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1. As Time Goes By: Short-term Changes in the
Experiences of Elementary and Middle School
Students with Disabilities By Jose Blackorby and Mary Wagner

Rapid change has become a fact of life in American society. Technological
developments have created a continuous evolution in such aspects of our lives as
communication, recreation and entertainment, access to information, and
requirements for job skills. Economic fluctuations in recent years also have
caused changes in the employment status of many adults and, consequently, in
the financial well-being of their households. Dramatic events, such as the
terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, can change the social and political
landscape almost overnight, changes that are felt by individuals in many ways.

In addition to changes resulting from factors such as these, school-age
children experience changes that do not affect adults. For example, the far-
reaching education reforms embodied in the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001
(NCLB) have changed many students’ school experiences. For example, an
increased emphasis on accountability for improving students’ educational
performance has led some schools to change instructional priorities and activities
to focus more directly on content and skills required for success on standardized
tests. The expectation in the law that students with disabilities will participate in
standardized testing to the maximum extent possible may lead to some students’
taking part in such tests for the first time.

Beyond these changes in their school environments, the growth and
development that children experience with each passing year creates changes that
can affect children physically, emotionally, and cognitively, with repercussions
in all aspects of their lives, particularly in such volatile periods as early
adolescence.

Since 2002, a series of reports® have documented the characteristics,
experiences, and outcomes of elementary and middle school students with
disabilities by using data from the first wave of data collection for the Special
Education Elementary Longitudinal Study (SEELS), which is sponsored by the
Office of Special Education Programs of the U.S. Department of Education and
is being conducted by SRI International (SRI). SEELS includes a sample of
more than 11,000 students who were ages 6 through 12 and receiving special
education in the first or higher grades on September 1, 1999. When their parents
were first interviewed in the summer of 2000, students were ages 6 through 13.

! These reports include Wagner, Marder, et al., 2002; Wagner & Blackorby, 2002;
Blackorby, Wagner, Cadwallader, et al., 2002; Wagner, Cadwallader, et al., 2002;
Blackorby, Wagner, Cameto, Marder, et al., 2004; Blackorby, Wagner, Cameto, Davies,
et al., 2004). Reports can be found at www.seels.net.
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Information about them was first obtained from staff in the schools they attended
in the spring of the 2000-01 school years, when students were ages 7 through 14
and in first through ninth grades or in ungraded programs. Also that year, direct
assessments of students’ reading and mathematics abilities and in-person
interviews were conducted with SEELS students.’

The second wave of data collection for SEELS was conducted in the spring
of the 2001-02 school year, when parents were interviewed again, surveys were
conducted again with school staff, and students participated in assessments and
in-person interviews for the second time. Students were ages 8 through 15 in
Wave 2.

The time period between Waves 1 and 2 (2 years in the case of parent
interviews and 1 year for school surveys and direct assessments) provides an
opportunity to examine short-term changes in many aspects of the lives of
students with disabilities that first were described in Wave 1. This report
describes these changes over time by comparing information reported in Wave 2
with the “baseline” information reported in Wave 1 for students for whom
information is available for both waves. The report addresses the following
questions:

¢ In what ways have students with disabilities and their family contexts, their
experiences in and out of school, and their outcomes on multiple dimensions
changed over a 1- or 2-year period?

e To what extent have changes been experienced differently for students with
disabilities who differ in their primary disability category, age, and other
demographic characteristics?

These questions are applied to the several of the domains of students and
their experiences featured in the SEELS conceptual framework (Exhibit 1-1):

e Individual and household characteristics (Chapter 2)

e Social and extracurricular activities (Chapter 3)

e Family support for education at home (Chapter 4)

e School enrollment, services, and supports (Chapter 5)

e Anoverview of students’ school programs (Chapter 6)

e Parents’ perceptions of schools and programs (Chapter 7)

e School engagement an academic performance (Chapter 8).

2 If assessors determined from a teacher that a particular student was not able to
participate in the direct assessment, even with accommodations usually provided to the
student in the classroom, an alternate assessment was completed by the teacher; no
student interview was conducted.
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Exhibit 1-1
SEELS Conceptual Framework

~NATIONAL
LEA
'SCHOOL
CHARACTERISTICS
| & POLICIES

Technical Notes

An effort has been made to present the wealth of information in this report in an
accessible format. Readers of the report should keep the following in mind.

e Results are weighted. All the descriptive statistics presented in this report
are weighted estimates of the national population of students receiving
special education in the SEELS age range, as well as of each disability
category individually.

e Standard errors. Means and percentages are accompanied by a standard
error (presented in parentheses) which describes the precision of the estimate.
For example, a weighted estimated value of 50% and a standard error of 2 for
a variable means that the value for the total population, if it had been
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measured, would lie between 48% and 52% (plus or minus 2 percentage
points of 50%), with a 95% confidence level. In general, estimates based on
small samples have larger standard errors and should be viewed cautiously.
Standard errors in this report are shown in data tables; those for charts can be
found in Appendix B.

Cross tabulation variables. This descriptive look short-term changes in
students’ experiences examines those changes as they vary for students who
differ in their primary disability category, gender, race/ethnicity, family
income, and grade level. However, exhibits include these cross tabulations
only when statistically significant differences are evident and only
statistically significant changes or differences across categories are noted in
the text.



2. Changes in the Characteristics of Students with
Disabilities and Their Households sy mary wagner

This chapter revisits two aspects of the experiences of students with disabilities
to identify the ways in which they have changed over the 2-year period between
Wave 1 and 2 of SEELS. The Children We Serve (Wagner, Marder, Blackorby,
et al., 2002) describes the individual and household characteristics of elementary
and middle school students with disabilities, as reported by parents in 2000. Two
years could bring changes to the households of those students in many ways. For
example, divorce could result in changes in children’s living arrangements and
loss of jobs resulting from the financial downturn of the early years of this
century could cause declines in the financial status of students’ households.

Behind the Label: The Functional Implications of Disability (Blackorby,
Wagner, et al., 2002) describes the functioning of elementary and middle school
students with disabilities in multiple domains, as parents reported that
functioning in 2000. To the extent that children’s disabilities involve
degenerative conditions, one could expect some aspects of functioning to decline
over time for some children. On the other hand, limitations in functioning that
are due to delays in development could be expected to improve over time.

The following sections describe changes in a 2-year period in the household
circumstances of students with disabilities and in aspects of their functioning.
Findings are reported for students with disabilities as a whole and for students
who differ in their primary disability category, age, and selected demographic
characteristics when significant.

Household Characteristics

Although the American family has undergone significant change in recent
decades, it is unclear how much and how rapidly changes occur in such important
aspects of the family lives of students with disabilities as their living situations,
the marital status of their parents, and the economic circumstances of their
households. The extent to which these aspects of the households of students with
disabilities have changed in 2 years is described below.

Students’ Living Situations

The living situations of students with disabilities as a group have changed little
over a 2-year period. In both Waves 1 and 2, nearly all students with disabilities
had lived full time in the previous year with a parent (98% and 97% in the two
waves), usually both parents (69% and 70%).
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However, this apparent stability in living arrangements obscures the fact that
about 1 in 10 students with disabilities have experienced changes in their living
arrangements with parents (Exhibit 2-1).

Exhibit 2-1

Change in Children’s Living with Two Parents,
by Disability Category

All students with disabilities
Learning disability
Speech impairment
Mental retardation
Emotional disturbance
Hearing impairment
Visual impairment
Orthopedic impairment
Other health impairment
Autism

Traumatic brain injury

Multiple disabilities
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[ Did not live with two parents in Wave 1, does in Wave 2
M Living arrangement with parents stayed the same
O Lived with two parents in Wave 1, does not in Wave 2

Source: SEELS parent interviews, Waves 1 and 2.

e Although 91% of students with disabilities have had stable living
arrangements with parents, 5% of them who did not live with two parents in
Wave 1 do in Wave 2. This change could result from single parents
marrying (with children acquiring a step parent); from children returning to
their parents’ households from foster care, kinship care, or institutional
arrangements; or perhaps other factors.

e Four percent of students with disabilities who were living with two parents in
Wave 1 no longer do in Wave 2.

e Living arrangements with parents have been the most stable among students
with autism; 95% of whom lived with two parents in both Waves 1 and 2.
The also have among the highest rates of living with two parents of any
disability category; 76% live with two parents in Wave 2.

e Considerably less stability in living arrangements with parents is noted for
students with emotional disturbances or traumatic brain injuries, 15% of
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whom have had changes in living arrangements with parents over 2 years.
They also are the least likely to be living with two parents in Wave 2 (50%
and 54%, respectively).

Parents’ Marital Status

Changes in the marital status of students’ parents mirror those regarding
children’s living arrangements with parents, suggesting that changes in marital
status account for much of the change in children’s living arrangements. There
has been little change in parents’ marital status in the aggregate; 70% and 67% of
students with disabilities were living with married parents in 2000 and 2002,
respectively. However, aggregate marriage rates mask change in the marital
status of individual students’ parents.

o Five percent of students with disabilities have parents who were single,
separated, divorced, or widowed in Wave 1 and are married or in marriage-
like relationships in Wave 2.

e Six percent of students with disabilities have parents who had a spouse or
partner in Wave 1 but are divorced, separated, or widowed in Wave 2.

e The greatest stability in parents’ marital status occurs among students with
autism (95% have experienced no change in their parents’ marital status),
and the greatest instability among students with emotional disturbances or
traumatic brain injuries (15% have experienced changes in their parents’
marital status), as was true regarding changes in living arrangements with
parents.

Employment Status of Heads of Household

Although the American economy has been in considerable turmoil in the early
years of the 21st century, the employment status of adult family members of
students with disabilities has been fairly stable; the heads of households of about
7 in 10 students with disabilities were employed when interviewed in both 2000
and 2002." But again, aggregate employment rates do not reveal the some
fluctuation in employment status within individual families.

e Overall, the employment status of the heads of household of 12% of students
with disabilities has changed, with 6% becoming employed and a similar
percentage becoming unemployed (Exhibit 2-2). In Wave 2, 85% of students
with disabilities have heads of households who are employed.

! Readers should be aware that parents being employed at both interview times does not
imply that they were steadily employed for the 2-year period between interviews.
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Exhibit 2-2
Changes in the Employment Status of Heads of Household,
by Disability Category
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All students with disabilities

Learning disability

Speech impairment

Emotional disturbance
Hearing impairment
Visual impairment
Orthopedic impairment
Other health impairment
Autism

Traumatic brain injury

Multiple disabilities

Percentage
[0 Became employed M Employment status stayed the same [ Became unemployed

Source: SEELS parent interviews, Waves 1 and 2.

e Employment status has been the most stable among heads of household of
students with other health impairments or autism, 93% of who have parents
whose employment status has not changed, and 87% of whom are employed
in Wave 2.

e Asis true of their living arrangements and the marital status of their parents,
students with emotional disturbances have experienced the greatest
instability in the employment status of the heads of their households. Eleven
percent has parents who have become unemployed, whereas 7% have parents
who were unemployed in Wave 1 but have become employed. In Wave 2,
74% of students with emotional disturbances have heads of households of
students who are employed, an employment rate that is shared with students
with mental retardation and is the lowest rate of the disability categories.

Household Income

As noted above, newly unemployed parents are at least as common among
students with disabilities as newly employed parents; nonetheless, inflation or
other factors have resulted in increased incomes for some families (Exhibit 2-3).
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Exhibit 2-3
Changes in the Household Incomes
of Students with Disabilities

Wave 1 37.7 32.4

Wave 2 31.5 37.0

Percentage-point change -6.2** +1.6 +4.6*
Percentage

[ $25,000 or less M $25,001 to $50,000 [1More than $50,000

Source: SEELS parent interviews, Waves 1 and 2.
Statistically significant difference in a two-tailed test at the following levels:
*p<.05;*p<.01.

There has been a decline of 6 percentage points in the proportion of students
with disabilities whose households are in the lowest income group and a
corresponding increase of 4 percentage points in the proportion in the highest
income group. In Wave 2, 32% of students with disabilities are in household
earning $25,000 or less, and 37% in households earning more than $50,000.

These changes are not sufficient to cause a meaningful decline in the
percentage of students with disabilities who live in poverty; 21% are living in
poverty in Wave 2,2 a significantly higher rate than among children in the
general population (16%, U. S. Department of Commerce, 2002).

These relatively modest shifts in aggregate household incomes fail to reveal
considerably greater change on the part of individual households (Exhibit
2-4).

2 Please see Appendix A for a description of the calculation of poverty status, using
federal poverty thresholds, household income, and household size.
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Exhibit 2-4
Changes in Household Incomes of Students with
Disabilities, by Income Level

Wave 1 Income

More
$25,000 $25,001 to than
or Less $50,000 $50,000

Percentage with

Wave 2 income of:
$25,000 or less 75.1 11.8 1.7
$25,001 to $50,000 23.2 61.8 10.7
More than $50,000 1.7 26.4 87.5

Source: SEELS parent interviews, Waves 1 and 2.

One-fourth of students who in Wave 1 lived in households with incomes of
$25,000 or less have experienced a large enough increase in household
income to move into the middle or highest income categories (23% and 2%,
respectively). They have had a corresponding decline in the percentage
living in poverty, from 67% to 55%.

Even more students in the middle income category show changes in
household income; 26% have moved into the highest income group, whereas
about half as many (12%) have had household income decreases and have
joined the lowest income group. In all, 8% of households who were in the
middle income category in Wave 1 are among the ranks of families in
poverty in Wave 2.

Twelve percent of students who were in the highest income group in Wave 1
have dropped from that category, with most joining the middle income
group; 1% has become families living in poverty.

Overall, only 38% of students with disabilities have parents who report a
household income in Wave 2 that is within the same $5,000 range as in
Wave 1 (Exhibit 2-5).% Forty-three percent of students with disabilities live
in households that have had increases in income; 20% have had decreases in
the annual income of their households.

® The extent of income change was calculated from parents’ reports of their household
income on a scale that increased by $5,000 increments (e.g., income was $15,001 to
$20,000, $20,001 to $25,000, etc.). A household is considered to have no change in

income if the household income reported for Wave 1 and Wave 2 was in the same $5,000

income category. A decrease is recorded if the income category reported in Wave 2 was
lower than Wave 1 and, conversely, an increase was coded if the income category in
Wave 2 was higher than Wave 1.
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Exhibit 2-5
Changes in Household Incomes, by Disability Category

All students with disabilities 42.6
Learning disability 455
Speech impairment 43.0
Mental retardation 36.0
Emotional disturbance 37.0
Hearing impairment 38.9
Visual impairment 40.9
Orthopedic impairment 41.2
Other health impairment 39.2
Autism 38.3
Traumatic brain injury 34.5
Multiple disabilities 39.9
Percentage

OIncome increased M Income stayed the same [Income decreased

Source: SEELS parent interviews, Waves 1 and 2.

Students with learning disabilities are the most likely to have experienced
increases in the incomes of their households (46%).

In contrast, 37% or fewer of students with mental retardation, emotional
disturbances, or traumatic brain injuries show income increases. Students
with emotional disturbances or traumatic brain injuries also are the most
likely to have experienced decreases in household income (24% and 25%),
many more than students with hearing impairments, who are least likely to be
living in households whose incomes have declined (15%).

Students with mental retardation, emotional disturbances, traumatic brain
injuries, or multiple disabilities are the most likely to be living in poverty in
Wave 2 (24% to 33%, compared with 20% of students with learning
disabilities, for e