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ABSTRACT

Some issues regarding educational placement for mentally retarded children
are first, identified based on two recent studies carried out in Taiwan and the
analysis of special education practices in different countries regions. The
major issues include mainstreaming implementation for children with mild
handicaps and placement criteria for moderately and severely handicapped
children.

The factors which influence practices and impede the success of
educational placement for mentally retarded children are classified into two
categories : the quantity of resources and the quality of placements. Resources
are discussed in terms of economic conditions, legal status, professional
training, and educational planning in the given social settings. In regard to
the placement factors, identification procedures, definition and conceptual
framework of mainstreaming, environmental factors of cultural and social
background, attitudes of parent, teacher, and peer toward the retarded, and
administrational and professional support are discussed.

Finally, a model of optimum placement for mentally retraded children
is proposed. Focuses on Multiple and Individualized Placements and the
principle of “form follows function” are involved in this model. Mentally
retarated children are believed to receive proper education only if multiple
placement resources such as resource rooms, special classes, special schools,
and institutions are available and implemented in accordance with the
individual needs of the mentally retarded children. The form of special i
education services must be selected with the concern of the child’s severity of
handicapping conditions, the flexibility of transition, the positive interaction
between the child and peers, active parental participation, and the

physical accessibility of services.

* Invited keynote address at the International Conference on Mental
Retardation, Hong Kong,March 28-April 2, 1991.
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Issues Raised from Taiwan
Experience

In Taiwan, Republic of China, special
education services are provided to gifted
and talented students as well as to indivi-
duals with one or more of the following
handicap (s) : mental retardation, visual
impairment, auditory impairment, speech
and language disorders, physical handicaps,
chronical illness, emotional or gehavioral
disorders, learning disabilities, multiple
handicaps, and other handicaps (e.g.,
facial impairment, autism ) . Under the
Law of Special Education (1984 ), -all
handicapped children with ages ranging
from six to fifteen have the same rights
as those of thier normal peers. They
receive free education and are entitled
to special education placement in the
form of regular classes, resource rooms,
special classes, or special schools at the
elementary or junior high school levels.
Other forms of special education services,
such as homebound instruction and

training in institutions or centers, are

provided for school-age( 6-15 years old) -

children who are in severe, profound, or
multiple handicapping conditions. Special
education is also extended to handicapped
children who are. at thepreschool and
senior high  school levels. For example,
no school can refuse entrance to those
handicapbed students who complete com-
pulsory education and are qualified to
continue thier advanced studies.In addition
to special education programs, related
services are delivered, in accordance with
social welfare services, to those who need
special equipment or devices, financial

assistance,transportation or rehabilitation

services. Special education or related
services have to be individually designed to
meet the unique needs of the handicapped
and their families.

In order to examine the implementatipn

and needs of special education services,

‘two -large-scale studies were carried out

reéently in Taiwan.One already completed
was entitled, “Educational Placement
for School-age Handicapped Children in
Taiwan, R.0.C.” (Wu et al., 1990 ) .
The second one which is still ongoing is,
“The Second National Prevalence Survey
Study, for Handicapped Children.” (Wu
et al., in press ) The preliminary results
from the second study showed that the
enrolment rate of all school-age children
is 99.829%, while approximately six thou-
sand children, accounting for .189% of
the total number in this age-group ( about
3.5 million ) , failed to receive any form
of education. Among those unenrolled,
about half are handicapped: The total
number of handicapped children being
preliminarily screened is 114, 541, or
3.27% of all school-age children. Among
them, 32,764,0or .94% of the total and
28 .60% of the handicapped, fell into the
category of mental retardation. 50.66%
of the retarded are placed in regular
classes, 26.389% in special classes, and
only 2.45% in special schools. The result
is shown in Table 1.

' The first study ( Wu, et al., 1990 )
revealed that the number of special classes
for moderately -and severely retarded
children in Taiwan have increased con-
siderably in recent years, and so have the
institutions. In contrast, such placements
for the mildly retarded are decreasing. It
appedrs that most of the mildly retarded
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TABLE 1. The Second National Prevalence Survey Study of Exceptional Chilidren,

Taiwan, Republic of China 1

991, ( Preliminary Result )

Handicapped Total MR Total
114,541 32,764
(3.271%) (.94% )

Note:

Target population : 6-15
years of age, abut 3.5
million in total.

Placement df'l\/EChildrefl

Regular Class 16,615 ( 50.66% )
Resource Room 2,978 ( 9.09% )
Special Class 8,642 ( 26.38% )
Special School 803 ( 2.45% )
Institution 2,562 ( 7.82% )
Homebound 372 ( 1.14%)
Un-enrolled 792 ( 2.42% )

-

are being “mainstreamed ” into regular
classes. A high proportion of special
education resources is being devoted to the
care of the more severely retarded, but
this seems to be not so successful, and it
holds true for mainstreamed education.

Some issues regarding educational
placement for children with mental retard-
ation have, therefore, been identified from
the two studies. The major issues include
the appropriateness of the implementation
of mainstreaming for children with mild
mental retardation and the placement
criteria for moderately and severely re-
tarded children. The questions addressed
are as follows : Why the majority of
mildly mentally retarded children are
placed in regular classes ? What are the
effects of mainstreaming programs ? For
the placement of children with moderate
and severe mental retardation, who should
be in charge and where should they ‘be
educated ? ’

Comparisons Among
Different Countries

The Taiwan experience with regard to
the educational placement for children

with mental retardation 1s somewhat

unique in the Asian area, and even in the
world.Only 2.41% of children with mental
retardation are not in any educational
i')lacement.This seems to be comparable to
that of any developed country. However,
the majority of the mentally retarded are
placed in regular classes. This proportion
1s much higher than that of the United
States, one of the pionering advocators
of mainstreaming. In terms of special
education delivery, Taiwan appears to rely,
as does the United States, more on special
classes than special schools, institutions.
This is quite different from Japan, which
has almost an equivalent number of child-
ren with mental retardation in both forms
of special eudcation. This comparison is
shown in Table 2.

In Taiwan, there are only 3 special
schools for the mentally retarded for the
time being. This is fewer than there are
in many Asian countries regions, such
as Singapore, Hong Kong, Japan, Korea,
and Mainland China. It is apparent that
Taiwan has, in comparison with other
Asian countries,regions, adopted diffe-
rent forms of special education services
for the mentally retarded. It would
appear that Taiwan tends to be more in

favor of mainstreaming than other Asian
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TABLE 2. A Rough Comparison of Educational Placement for Children with Mental

Retardation in Three Countries

Taiwan { ROC) U.S.A - Japan
Regular Class 50.66% 3.06%
Resource Room 9.09% 25.29%
Special Class 26.38% 55.81% 50.25%
Special School 2.45% 12.02% 49.75%
Institution 7.82% 3.40%
Homebound 3.56% 41%

Sources : (DU.S. Departmen,tﬂ of Education ( 1988 ) . To assure the free appropriate public
education of all handicapped children : Tenth annual report to Congress on the
implementation of the Education of the Handicapped Act. Washington, D.C.

(2)Japan Ministry of Education, Science and Culture ( 1991 ) . Special Education

in Japan.

»

Note : Approximated peréent‘ages of MR children being served in total school-age

populvation are as foollows : Taiwan, .83% (excluding those in institution and

at home) ; USA, 1.68%; Japan,

countries. What are the reasons ? What
does this mean ?

It seems also apparent that some
countries, regions are in favor of special
schools or institutions(e. g., Singapore) .
Others, prefer special classes in the regular
school ( e. g, Taiwan ) , and some (e.g.,
Hong Kong and Japan ) use both. Though
mainstreaming placement seems to be an
ideal model, yet it is less preferred in
the Asian area. We may also ask the
same questions : What are the. reasons ?
What does it imply ?

Based on a rough comparison of educa-
tional placement for children with mental
retardation among different countries, the
issues raised here are as follows: What
are the factors that influence the types
of educational placement for children with
mental retardation in different countries
/'regions ? What is the current status of

mainstreaming ? What are the criteria

.74%.

which determine the success or failure of

educational placement ?

Factors Influencing the
Practices of Educational
Placement

The factors which influence the prac-
tices and which impede the success of
educational placement for children with
mental retardation can be classified into
two categories - the quantity of resources
and the quality of placement.The question
which addresses the quantity of resources
is, “Are the placement resources available
to children with special needs ? ” The
question which addresses the quality of
placement, 'Is. the placement appropriate
to the individual’s needs ? ” The former
is related to the provision of the various
facilities, while the latter, requires diff-

erential placements based on individual
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differences.

The factors related to the provision
of placement resources are as follows:

1. Economic conditions. Special
education is a costly investment. In a
poorer society, it is impossible to provide
“enough” special education services for
those with handicap (s ). Its major
struggle is still in trying to increase
student enrolment and providing enough
classes for ordinary studests.

2. Legal status. Whether there is a
law which grants educational rights for
children with handicaps in a given country
/region would affect the provision of spe-
cial education services.In the United States,
Public Law 94-142 ( 1975 ) grants to all
handicapped children the right to a free
and appropriate public education - the so
called “Policy of Zero Reject.” This policy
is similar to the traditional Chinese phi-
losophy of education: “There should be no
discrimination in the light of education.”
( H#LH ) . This philosophy is reflected
in the Constitution of the Republic of
China ( 1947 ) and was strengthened in the
Law of Special Education ( 1984 ) . Such
measures resulted in an increase of govern-
mental funds for special education and
special education delivery, especially for
special classes.In Japan, the rapid increase
of the number of schools for the handi-
capped is related to a law of compulsory,”
free education for the handicapped in
1978. Similar situations have occured in
many other countries.

3. Professional training. Special
education teachers, along with other
professionals such as speech thereapists,
physical therapists, occupational thera-

pists, psychologists, counselors, and social

workers, are needed in education for
special needs children. The training and
provision of these personnel would influ-
ence the establishment of new special
education programs. The shortage of
special education professionals seems to
be one of the biggest problems in many
countries. For example, in Taiwan, the
shortage of special education teachers and
other professionals has greatly impeded
the effectiveness of the recently established
special education programs for moderately
and severely retarded children in regular
school settings.

: 4. Educational planning.In order
to improve and promote the implementa-
tion of special education, a “Five-Year
Promotion Plan for Special Education,”
the second one of its kind in 15 years,
is now under way in Taiwan, R.O.C.
It is estimated that, in the coming five
years, a total amount of 10 billion N.T.
dollars ( approximately US$400 million )
will be devoted to this project. It appears
that the priority of special education in
the administration is often overlooked
and varies in country by country, region
by region, and even county by county.

Factors related to the quality of
placement are as follows:

1. Identification procedures.This
is related to the problem of definition,
criteria, and assessment instruments.
According to the American Association
on Mental Retardation ( AAMR ),

“Mental retardation refers tosignifi-

cantly subaverage general intelligence

functioning resulting in or associated
with concurrent impairments in adap-
tive behavior and manifested during

the development period.” (Grossman,
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1983, p.1)

Thus, for a diagnosis of mental re-
tardation, two aspects must be present :a
measured level of intellectual functioning

as indicated by an IQ of 70 or below and

an impairment in adaptive behavior.
According to the level of 1Q, there are
different subgroups of mental retardation

as summarized in Table 3.

TABLE 3. Levels of Severity in Mental Retardation

AAMD Educational Expectations Piagetian stages
( Grossman, 1983 ) ( Chinn,Drew,& Logan of cognitive development
- et al.,1979) ( MacMillan,1982)
Levels Q  Description Q " Stages
Mild 50-55 to app.70 Educable 50-75 Concrete operations
Moderate  35-40 to 50-55 Trainable 20-49 Preoperational
Severe 20-25 to 35-40 Custodial below 20 Sensorimotor

Profound Below 20 or 25

The determination of “significantly
subaverage general intellectual functioning
” raises questions about the validity and
reliability for assessment instruments
and the influences of ethnic /cultural
factors on test performance. Poor and,/
or.biased assessment would lead to a poor
and,”or biased placement for special needs
children.

The assessment of ‘impairments in
adaptive behavior ” likewise presents a
challenge. Variations in behavior may be
related to age, a particular situation,
and cultural background ( Schoel, 1985 ) .
Subjective judgement may lead to a false
classification and ~or biased placement,
too.

2. Labeling problem. Diagnosis
leads to classification and labeling; we
have to identify the problem in order to
remediate it ( Kirk & Gallagher, 1989 ) .
But many people question the end product
of the classification, the label that atta-
ches to the child. In fact, labeling has
both negative and positive effects. Galla-

gher (1976 ) described several problems
involved in labeling children by their
exceptionalities as follows : (lithe label
becomes the person, (2)the label affects
self-image, (3)labels can increase subgroup
discrimination. He also indicated some
reasons that labeling is effective: (1)dif-
ferential treatment,(2)search for etiology,
{8)obtaining. needed resources for treat-
ment. Therefore, although the impact of
labeling should not be overlooked, its
complicated effects should not be ignored
either.

3. The Concept of mainstrea-
ming. Thisisa controversial issue. Main-
stream education has been advocated by
many scholars for a long time and is
widely implemented in the United States,
and many western countries, yet it is
not well adopted in the Asian area and
there are people who question its effect.
The research data also show divergent
results. In considering mainstreaming or
integration an ideal model of educational

placement, it seems that there is “true”
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mainstreaming and “false” mainstreaming
when the concept is put into practice. The
former leads to an appropriate placement
in the least restrictive environment, while
the latter leads to a biased placement
in a truly restrictive setting such as a
regular classroom.

Most definitions of mainstreaming
share similar concepts which include (1)the
involvement of handicapped students as
part of the regular educatfonal program,
and (2)an emphasis on the social and
instructional aspects of the integration
process ( Wood, 1989) .

What is mainstreaming and what is
not ? According to Wood ( 1989 ) , main-
streaming is

» Providing educational opportunities
for handicapped students equal to those
of their nonhandicapped peers.

» Teaching handicapped and nonhandi-
capped students how to appreciate simil-
arities and differences among individuals.

» Sharing resources, skills, and time.

» Sharing the educational responsibi-
lities for the handicapped student.

* Prouviding a climate in which positive
attitudes prevail.

* Realizing that the handicapped stude
nt belongs within the regular classroom
enturonment and should receive support
services outside this environment as
needed.

* Creating change and realizing that
change will not occur instantly.

e Identifying the student’s strengths.

» Learning about the characteristics of
handicapped students and how they relate
to their education.

Mainstreaming: is not

» Serving the handicapped student in

regular classes without a well-planned
suppoxrt system in place.

* Presenting regular class instruction
to handicapped students without allowing
for modifications when necessary.

* Placing all handicapped' students,
regardless of the degree of handicapping

condition, into the regular education -

program.

e Placing at risk the progress of the
nonhandicapped student.

Kirk and Gallagher ( 1989 ) in their
notable textbook, “"Educating Exceptional
Children ( 6th edition ) ,” pointed out,

’ "It is not enough to release people
from institutions; we also have to
provide them with a positive environ-
ment. About half of the institutional
population in the United States was
released between 1967 and 1984. Many
of these people simply disappeared
into the community. There were no
programs to help them adapt to their
new environment. We find the same
problem among youngsters who have
been removed from special schools
and special classes and placed in the
regular classroom.Without substantial
planning to help these students adapt,
they have had difficulties in mains-
treamed setting. (p.161)”

4. Support system.The ingredients
of successful mainstreaming programs
can be summarized in a word- “support”
( Mittler, 1987 ) . This factor is related
to the second element of the above
definition. Lacking environmental support,
its results may be harmful rather than
helpful.

Mainstreaming takes not only the

form of physical space mainstreaming,
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but should move to social interaction
mainstreaming and instructional main-
streaming ( Reynolds & Birth, 1982 ) . The
psychological support from parents, teach-
ers, peers, and other school personnel
and the related supportive services are
crucial to its success.

Mainstreaming as a popular altern-
ative can be one of the most restrictive
placements if personal and social com-
petencies and the psycholegical support
system of the classroom are not taken

into consideration ( Barclay, 1987 ) .

It seems possible that in certain socie-
ties, because setting up special schools
and or special classes is costly, integra-
tion becomes popular. In this case, the
placement practice is hardly appropriate
in terms of meeting the individual child’s

needs.

A Proposed Model of
Optimum Placement

With regard to optimum placement
for children with handicap (s ), several

FIGURE 1. Special Learning Environments for Exceptional Children

——— Number of children

Yy,

Regular classroom

Teacher consultant /

Itinerant teacher / /

s
< 5
<, Resource room /‘v
" TEe)
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%\ S &Q
N . &
2. Special class
%\ - 3
%, X &
3 $
2 /Q°

\\ Special school

\ Residential
Z institution
%

NOTE : Hospital and homebound services provided for handicapped children who may be
confined for long periods of time fall within the realm of the residential

institution setting on the scale of special education learning environments.
SOURCE : Deno, E. (1970 ) Special education as developmental capital. Exceptional

Children, 37, 229-237.
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FIGURE 2. The Original Special Education Cascadf
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S
/ \? |
§ / Regular classroom plus part \?” ¢
Koy time spcial class %
5/ \% !
o/ Regular classroom plus ® |
S/ resource room help \\"’ .
o
o / ®
& / ; \\%
T Regular classroom with \e
g / assistance by itinerant specialists \
§ // Regular classroom with consultative \\
assistance
/ \
//~ Regular classroom \\

Source : Reynolds, M. C., & Birch, J. W. (1982 ) . Teaching exceptional children in all

American schools. p.49.

TABLE 4. Criteria of Least-biased Placement for MR Children

Condition Implementation
Individual Severity of handicap For original placement
Nature of development  For later transition
Sensitivity to labeling For grouping consideration
Environmental Degree of support For integration consideration
Attitude of parents For parent participation

Availability of service For individualized educational Programming
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models have already been proposed. Unlike
the traditional two-box system - one for
the normal, one for the special, these
models are described as a cascade or
continuum of instructional arrangements.
Two typical models of this kind are
presented here: ( Figures 1 & 2 ) ( Deno,
1970; Reynolds & Birch, 1982 ) :

Since it is virtually impossible to
totally eliminate bias in a placement system,
perhaps it would be mpre appropriate
to refer to a ‘least biased” placement
process - one that reduces bias as much as
possible ( Tucker, 1980 ) . For the “least
biased” placement, we must consider both
the individual and the
conditions. This can be shown in Table 4.

environmental
According to the principle, “form
follows function,” the individual child’s
needs should always be considered first in

1

Critical Issues in Educational Placement for Children with Mental Retardation

this schema. The points are: (1)for-original
placement, we must consider the severity
(2)for later

transition, we must look at the nature of

of handicapping condition;

the child’s development; (3)for grouping,
we must consider the sensitivity of the
child to labeling.In terms of environmental
support, the points are: (1)the degree of
integration must consider the degree of
environmental support; (2)the degree of
parent participation is related to the
attitude of the parent toward the child;
(3)the individualized educational program
depends largely on the availability of
services.

Based on the criteria of “least biased”
the

a proposed model of optimum

placement and previous notable
models,
placement for children with mental retarda-

tion is illustrated as follows ( Figure 3) :

FIGURE 3 A Proposed Model of Optimum Placement for MR Children

Regular Classroom
Teacher Consultant

Environment € Number of Children ———s Individual
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This model has some of the same
favorable features as the one proposed
by Reynolds and Birch ( 1982 ) :

1. It proposes that support be given
in regular classes as one means of meeting
the special needs of children who are
mainstreamed there.

2. It proposes that children not be
classified and given special placements
on a permanent basis but, rather, that
they be moved to speciad stations only
for as long as necessary and that they
be returned to regular classes as soon as
feasible. Thus, no indelible labels are
attached to students. The total number
of children served over time in special
settings greatly exceeds the numbers
served at any given time.

3. It proposes that the boundary lines
between special education and regular
education be renegotiated and open so
that students could pass back and forth
easily, as dictated by their educational
needs.

4. Tt proposes that regular and special
education staff members become more
interactive or collaborative in their daily
work, such as sharing responsibilities for
students, rather than remaining isolated
in their separated centers and classrooms.

5. It proposes that extraordinary
justification be required to remove a
student from the regular school environ-
ment, especially when removal would be
from both home and school environments
to a residential center.

6. It proposes that in order to justify
the special education services in regular
school settings, rich supportive services,
parent cooperation, and constructive

interaction 1n the classroom must be

provided or improved.
Conclusion
-A modified model of optimum place-

ment for children with mental. retardation

is proposed. The focuses on multiple and

individualized placement and the principle, .

“form follows function” are involved in
this model. Children with mental retarda-
tion are believed to receive proper educa-
tion only if multiple placement resources
such as resource rooms, special classes,
special schools, and institutions are
*available and implemented in accordance
with the individual needs of the mentally
retarded child. The form of special edu-
cation services must be selected with the
concerns of the child’s severity of handi-
capping conditions, the flexibility of the
transition, the positive interaction of
the child and peers, active parent parti-
cipation, and the physical accessibility

of services.
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