indicating the extent to rhich the participant thought-the

%

child was mentally fetarded, learrang disabled, or emotionally,,disturbed.

Subjects' were asked to record their diagnostic Iecisions on rating scales

.in which 1 very likely, and-5 = very unlikely.

1110
Design pnd Data Analysig. For oses of,hypothesis eesting, a

four factor (2X2X2X2) multivariate analMsis of vaitiance design waused:

sex, SES, type of'pro10.em% and appearance were'the' indepepdent variables;

diagnostic classification.decisions were colisidered as dependent variables.

S.ignificant multivariate effects Were subjected to univariate analyses of

variance.for each'dependent variable separately and au further simplep.
effects were analyzed using t tests as appropriate. Significant- uni-

variate main effeéts were Interpreted from-F ratios since all factors.'

4.
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contained only tWo,levelsof. Variation. ,The level 4 significance for
,

all tests was set at 0.01 and an.additional criterion of at least a 0.5
. .

-.
.

ft
.unit difEerence between means was imposed. It was anticipated that this' t

,

. ,

latter criterion.would serve.as a means of differentiating stattsticai

A

significanCe and importance in that it represented. a'10 percent unit *dif-

fefence on the 5-point dependent scale.
1

Results*

'Subjects selected teats from seven domain's. A total of 1422 devices
4

1

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

specifie,kinds of devices were used: .inter:fectual measures (21%),

achievement teses (29%), perceptual-moior tests.(13%), behavior ratings

(13%),, personality tests (11%), language tests (8%), and easures of

,adaptive behavior (5%).

,Means and standard deviationa for'subjects' diagnost&Q,clAssification.)

decisions are presented in Table'l &or each independInt condition.

.'Insert Table 1:about here
4

144

The multivariate analysis of varianee for,thdse data yielded one sigRi-

ficant Uffecti the Wilks' Lambda for type of problem was 0.92116' (3,205)

= 5.82, R < and suggestedhat the multIvariate decision centroids

differed, for the child thought to have academic or behavioral problems.

Univariate follow-Up analyses yielded signifieant main effets for the

type of prOblem (i ; 16.08 R.< ,01) only for the'diagnostic decision 6.5.

emotiohal disturbance; n other main effects or interaction efficts were

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

tUrbed when the presenting problem was said.to be behaviorg O.( =.3,2)

t
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rather than academics (R-A=. 343). Test statisti.es for these analyse's

art presented in Tabie 2.

.*

Insert Table 2 about here

./
&

While subjects' differential 4,iagnnses were affected "only by the
A . .

referral information when clhssifying a child as emotionky disturb.ed,
. .

differences, were observed in their ratingskof the.exrent to which the°

child was seen as ED, LD,. or'MR. A compaiison of the overall means for
. `. :fr

eacki decision suggeKedthat the subjectg rated tbe.child as likely to

' a .... '1/4
o

be learning.disabled (X = 2.3) andjery unlikely to, be mentally retarded.i

or Unlikely to be emotionally disturbed = 417 and 3.5, respectivelyY.-

The tende9y was to find the cape study child-as.LD; however, when the .

presenting problem' was 'behavior, a diagnosis of Eb was mote likely than,
.s.

when the presenting problqm was academic. This outcome was considered

important for two reasons. First, it met both statistical criteria
.

and,:second, it suggested that the likelihooa bf diagnosis was influenced

by criteria other than standardized test information (at least for one
,

"handic&p ). t.
a-

/ -

1.Decisions to classi v a 'childtas ED were influencid by that child's ..
,

Discussion

. behavi9r as reported in a referral statement. The finaing that effects

were not *demonstrated for other categbrigs oT decfsions (i.e., LD, and

MR) was not expectld. The question of salience of characteridkics nd

susceptibility to bias becomes important.in'-this regard. Tor differe9tial

effects*to be generated by expectancygenerating stimuli, those stimuli

muSt -be

ci .

...

n j belieNiable Co the inividudl(s) to whom the bias

0
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A
*,

is, being conveyed. 'It May-be that the. Child's performance as portrayed

in the!'asspssment Archive was too gbod to counter the effects of other

characteristics; hence, no effect for diagnoses of mental retardation and
.

4

I /
learning disability Was observed. Similarly, it may be that the parti.

'.cipattng,subjects'Were more susceptible to "proinems relate& to behavior

than to those<associated with other child characteristics.

The behaviors of children have been shown tO be dif
./,

Terentially bother-, .4,
...

,

some to-school personnel.(AlgOzzine, 1976, 1977; Algozzine & Curran, 1979;

Mooney & Algozzine,-11/78; Schlosser & Algozzine, 1970). It would appear

that simple refeence to a.chrid's betavior problems may be a powerful

source of bkas in decision making. As previously Indicated, Giesbrecht

an& Routh-(1979) found that statements-about behavior problems were in-

fluential in decisions regSrding special placements. Aether the resUlts

obtained in "simulated decision-making" can be generalized to more real-

life settings retains to,be shown. ,HoUlever, the' suggestiign that written
.

indications of behavior problems at the time of referral may influence

I diagnostic;outcdmes would apPear to hatre profound implications requiring

fureher inve'stigation.

c
Di:agnostic decision inakers.should make" data-based- decisions, They

should be able to she& stereotypes engendered by referial information,

and make classifie4C.on decisiOns on the basis, of objective data re-

garding pupif performance. In thi'S study, decision'makers failed to

reject sereotypes engendered by referral information regarding the

types of problem the referred child was thought to exhibit; to some

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

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

Oft
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1
Black and white still photographs with identical backgrounds were'

taken of 40 bOys and 40 girid'enrolled in regular fourth 'grade'classrooms

in a rural school district. TWenty-five ,professionals Q ..orted the

pictures into five piles, ranging from those they thought were least

attracti,e to those they believea were most attraetive. Q sorts were

comptheted separately for boyg',and girls. Thg 04etograpHs included in'

this study were rated as attractive or tinatthIctive by mll 25 profes-
,

sion
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tleans and Standard Deviations for Subjects' Diagnostic

006ification Decisions According to Type of ReferralInformation Reviewed

Referral Information . Diagnostic

'

Classification

Learning

Disabled
2.4.

l.0

.

Emotionalla
Disturbed

S.
,

Sex .SES TADe
_Problem

Acadeettiafractive

, ,

'Api5earance

Mentally
Retarded

4...5

0-9

4.0 .

1.7

Male

c,

High ttraaiile,
4.6
4.1

.2,.8 .

1.3
3.8
1.2

.

.

,

Behavior Attractive_

4.3

0.4

2.6z-.

1-.0 . 1.1

., UnattraCtive

AltuLtiya:_i

UnaIttive

4.2

1. 1

4.7

0.5

.,

'

.

2.6

1.1

3.1 °

2.9

1;5

3.7
.

Low'

.

Academic
4.4

0.9.

2.9 ,

0.8

, 4.0

1.0\

Behavior

pl!

.

Attractive
4.9
OA

--'47.-{1

0.4

4

.

2.9

0,8

2.3

1.1

3.1

1.1

3.1

1.1-Unattractive

Femala

'

High
4.

0.

Academic *-
Attractive

4.3

0 4

2.6

1.0

3.4

0.9 -

['Matti-active

4 5

1.2

2.8

1

3.4

1.2

5ehavior Attractive

5.0

0.0 .

.4

0.9

3.4

1..1

, :

Unattractive

4.8

0.4

2.5

n 0.8

3.5

0.9

i

Low

'

Academic Attractive

4,5

1.0

2.5

1.1

4.1.

0.6

Unattractive-

4.9

0.3

2.5

1.1

4.1

1.0

Behavior. Attractive

:4:7

'116

11.5

1.0

2.5

1.1

3.2

1.4

.

Unattractive

3.4

0.9 1.5
4

Note. I - very 5 = very unlikely.

Upper number of each set is Mean and lower number is Standard

Deviatiw2A
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Table 2 ,

Results 6f MANOVA and subsequent ANOVA analyses

13

-'Univariate Decision Outcqmes

SolPce

Wilks

Lambda LD MR ED
,

SEX (A)
..

.99 0.240 .-0.9963!

SES (B)
.

.

99
..j,

92*

. .99

0.034

0.200'

0.055

4.
0.109'

1.093

2.-349

0.142

0.383,

16.080*

b.026

PROBLEM -(C)

APPEARAkE(D)
.

A X B ... ,- . .97 :'

.

-i 360 2 539 4 1.411.

/
1 4;1.-4

/
.

A X C .98 3.506 0.092
A,T

A X D - .99 0.349.1 0.6Q6

0-007

0.991 '

- /I77
1

1.30

1 067-

B X C .99 0.051

.

B X p ,

r7.-----

.99 0 0.019
t

,

C X D
, .98 0.728 '2.448 0.182

AXBXQ ,

,

.98 1 '04 2 878 1 665-

AXBX D ,

,

,

96 6.084
.

0.450
.

0.655

_
AXCXD . , .99 0:267 0.002 0.64O

B"X -C X D
.

. ,99 2.471 0.004 0.603
.

AXBXCXD- .97 3.2'22 3.825 0.002
-

k

Note. linivariate outcoMes are F statistics.

* < .01

.

1

t
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