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ABSTRACT 

The number of children who are performing poorly in school-wide tests seems to be 

increasing in an independent religious school in the metropolitan area. Several children 

have been identified "at risk" or having special needs but they seem to show little if any 

improvement as they get promoted to higher grades. The study investigated the 

instructional and assessment strategies that upper primary school teachers were using in 

their classrooms to improve the academic and social skills of children defined as having 

special needs. Teachea: • ii~rceptions were examined i:o determine whether there had 

been any observable increases in the academic performance of students from years five to 

seven. Attitudes that teachers displayed towards the school were also studied in relation 

to the effect that they had on children with special needs. Teachers• reported that the 

design and implementation of both instruction and tests were found to inhibit full 

inclusion of children with special needs. Religious and structural restrictions placed on 

children with special needs were also found to impede their academic success. The 

discussion focused on the instructional and assessment strategies that teachers perceived 

would benefit the academic achievement of children with special needs. Ways of 

overcoming the restrictions placed on teachers' use of instruction and assessment 

strategies were also examined. 
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CHAPTERONE 

INTRODUCTION 

BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY 

Concern is growing in a metropolitan independent school in regard to the level of 

progress children with special needs are making throughout their years of primary 

school education. Many of these students have not been diagnosed as "disabled" but are 

consistently receiving results that are below 50% on fortnightly tests, some as low as 

0%. Over the years of primary school education, there seems to be little if no progress 

made by many children with special needs that constantly get the same below standard 

grades indicated by student records. Teachers report that many low achieving students 

have low attendance records. Year seven teachers are faced with students who cannot 

read and write at an age appropriate level, with many falling below year two level 

standards. In the school, children's standards are measured on a term basis using six 

main tests: The Holborn Reading Scale, The South Australian Spelling Test, The Wood 

and Lowther Math Test; and NSW English, Mathematics and Science Tests (Rutherford

Bryant, 2000). 

The Department of Education in Western Australia defines children with special needs 

as those "with an intellectual or physical disability, a sensory imp&innent or auti'.sm" 

(Policy guidelines for the edu~tion of students with disabilities, 1993, p. 27). Slavin 

and Madden describe children with special needs as those "who [are] in dr.nger of failing 

to complete his or her education with an adequate level of skills" (1985', p. 4). In the 

context of this study, children with special needs are def med as those chlldren who 

consistently receive marks in tests below 50%; find it difficult to concentrate in class; 

display either disruptive or withdrawn behaviour, and cannot grasp concepts after 

repeated demonstration and explanation. 
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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

The significance of the study is that by identifying teachers' perceptions of the reasons 

as to why students with special needs consistently get low marks it will be possible to 

outline and implement strategies to improve the academic and social achievements of 

these children. Academic achievement encompasses classroom learning, student work 

output and social interaction. Social achievements involve children with special needs 

working in collaborative groups, and interacting positively with their peers and teachers. 

The study examines established models of teaching focusing on curriculum based 

measurement strategies. Due to the fundamentalist religious nature of the school, some 

of the strategies explored may be opposed to the philosophy of the school. 

The results of this study, therefore, provide a broad framework for teachers to evaluate 

their teaching practices and encourage the school to put structured systematic programs 

into place that would help children with special needs to succeed acaderr:ically and 

socially. 

THEPURPOSEOFTHESTUDY 

All children, including those with special needs, are educated in regular primary classes 

within this school. Inclusion occurs when children are placed in general classrooms 

with regular children for most (if not all) of their education (Woolfolk, 1995). 

Researchers such as Salisbury, Gallucci, Palombaro and Peck (1995); Slavin, Madden, 

Karweit, Dylan, Wasik, Shaw, Mainzer and Haxby (1991); and Garalnick, Connor and 

Hammond (1995) believe that an important advantage of inclusion is the social 

interaction that occurs between children with disabilities and children without 

disabilities. lnclusion could affect children with special needs positively as they would 

be given access to the same educational structures as their "normal" peers despite what 

they could or could not do (Wisniewski & Alper, 1994). Teachers' perceptions of the 

results of the fortnightly reports over the past three years in this school, however, has 

shown that children with special needs are not improving in an observable or stiltistical 

way. 
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The purpose of this study is to investigate teachers' perceptions as to why this may be 

happening and to identify ways to impl'Ove: 

(i) the academic achievement of students in real terms such as improvements 

in literal, inferential and evaluative comprehension, and 

(ii) the transfer and generalisation of knowledge. 

It examined ways in which the restrictive religious school environment could be 

modified (without ignoring religious doctrines) to best suit the requirements of children 

with special needs and what teachers can do within the classroom at one independent 

school in Perth, WA. 

The study also examines (from the point of view of teachers) whether the self-esteem of 

these students was affected from continuously performing poorly and being perceived as 

"failures" (Beane, 1982). Such self-perceptions may not encourage increased academic 

performances but decrease performance, which may be reflected in the static 

performance levels of students and generally poor classroom behaviour across three 

grades of primary school. Teachers' perceptions of the effect of low self-esteem on 

classroom behaviour and achievement were also examined, 

The study is mainly qualitative in nature (with quantitative data informing the qualitative 

data) and focuses on teachers' perceptions of the problems they encounter when 

teaching children with special needs in a religious independent school. While the study 

is confined to a fundamentalist religious school in Western Australia, the theory of role 

conflict that emerged outlines the problems associated with conflicting ideologies 

between schools and teachers which provides a new perspective on the central research 

question of teachers' perceptions of why children with special needs continue to fail in 

any educational environment. 
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OPERATIONAL DEFINITIONS 

In the context of this study, an independent religious school refers to a school that is 

only partially funded by state and federal government educational departments and 

provides alternative curricula that is religiously based. 

Fundamentalist religions involve a movement away from the new age movement that is 

optimistic and utopian (Saliba, 1999). Fundamentalist religions oppose the acceptance 

and recognition of different religions and spiritual beliefs and encourage a literal 

interpretation of sacred texts wherever possible with no consideration given to the 

historical context in which it was written (Thornhill, 1990). Fundamentalist schools rely 

on the literal teaching of sacred texts, for example the Bible. 

RISTO RY OF THE SCHOOL 

The school is a fundamentalist religious institution that bas three campuses north, south 

and east of the Swan River, in Perth, Western Australia. There are 895 students enrolled 

in the primary school which operates across all tluee campuses and 250 students in the 

secondary school which is only operating at one campus. Primary school students 

receive seven sessions related to different subject areas per day. For primary school 

children from kindigarten to year seven, the school day consists of seven and a half 

hours. All students receive seven 40 minute sessions of religion and associated language 

studies per week. The religion lessons are given by non-educationalist religious staff 

who have some knowledge of the religion or have spent time studying the religion. 

Often, religious classes are unstructured and consist of students reading the religious 

texts by themselves. Religious classes are often divided so that one religious staff 

member will work with the "weaker" children and the other with the "stronger'' children. 

All children spend 20 minutes per day in prayer after lunch. 
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Religious restrictions are imposed upon bo":1 staff members and children. Music, 

various art forms such as drawing or painting certain subjects and theatre are 

discouraged or strictly forbidden. Physical education is not regarded as a priority and 

the programs run are poorly structured and do not cater for a variety of skills. 

The school has no qualified remedial teachers but often people are employed to teach 

children who are performing badly in class. These staff members are almost always 

non--educationally trained (except for two remedial teachers in the secondary school) and 

have their degrees in other disciplines such as accounting. Remedial programs are only 

implemented sporadically throughout the school year depending on the availability of 

staff members. Students who perform poorly in class are withdrawn and sent to 

"remedial" staff members to receive additional tuition with little or no liaison with class 

teachers. 

Many of the students in the school are from non-Eng!isb speaking backgrounds so the 

school is classified as largely ESL. Prior to 1998, all primary classes were streamed so 

that students performing below age levels were placed in "B" level and those working at 

appropriate age levels were placed in "A" level, for example, 7A and 7B. This system 

was abolished in 1998 due to concerns that students in "B" levels across the primary 

school were not improving academically and displaying miscreant behaviour. 

Empirical results are emphasised by the school, which includes testing children from 

kindergarten to year seven fortnightly on the subjects of language, mathematics, science 

and social studies. The teachers in each grade level construct the tests jointly and all 

children in a particular grade level receive the same test. Fortnightly testing seems to 

have had no positive long-term impact on students that have been identified as having 

special needs. The school has decided that a result of below 60% means that the student 

requires relilediation and they are sent to the computer room to work on computer 

software packages, EDU Math or EDU English with no liaison with the classroom 
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teacher. According to the principa! of the school, the 60% benchmark appears to be 

randomly chosen having no legitimate reasoning behind it other than student test results. 

Parental involvement was minimized in the school and there was no P& C or board to 

which the school was accountable. Parents need to be involved in the education of 

children with special needs (Bjork-Akesson & Granlund, 1995). 

A hierarchy had developed within the school system where the owner or administrator of 

the school was responsible for all budgetary matters, parent complaints and personnel 

problems concerning the three primary campuses and the high school. The principal 

was responsible for matters concerning the primary schools and the headmaster was 

responsible for those concerning the high school. As this study is concerned with the 

primary schools, only the hierarchy of the primary schools is discussed. The principal 

had appointed four heads of primary, two ia Campus A, one in Campus B and one in 

Campus C. The heads of primary were responsible for overseeing that the directions of 

the principa] were carried out in each campus. 

While the principal of the school held a Master of Education degree, the owner of the 

school and the two heads of the secondary school held degrees in fields other than 

education. In many cases, the principal has reported being confined by the non• 

educationalist views of the owner of the school who was ultimately in charge of all final 

decisions. The principal has indicated that on many different occasions the owner of the 

school vetoed decisions that were made. This made it difficult for the principal to 

operate the school in an educationally appropriate manner. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The central research question and subsequent subsidiary questions were specifically 

linked to the instructional and assessment models used by classroom teachers when 
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teaching children with special needs and the restrictions imposed upon them by the 

school. 

The central question underpinning the study is: 

What do teachers perceive as being the main reasons filj to why students with 

special needs consistently get low marks throughou! primary school education 

with little or no improvement? 

The following four subsidiary questions were developed to answer the central research 

question. 

1. What are the current instruction and assessment strategies being used by 

teachers and do teachers believe that these practices are effective in helping 

children with special needs achieve academically? 

2. Do teachers view curriculum based measurement strategies as important to 

ensuring the academic success of children with special needs? 

3. Do teachers believe that academic performance of students with special 

needs is best served by frequent formal testing and do the tests actually 

reflect the students' acquisition of knowledge? 

4.' Do teachers believe religious restrictions on learning impede the success of 

children with special needs in this environment? 
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An investigation of the literature has identified models of instruction and assessment that 

have been found effective in improving the academic and social achievement of children 

with special needs. The models proven to be most effective when teaching children with 

special needs are direct instruction, Individual Education Plans, curriculum based 

measurement and computer aided learning. 

THE STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 

Chapter one has provided an overview of the study. Chapter two provides a review of 

the literature in relation to instruction and assessment strategies that are used by teachers 

to teach children with special needs in inclusive educational environments. The 

importance of considering the requirements of children with special needs from non

English speaking backgrounds is also examined. The theoretical background, 

conceptual framework and data gathering techniques are discussed in Chapter three. 

Cha:,ter four present the data analysis of the subsidiary research questions in order to 

answer the central research question. A discussion of the findings in relation to the 

central research question, implications of the study and suggestions for further research 

are provided ill Chapter five. 
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CHAPfER2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The following literature review considers models of instruction and assessment that have 

been identified as having positive affects on the achievement of children with special 

needs (Beane & Lane, 1990i Cole & Chan, 1990; Fuchs & Fuchs, 1986; Phillips, 

Hamlett, Fuchs & Fuchs, 1993). 

Both instruction and assessment strategies are vital to teaching children with special 

needs. The academic performance of children with special needs is often poorer than 

children who operate at an age appropriate level in class. This may be due to problems 

associated with giving these children the extra instructional time that they need in an 

inclusive classroom (Westwood, 2000; Jenkins, Pious & Jewell, 1990). Even though 

children with special needs require more instructional time, however, the benefits that 

these children receive in terms of imitation skills which lead lo parallel play, social and 

reciprocal skills are essential to their development (Guralnick, Connor & Hammond, 

1995). Karge, McClure and Patton (1995) indicate that if children with special needs are 

exposed to their non-disabled peers, they can obsetve socially acceptable behaviour and 

become motivated to achieve higher order thinking skills and better academic results. 

Five models of instruction and assessment are reviewed in relation to teachers' 

perceptions of their effectiveness in helping to improve the academic achievement of 

students with special needs. The models of instruction and assessment reviewed include 

traditional methods of instruction that involve unsystematic strategies, direct instruction, 

curriculum based measurement and computer aided instruction. Many of these 

instruction and assessment strategies overlap and can be used in conjunction with each 

other. 
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TRADITIONAL METHODS OF INSTRUCTION AND ASSESSMENT 

Tradi'tionally, assessment of children with special needs was aimed at testing what 

students know and don't know but not at helping educators ensure that students bad 

mastered learning. Phillips, et al., (1993) propose that it is essential to find alternative 

methods of assessing students due to the increasing number of students with special 

needs entering mainstream educadonal settings. Assessment needs to be relevmt to all 

students and able to provic!c stu<lents and teachers with feedback that will enable 

teachers to improve student learning. According to Ysseldyke, Algozzine and Thurlow 

(2000), traclitional methods of instruction and assessment do not take into consideration 

the learning differences of children with special needs. 

Most procedures currently used in schools are based on unsystematic instl.uction and 

assessment using worksheets and unreliable teacher-made tests that do not correspond 

directly to curriculum requirements (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1986). These traditional 

assessment strategies tend to focus on norm-referenced s.pproaches that highlight 

individual learning deficits rather than what educators and learners can do to change 

deficient behaviours (Jitendra & Kameenui, 1993). Traditional methods of instruction 

and assessment fail to use inclusive practices that enable students to progress along a 

developmental continuum at their own learning pace (Munro, 1999). Westwood (2000) 

states, however, that many traditional methods of instruction and assessment such as the 

use of phonics and doze exercises, amongst others, can be effective when teaching 

children with special needs in the general or inclusive classroom. In practice, children 

with special needs are often unable to keep up with the learning pace of their non

disabled peers in a general classroom using traditional methods of instruction and 

assessment. According to Kerns, Childs, Dunlap, Clarke & Falk (1994) traditional 

methods do not use systematic functional assessments that ensure children with special 

needs are achieving academically. When assessment is unsystematic, children with 

special needs often do not perform well and teachers cannot accurately measure actual 

academic gains that have been made. Unsystematic instruction and assessment 
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strategies can be defined as those having no clear rationale behind their implementation 

and difficult for other professionals to understand and implement (Camboume, 1999). 

Traditional methods of assessment are limited because they do not evaluate instructional 

strategies nor do they examine the direct effects of instruction on student academic 

growth (Jitendra & Kameenui, 1993). The evaluation of instructional strategies and 

academic achievement is vital to ensuring successful education for children with special 

needs. Such methods are more concerned with summative evaluation that leads to a 

preoccupation with product rather than the processes behind learning (Bransford, 

Delclos, Vye, Bums & Haselbring, 1987). 

Constructivist approaches to teaching are often synonymous with traditional methods of 

instruction and assessment. Constructivist approaches to instruction 

rely heavily on students 'discovering' concepts, rules and cognitive 
strategies in the absence of carefully tested sequences of instructional 
units and explicit instruction from teachers; with minimal teacher 
correction of errors; and without an emphasis on distributed (planned) 
practice to the point of mastery - to ens we fluency, retention and 
independence (Kozloff, LaNunziata, Cowardin & Bessellieu, 2001, p. 
54). 

The main problem with traditional or constructivist methods of instruction and 

assessment is that the manner in which knowledge is acquired is often overlooked. 

Teachers using traditional methods of instruction often fail to delineate the steps 

involved in acquiring concepts, rules, cognitive strategies and skills. The relevancy of 

what is being taught is not made explicit so children with special needs are less likely to 

be able to transfer newly acquired knowledge to different settings. 

Proponents of the constructivist view of education such as Driver (1989) and Fosnot 

(1996) argue that concept learning is a reconstruction of meaning based on the 

relationship between prior knowledge and what is experienced in the environment. 
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Children are encouraged to relate what has been newly taught and learnt to what they 

already know. This is a valid argument and is supported by Kozloff and Bassellieu who 

state "as children advance developmentally, instruction moves from mora explicit 

(teacher directed) to more implicit (discovery) learning formats [such as those used in 

the constructivist approaches]" (2000, p.10). Teacher directed instruction is important 

because it enables students to learn how to discover new concepts, rules and 

relationships. 

Traditional methods of instruction and assessment generally support the partial 

exclusion model, whkh involves students being taken out of the mainstream classroom 

and given special or remedial instruction {Ashman & Elkins, 2002). Arguably, talcing 

children with special needs out of the classroom for remedial instruction gives them the 

opportunity to be taught concepts that they could not acquire in the general classroom 

environment. Ysseldyke, et al., (2000) consider exclusion to have a negative affect on 

the self-esteem of children with special needs in relation to academic achievement, how 

thes~ children perceive themselves and how others perceive them. Frequently, children 

become withdrawn from and ostracised by, other children because they are perceived as 

different. In many instances, children with special need-. miss out on valuable and 

relevant instruction in the general classroom while they are receiving remediation. 

A study conducted in Australia from 1984 to 1989 by Center and Ward (cited in 

Avramidis, Bayliss & Burdon, 2000) found that traditional methods of education 

encouraged teachers to perceive the inclusion of children with special needs in a 

negative manner. These attitudes of teachers toward children with special needs were 

found to be a result of unsystematic school organization, lack of teacher training in using 

systematic instruction and assessment methods; and a lack of specialised resources. 

We5twood (2000) identifies various positive instruction and assessment strategies in 

traditional methods such as modelling, self regulated learning and problem solving. 

Many of the traditional· strategies of instruction and assessment are used in other more 
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systematic methods. Westwood states," the use of [traditionally] unstructured, child· 

centred enquiry methods tends to make too many unrealistic assumptions concemUlg 

children's motivation and their ability to teach themselves" (Westwood, 2000: p. ix). 

Consequently, while traditional instruction and assessment strategies can be effective, 

they are only seccessful when applied in a systematic manner. This results from not 

taking into consideration what instruction children need in order to motivate them to 

learn and to be reflective learners. 

Foshee, et al., (1991) believe that traditional methods of assessment are unreliable 

because they don't test students extensively enough to determine whether or not they 

have acquired the ability to generalise or transfer skills. Foshee, et al., (1991) insist that 

traditional methods tend .only to train students how to perform in tests, rather than really 

testing them on whether they have mastered certain skills. A major problem facing 

educators who use traditional assessment methods is that they cannot only incorrectly 

classify students as needing remediation but that they do not suggest instructional 

strategies to improve academic learning. Curriculwn Based Measurement, however, 

identifies what skills students have mastered and then suggests strategies to improve 

learning or mastery of skill deficiencies. Setting goals for students is an important part 

of the instruction and assessment process. Wesson (1991) posits that traditional goals 

are too vague and sees no evidence that traditional instruction and assessment methods 

improve student achievement, especially those with special needs. 

Traditional methods of instruction can include instruction techniques such as teacher~ 

directed teaching that can have a positive affect on the academic achievement levels of 

students with special needs (Simmons, Baker, Fuchs, Fuchs & Zigmond, 1995). This 

method of instruction can include explicit teaching or direct instruction that h~ve been 

found by Pressley and McCormick (1995) to have a positive affect on the acquisition of 

knowledge by children with special needs. Direct and explicit instruction involves the 

teacher presenting concepts to stud~nts, guiding students' practice, providing feedback 

to students and providing students with the opportunity to generalise the newly acquired 

concept (Rosenshine, 1987). In addition, traditional methods also use other affective 
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strategies such as group work, drama, individual education progl'ams, frequent testing, 

feedback and reinforcement for positive behaviours. While these strategies have been 

proven as effective, traditional methods of instruction and assessment tend to use them 

in an unsystematic and unrelated manner. 

DIRECT INSTRUCTION 

Direct instruction is a teaching strategy that can provide children with highly structured 

teaching sequences in a general classroom environment helping them to acquire 

concepts and other knowledge forms (Wisciewski & Alper, 1994). The use of modelling 

concepts, joint-construction of tasks and group work such as peer tutoring also enable 

children with special needs to receive adequate support in relation to knowle.dge 

acquisition. Kameenui and Carnine explain that: 

Direct Instruction curricula are organised around big ideas ..• Big ideas are 
those concepts, principles, or heuristics that facilitate the most efficient 
and broadest acquisition of knowledge ... Challenged [students] are likely 
to benefit from thorough knowledge of the most important aspects of a 
given content area (1998, p. 8). 

While knowledge acquisition is important to the academic acbieve.....]ent of children with 

special needs, the ability to generalise or transfer newly acquired knowledge to different 

settings is just as important. Direct instruction strategies ensure that children with 

special needs have the opportunity to generalise newly acquired knowledge. 

Direct instruction is based on instructivist approaches to education which focus on 

teaching children to acquire knowledge and is "guided by the concepts behaviour and 

learning" (Kozloff, et al., 2001, p. 60). Direct instruction involves teacher-directed 

guidance towards the mastery of sblls based on the use of structured curricula, cues, 

target responses, practice, corrective fe~dback and continued evaluation of student 

performance. 
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Many children with mild intellectual disabilities have an inability to generalise. The 

perceived success of direct and explicit teaching is due to systematically teaching 

generalisation skills (Ward, Center & Bochner, 1994). Generalisation skills enable 

children to transfer what they have learnt to new environments. For example, Hayes and 

Conway state: 

The generalisation of learned skills across environments has also been 
identified as a particular problem in the instruction and training of people 
with intellectual disability ... This failure to generalise may, in part, be 
attributed to the difficulties that people with intellectual disability have in 
forming conceptual representations of learned stimuli and skills (2000, p. 
218). 

Consequently, in order to learn generalisation skills and apply them to different 

situations, this depends on a systematically explicit method of instruction. 

Constructivist methods of enquiry are opposed to direct instruction. Constructivist 

approaches to instruction and assessment are based on discovery learning with little 

interference from the teacher in terms of instruction and correction (Chall, 2000). The 

focus is not on mastering particular concepts and consequently can fail to lead to the 

retention of knowledge that allows for generalisation of skills across different 

environments. In a school environment where children are from a non-English speaking 

background and their language skills are poor, they will be unable to acquire the basic 

skills such as reading and reasoning which provide the framework for higher learning if 

teachers solely use constructivist methods of instruction and assessment. Arguably, in 

such an environment, children with special needs benefit more from focused, systematic, 

contextualised and explicit teaching. 

A study by Simmons, et al., (1995) found that while teachers perceived direct instruction 

positively, they seldom used the procedure in their classrooms. The results of the study 

suggested that teachers needed !o be extensively trained in order to use methods of direct 

instruction effectively that would lead to high'er academic performance and achievement 

of children with special needs. Teachers needed to have confidence in their ability to 
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effectively use direct instruction to teach children with special needs in a general 

classroom environment. 

·'"li'lklf - ' iAACF 

Direct instruction is frequently criticized for being too teacher-centred and prevents 

students from using their initiative to discover and explore new concepts (Millar, 1989). 

Teachers direct most student leaming with little opportunity for discovery other than 

independent practice of taught concepts which usually consists of worksheets. 

According to Kozloff and Bassellieu (2000), however, direct instruction incorporates 

many of the instruction and assessment strategies they consider important. They claim a 

variety of strategies are used in direct instruction. 

Strategic~ used in direct instruction include small group work, the evaluation of the 

effectiveness of instruction after each lesson based on an analysis of student 

performance and frequent systematic student feedback. Instruction is designed so 

students can actively construct meaning that is relevant to their environmental and 

cultural contexts, which enables them lo transfer knowledge to different settings. The 

curriculum is meticulously,_planned and monitored according to ongoing analyses of 

student needs, while catering for social rules that govern socially acceptable behaviour. 

Curricula based on direct instruction generally follow a developmental progression of 

learning which leads to higher order thinking skills. 

An important component of direct instruction is group work where children learn 

cooperatively in small groups. Studies have shown that group work ( either peer groups 

or the teache.r working with small groups of children) has a positive affect on the 

acquisition of knowledge for the child with special needs (Phillip, et al., 1993). Peer 

tutoring, which generally involves a more-abled student explaining concepts to a less

abled peer or peers, is often effective in enabling children with special needs to acquire 

and generalise new concepts (Phillips, et al., 1993). 



17 

All of these strategies have been claimed as effective for teaching children with special 

needs (Headley & Dunston, 2000). Lloyd (1997) conducted a comparative study of 

reading methods used to educate children with special needs and found that direct 

instruction was the most successful. Lloyd's study, however, did not take into 

consideration factors such as non~English speaking backgrounds and the difficulties 

students with special needs might face in differing environments. 

In summary, direct instruction has, therefore, been proven as an effective strategy to use 

when teaching children with special needs (Lloyd, 1997). The effectiveness of direct 

instruction results from the integration of various other strategies such as group work, 

individual student needs analysis, systematic assessment and a relevant curriculum. 

INDIVIDUAL EDUCATION PLANS (IEPs) 

Individual Education Plans (ieferred to in the United States and the United Kingdom as 

Individualized Education Programs) involve the preparation of an individualized, 

specially designed instructional program by teachers, psychologist, special educators and 

parents. IEPs are quite effective when implemented in mainstream classrooms (Smith & 

Brownwell, 1995). While IEPs are not intended to be plans for the total instruction of 

children with special needs, they are supposed to identify the agreed focus for the 

students programming that provides direction, not detailed teaching instruction (Tieppo, 

2002). These plans need upgrading on a regular basis and allow the curriculum to be 

varied so that it meets the requirements of students with special needs. In the Australian 

context, Asbmann & Elkins define Individual Education Plans as: 

a written commitment of resources and relevant services. It records the 
participants' responsibilities, a management device that states goals and 
objectives and ensures the availability of resources and services, a 
statement of agreement by the stakeholders (e.g., parents and school 
staft), and an ongoing evaluation device for measuring student progress 
(2002, p. 63). 



18 

Rosenberg, Oshea and Oshea (1998) found that successful Individual Education Plans 

resulted from focusing on including children with special needs in the general classroom 

with their peer group and limiting withdrawing children for special instruction. 

Rosenberg, et al., (1998) proposed that a collaboration of specialist teachers such as the 

special education teacher, the physical education teacher and arts teacher, amongst 

others need to work clos'!ly together on teaching children with special needs. The 

general classroom tea.cher following the Individual Education Plan should direct all 

teaching. 

Generally, successful instruction and assessment programs involve both teaching and 

assessing familiar, functional skills outlined in the curriculum (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1986). 

By teaching and assessing these skills, children with special needs know what is 

expected of them, what goals they need to achieve and the steps needed to achieve those 

goals. Instruction and assessment components of the Individual Education Plan need to 

complement short-term and long-term goals that have been chosen by teachers based on 

dynamic assessment procedures (Jitendra & Kameenui, 1993). Goals are determined by 

functional systematic assessment, teacher and specialist observation. After a goal is 

detennined for ea,;h student, their performance on a single "globe task" (Bean & Lane, 

1990, p. 39) needs to be repeatedly measured and assessed over a set period of time. 

Based on goal measurement, instruction can be modified and children can receive more 

or less instruction depending on their needs (LeRoy & Simpson, 1996). In addition, 

objectives and goals can differ from student to student depending on their skill deficit 

and instructional needs. AU assessment has to be highly relevant to what is occurring in 

the classroom, thus utilizing the children's knowledge of the curriculum and 

representing exercises that they encounter on a daily basis (Kameenui & Simmons, 

1990). Consequently, relevancy of instruction and assessment is important if IBP 

instruction methods are to be successfully used in improving the academic performance 

of children with special needs. 

Rothstein (1990) supports the view that the Individual Education Plan is vitally 

important in the special education process because the way it is implemented can 
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determine whether or not the child with special needs will achieve academically. There 

are, however, criticisms of Individual Education Plans. Criticism includes little or no 

relationship between the objectives of the general classroom curriculum and the 

objectives of the Individual Education Plan (Ysseldyke, et al., 2001). Such a disparity 

between objectives can place children with special needs at a disadvantage. Frequently, 

when the Individual Education Plan is implemented in the general school setting, there is 

inadequate specialist support and the documentation accompanying the plan is 

incomplete or poorly structured allowing for little or too much flexibility (Bilden, 1989). 

As a result, there is often little cooperation between support staff and the general 

classroom teacher, 

Despite criticism, it can be deduced from the literature that most attitudes towards the 

effectiveness of the Individual Education Plan are positive (Kliewer & Landis, 1999; 

Westwood, 2000; Keel, Dangal & Owens, 1999). Westwood (2000) considers the 

Individual Education Plan as important in providing children with special needs with the 

best education possible. Individual Education Plans also hold service providers 

accountable and give parents or caregivers input into the education of their children. 

CURRICULUM-BASED MEASUREMENT 

Curriculum based measurement involves the ongoing systematic assessment of 

observable student behaviour and consequently, is an accurate measure of tasks students 

have and have not mastered. According to Shinn, Habedank, Rodden-Nord and 

Knutson, curriculum based measurement "provides a visible method for determining 

standards for satisfactory achievement in special environments" (1993, p. 204). This is 

done using very brief but direct measures of student achievement (in the form of small 

tests) that result in the establishment of very reliable criteria. Wesson (1991) believes 

curriculum based measurement are important when teaching children with special needs 

because measurement is directly related to instruction. Materials used in curriculum 

based measurement is also important because measurement is directly related to 

instruction. Assessment items used in curriculum based measurement are taken from the 
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educational support is used in the school, as another implication of the study is that 

the school needed to have structured educational support offered in the regular 

classroom. Children with special needs must be regarded as having legitimate 

requirements that are different from other children. The appointment of remedial 

teachers needed to be taken seriously by the school and these teachers should not be 

used for any other purpose other than teaching children with special needs (for 

example, many remedial teachers were used as "stand-by" or relief teachers). 

Relationships between teachers were central to the amount of role conflict teachers 

experienced in relation to teaching chlldren with special needs. Teachers who 

indicated that they had more than five children who had be~n identified with special 

needs found it virtually impossible to interact with other staff members because they 

spent most of their non-teaching time attempting to cater for the specific educational 

requirements of children with special needs. This increased teachers' stress levels 

as they were continuously trying to keep up with the demand of teaching in the 

general classroom and meeting the needs of children with special needs. Being 

unable to discuss their concerns with other teachers proved to be concerning for 

most teachers because they felt that they were not benefiting from different 

experiences or being able to talk to different people about the difficulties that they 

experienced with such large numbers of children with special needs in their 

classrooms. 

The use of team-teaching or the encouraged collaboration among teaching staff by 

the school would give teachers a greater feeling of support and being part of the 

school culture, instead of being opposed to it. Collaborative teaching would enable 

teachers to discuss problems they were having with teaching children with special 

needs, pool their resources together and to develop effective instruction and 

assessment strategies that have been used by others. 
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The study also identified the need for more inservice courses and workshops for 

teachers so that they feel competent to meet the educational requirements of children 

with special needs. At the time of the study, teachers felt that they had little 

competence, translated into a lack of confidence, to effectively teach children with 

special needs. If children with special needs in the school are to improve their 

academic achievement, teacher will need to be trained in teaching children with 

special needs. 

Other factors that might have affected the academic achievement of children with 

special needs and need further research include the religious restrictions placed on 

females in the school, funding, socio-economic ~evels, attitudes to the school and 

whether students were from a non-English speaking background. 

In conclusion, the enforced use of testing, and restrictions to im;truction and 

assessment strategies caused teachers to C!_uestion their role as educators working in 

the best interest of children and consequently, led to role conflict. More research is 

needed to detennine ways in which the role conflict experienced by teachers in 

relation to children with special needs can be reduced without affecting the religious 

doctrine and cultural expectations of the school. 

l I' 
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APPENDIXA 

Semi-structured Interview Questions 

1. How many children have you got in your class who can be classified as having 
special needs. That is, children who consistently receive marks less than 50% in 
tests. 

2. At what year level would you say many of these children are working at? 

3. Do you think the standardized programs that each year level use caters for 
individual needs of students who consistently achieve low marks? 

4. What are some of the things you do to cater for individual needs of low achieving 
students? 

5. Why do you think that the improvement of these students has been marginal or 
negligible? 

6. What are some of the behaviour patterns of the low achieving students in your 
class? 

7. What are some of the attitudes of low achieving students toward school? 

8. Do you feel that withdrawing individual students and putting them into remedial 
classes is an effective way of improving their academic performance? 

9. What benefits do you associate with remedial classes? 

10. What problems do you associate with remedial classes? 

11. Do you think that the computer lessons that students attend weekly are effective? 

12. How can the use of remedial and computer teachers be improved? 

13. What do you think of the frequency of formal testing in the school? 

14. Do you think !!:i:::Se standardized tests enable students with special needs to 
improve their academic achievement? 

15. What would you like to see happen in relation to the frequency and 
standardization of testing in the school? 

16. What are some of the resources and support that you would like to see put in place 
for students with special needs? 
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17. What changes do you think the school needs to make to cater for children with 
special needs? 
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Example of the Probe Questions used in the Interviews 

Each probe question number corresponds to the semi~structured inteJView question 
number. 

1. Do you consider all children who get grades below 50% in the fortnightly tests as 
children with special needs? 

2. Why do you think that these children have managed to go through school at this 
year level? 

3. What can the school do to modify these standardized programs to cater for 
students with special needs? Can they modify them? 

4. Do you always follow the standardized programs? How do you deviate from the 
program? 

5. Do you believe that the school is not doing enough to help improve the academic 
achievement of children with special needs? 

6. Do you categorize low achieving students' behii.viour as either withdrawn or 
disruptive? 

7. Why do you think the attitudes of low achieving students toward school are so 
negative? 

8. a) How do you think remedial classes could be improved so that they are more 
benefit to students? 

b) Why do you think they should be "scrapped"? 

c) In what ways would children with special needs be better off in remedial 
classes? 

9. Do you believe that concepts can be repeated more easily for low achieving 
students in remedial classes rather than the general classroom? 

10. Why do you think these problems are occurring in remedial classes? Why don't 
you think they are helping students? 

11. & 12. What can be done to improve computer lessons to make them more 
effective for children with special needs? 
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15. Why do you think standardized testing should be stopped or the frequency 
lowered? How would this benefit children with special needs? 

16. Why do you think that the school has not provided you with these resources? 

17. Do you think that the school will make the changes that you suggested? Why? 
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APPENDIXB 

Questionnaire Cover Letter 

Dear Colleague, 

I am conducting a study investigating how to improve the achievement of low achieving 
students in the school. These children will be referred to as students with special needs. 

The study will investigate the strategies I.bat you use to instruct and evaluate children who 
consistently achieve low results. I am also interested in your perceptions of the school 
that you work in and what sort of impact it has on teaching and learning. 

Your viewpoint is very important and will be treated with the strictest confidentiality. 
Please answer the questions as honestly and accurately as possible. There will be no 
connection between individuals and the results. At no time are you asked to give your 
name. 

You have been provided with an envelope in which you can place your completed 
questionnaire. I would appreciate your completing the attached questionnaire and putting 
it in the principal's pigeon bole by next ____ ~ 

The principal of the school has endorsed the study and an abstract of the findings will be 
provided once the study is completed. 

Thank you in anticipation of your valuable assistance. 

Ivanka Saric 
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STAFF QUESTIONNAIRE 

Please complete this sectjon by ticking the appropriate boxes or write the required 
information. Information given will be treated with the strictest confidence and is 
required to allow the questionnaire to be classified. 

Gender: Female 

Male 

Country of Birth: ------

Religion: Muslim 

Christian 

Jewish 

Other (please specify) 

Classification: Classroom Teacher 

RemediaVSpecial Education Teacher 

Religious Staff 

Other (please specify) 

Degree(s) Held: ---------------------

Years of Teacher Experience: -----

Years at Current School: ------
Current Year level taught: Kindergarten - Year 3 

Year4-Year5 

Year6-Year7 
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Listed below are a number of stat.:ments that could be used to describe what happens in schools. Please 
indicate to what extent you think the statements apply to your school by circling the appropriate number. 

The scale is coded as follows: 
Never circle l 
Sometimes circle 2 
Usually circle 3 
Always circle 4 

Item 1: Teachers perceptions of the school. 
-----------------------------------------------·-----------------------· 
Item oo. Item wording Nevtr Sometimes Usually Always 
----------------------------------------------------------------------
Subscale: Support provi,Jed by the school 
Support for children with speclnl needs 
1 Provides remedial programs for children with 

special needs when I request them. 

2 

3 

Provides me with correct advice on how to 
access psychologists, speech pathologists, 
occupational therapists and other 
specialists. 

Provides me with neCP.ssary resources and 
support in the form of inservice courses to 
implement various programs c:onstructed by 
psychologists and othe~ specialists when I 
request them. 

Collaboration by staff, parents and mlministration 
4 Parents are encouraged to be actively 

involved in educating children with 
special needs. 

5 

6 

My c:olleagues work together to improve 
the academic achievement of children 
with special needs. 

Uses information from parents, other staff 
members and specialists (eg, psychologists) 
to help c:onstruct Individualized Education 
Programs. 

Addressing student underachievement 
7 The principal addresses student 

underachievement. 

8 The principal puts appropriate strategies 
in place to help·teachers address student 
underachievement. 

I 

1 

1 

1 

I 

1 

I 

I 

2 3 4 

2 3 4 

2 3 4 

2 3 4 

2 3 4 

2 3 4 

2 3 4 

2 3 4 
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-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Item no. Item wording Never Somedmes Usually Always 
-----------------------------------------------·-------------------------------------
Subscale: Formal Testing in the School 
Preparation for tests 
9 I have time to prepare students for tests 1 2 3 4 

10 I have the time and support to provide 
opportunities for students to sit practice !ests 
covering the concepts that will be formally 
tested. 1 2 3 ,'( 4 " 

11 Students are taught learning and testing 
strategies to enable them to study more 
effectively. 1 2 3 4 

Use of tests by the school 
12 Tests are used to develop and modify 

instruction. 1 2 3 4 

13 Formal testing is used as the main tool 
in evaluating and assessing i.mdents' 
acquisition of knowledge. 1 2 3 4 

14 Test results are used to plot and follow 
s<udent progress throughout the year. 1 2 3 4 

15 The test results students with special 
needs achieve adequately reflect what they 
can or cannot do. 1 2 3 4 

Effectiveness of formal testing 
16 Teachers have an input into the construction 

of tests. 1 '2 3 4 

17 Teachers have a say in how often tests shouJd 
be administered, 1 2 3 4 

18 Students repeat the same tests throughout 
the year. 1 2 3 4 

19 Frequent formal testing helps improve the 
grades of children with special needs. 1 2 3 4 

20 Testing in this school requires students to 
repeat material presented in textbooks. 1 2 3 4 

21 This school ;·Jses formal testing as the 
main methoo of evaluation and assessment 1 2 3 4 

"" 
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---------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Item no. Item wording Never Sometimes Usually Always 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Subscale: Models of Instruction and Assessment 
Catering for the Individual needs of low achieving children 
22 Teachers decide what strategies to plan 

and teach when considering students with 
special needs. 1 2 3 4 

23 Teachers cater for the individual needs 
of low achieving students. 1 2 3 4 

24 Teachers are encouraged to measure 
the effectiveness of their instruction and 
assessment methods after each lesson. 1 2 3 4 

Establishing gcals 
25 Teachers are expected to provide clear 

Goals in each lesson. 1 2 3 4 

26 Teachers are encouraged to identify 
more attainable goals for students with 
special needs that may be different from 
other students in the school. l 2 3 4 

27 Se,ting attainable goals for students with 
special needs help them to achieve better 
results. 1 2 3 4 

' ' 
Models of Instruction and a~ssment 

,, 
28 Teachers are given the opportunity to i: use drama and th~atre vrts to teach new 

concepts. 1 2 3 4 

29 Teachers are provided with computer 
packages 211d given information on how 
to use them. 1 2 3 4 

30 Teachers have the opportunity to integrate 
art, physical education, information teclu;Ology, 
technology and enterprise, and music with the 
subject areas lo promote and provide children 
with different ways of learning. 1 2 3 4 

External Classes 
31 Computer classes help students with special 

needs improve academically. 1 2 3 4 

32 Remedial classes are effective in improving 
the results of childrr.n with special needs, 1 2 3 4 

33 Religious and associated language lessons 
take up time that c.ould be used more 
efficiently in giving children with special 
needs extra tuition. 1 2 3 4 
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34 In your opinion, what are the steps the school needs to take in order to improve the academic 
achievement of students with special needs? 

35 Any other comments: 

Thank you for spending the time to complete the survey. 

Regards, 

lvanka Saric 
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APPENDIXC 

Focus Group Questions 

1. Are the issues identified the main problems faced by teachers and children with 
special needs in the school? 

Probe: What are the main problems? 

2. Do the themes identified adequately reflect the teachers' perceptions and attitudes 
of instruction and assessment strategies they are being encouraged to use by the 
school? 

Probe: Why are the teachers' attitudes negative towards these instruction and 
assessment strategies? 

3. Do the themes identified express teachers' perceptions of why children with 
special needs are consistently failing? 

Probe: What are the reasons children with special needs are failing? 
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APPENDIXD 

Princlpal's Consent Form 

Dear Principal, 

I am conducting a study investigating how to improve the achievement of low achieving 
students in the school. These children will be referred to as students with special needs or 
low achieving students. 

The study will investigate the strategies that teachers use to instruct and evaluate children 
who consistently achieve low results. I am also interested in teachers' perceptions of the 
school that they work in and what sort of impact it has on teaching and learning. The 
study will involve semi-structured interviews of sixteen upper primary teachers. Field 
notes of interviews will be taped on site. In addition, fifty primary teachers will be 
surveyed. 

The teachers' viewpoints will be treated with the strictest confidentiality. At no time will 
the name of your the school appear anywhere in the study. If, at any time teachers wish 
to withdraw from the study, they are free to do so. If they wish to withdraw any 
information that they have given from the study, it will be removed immediately and 
destroyed. 

Your cooperation in allowing the study to proceed would be appreciated. If you consent 
to the study being carried out in your school, please fill in the consent form below. 

Yours Sincerely, 

Jvanka Saric 

I agree to allow the study to take plac;e in my school. I understand that at no time will my 
name or that of the school appear anywhere in the study and that I may withdraw at any 
time. 

Name of Principal: ---------

Signature: ______ _ 

Date: --------
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APPENDIXE 

General Consent Form 

Dear Colleague, 

I am conducting a study investigating how to improve the achievement of low achieving 
students in the school. These children will be referred to as students with special needs or 
low achieving students. 

The study will investigate the strategies that you use to instruct and evaluate children who 
consistently achieve low results. I am also interested in your perceptions of the school 
that you work in and what sort of impact it has on teaching and learning. The study will 
involve semi-structured interviews of sixt.::en upper primary teachers. Interviews will be 
taped and field notes taken on site. In addition, fifty primary teachers will be surveyed. 

Your viewpoint is very important •and will be treated with the strictest confidentiality. At 
.no time will your name or the school's name appear anywhere in the study. If, at any 
time you wish to withdraw from the study, you are free to do so. If you wish to withdraw 
any information that you have given from the study, it will be removed immediately and 
destroyed. 

Your cooperation in the study would be appreciated. If you agree to participate, please 
fill in the consent form below. 

Yours Sincerely, 

Ivanka Saric 

I agree to participate in the study. I understand that at no time will my name or that of the 
school appear anywhere in the study and that I may withdraw at any time. 

Name: ---------
Signature:·------

Date: ----------


