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ABSTRACT

A STUDY AND ANALYSIS OF THE MAIN CONCERNS RELATED TO
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES AS THEY TRANSITION FROM SECONDARY
SCHOOLS TO ADULT LIFE.

Thomas J. P. Neuville

With the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA,
1997;, lawmakers indelibly reinforced and expanded the role of the student. The
capacity of the student to be self-directing and the capacity of the professional to
understand all communication coming from the student determine the
meaningfulness with which all educational decisions are made. Therefore, being
able to know and act on the essential and distinctive characteristics of the
student needs is vital to compliance with both the letter and spirit of the law.
There are two purposes of this study. First, to develop theories related to or
associated with characteristics of successful transition processes grounded in
student concerns, and second, to develop questions for further study and
learning regarding the responsibility of the transition process in secondary
schools.

This research expands upon previous investigations into processes of
school-to-adult life transition in relation to environmental and relationship
influences by focusing specifically on the essential and distinctive characteristics
of student needs from the perspective of the student and discovering the
processes leading to both positive and negative learning environments. This

investigation was conceptualized under the paradigm of qualitative research and
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implemented according to grounded theory techniques. Interview respondents
were parents, teachers, and students with disabilities in a private special
education secondary school. Naturalistic inquiry allowed students, teachers, and
parents to be interviewed while employing purposeful sampiing. Students were
interviewed if they were active in the transition process and expressed an interest
in talking with the researcher. Teachers working with the participating students
were interviewed, and parents of two students that were available were
interviewed. Interview and observational data were analyzed using grounded
theory coding procedures. The grounded theory includes the identification of
three salient properties that students request be met in order to enhance and
make practical their actual learning experience. Specifically, students increase
their desire to achieve and learn when they are understood as individuals (theory
of Supreme Excellence), interact in democratic educational practices, and

engage in symbiotic relationships.

Thomas J. P. Neuville
School of Education
Colorado State University
Fort Collins, CO 80523
Spring 2000
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PROLOGUE - THE LITERATURE REVIEW PROCESS

This study has made extensive use of the literature review process. Review of the
literature is contained in several sections in order to preserve the integrity and validity
throughout. The researcher has relied on the participants of the study and the current
literature prior to the study, during the study and while reporting conclusions. This
process applies to the original assumptions, methods of the study and final questions and
theories.

The reader may wish to review the literature findings relating to original
assumptions in Chapter One. Definitions of key concepts such as transition and social
interdependence are detailed in Chapter One. Methodological justifications are based on
current qualitative literature and are throughout Chapter Two. Thz discussion and theory
development in Chapter Four is grounded in the participant data and supported by an
extensive review of the current educational and sociological literature. Finally the
researcher preformed a literature review on the principles of self-determination in
Appendix A. The self-determination literature review is relevant due to many of the

findings paralleling the literature on self-determination.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION AND REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The purpose of this study is to discover the main concerns that students with

disabilities have as they transition from secondary schools to adult life. As a result, the
researcher is focusing on the area of concern (students with disabilities) and not the
problem. Grounded theory validated and guided this research. Glaser (1992) says that a
researcher must move into an area of concern with no chosen problem. The underlying
principle in grounded theory, according to Glaser (1992), is that the research problem and
its bouiidaries are discovered as the open coding begins on the first interviews and
observations. This process of emergence is guided by focusing on the area of concern
(students with disabilities) and not the assumed problem, according to Glaser (1992).
This researcher has chosen to admit to the bias of an assumed problem (exclusion solved
by interdependence), research the literature, then begin the grounded theory process.
What is learned from this will emerge as the analysis progresses. The following flow

chart (Table 1) depicts the study process.
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Table 1. Process of the Study

Choose an area of interest (students with disabilities in school transition programs).

1.

Perform a review of the literature based on the assumptions of the researcher
(focused on interdependence because exclusion is assumed to be a problem).
Select school and gain access (including human subjects committee).
Collect data through the use of participant observation and informal-formal
interviewing (see methods section for details of this step).

Analyze data through the use of coding and code comparison. The data is
searched for the problem to emerge as seen by the students with disabilities.
Write up and interpret results.

Perform a review of the literature based on the theories that emerge.

Theoretical Framework and Review of the Literature

Hamilton (1989) states that what happens in one country influences another

country. What happens with one person happens with another. Hamilton (1989) further

reports that today’s education is not complete unless our citizens understand the

importance of interdependence. Condeluci (1995) suggests that in our paradigm of a

mechanical world, which designs services (and education) after the well-known medical

model, interdependence has not been understood. Interdependence, according to

Hamilton (1989), must start the moment the student enters school and must be discovered

first-hand by students. Only by discovering the links existing between people, places, and

structures will students learn the importance of interdependence, Hamilton (1989) asserts.
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Interdependence, according to Condeluci (1995), is not a new term. [t professes
that there is an interconnection or interrelationship between two entities. The mechanical
worldview relies on acculturation or the process of finding differences and forcing
assimilation, according to Reynolds (1992). For example, the processes of normalization,
as developed by Dr. Wolfensberger in the early ‘70s, were misunderstood. The response
of the human service professional was to determine the differences of peopie with
disabilities, and eradicate those differences by replacing them with what is held as valued
only in the dominant culture. Reynolds also explains that we must move toward
enculturation or the assuming of congruence between worldviews of groups. In order to
evaluate if we are making progress, Reynolds (1992) introduces us to the concept of
social interdependence. As defined by Reynolds (1992), the concept of social
interdependence is the cornerstone of this study as assumed by the researcher. Reynolds
suggests that individuals must have opportunities to make sense of their worldviews in
three categories: self, other, and relationship to other. Social interdependence is

comprised of these same three categories.

Background and Need for the Study
Suzuki (1991) states that relationships are forged by what is referred to as the life

boat situation. Suzuki (1991) further implies that strong community structures are
nurtured when people are in a symbiotic relationship. That is when people profit by
entering a relationship as well as contribute to the welfare of the other party. Suzuki

(1991) also presents the concept of social interdependence being judged by three
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components, self (self-esteem), others (sense of community), and self to others
(symbiotic relationship).
For people with disabilities, a critical and frequently found relationship is that with the
helping professions (i.e., adult service providers, school support professionals). Ram
Dass (1985) speaks of the professional as helper. As a helper, Dass (1985) states that we
enter the helping (caring, teaching) fields more to satisfv our own personal motives then
the expression of natural compassion. Dass (1985) further points out that the aura a
professional establishes as a helper undermines the confidence of the helped and cuts
both the helper and the helped off from forming a symbiotic relationship. According to
Dass ““if some of us are busy being helpers there must be others under continuous
pressure to be helped” (Dass, R., 1985, p. 134). Thus a relationship based upon the
knowledge of our common humanity (social interdependence) is prevented. Our
institutions and rules of how we form relationships are established from a power base that
alienates us from each other and requires a lower functioning class of people for helpers
(teachers) to help and thus meet the needs of the helper (Dass, 1985; Wolfensberger,
1991; Suzuki, 1991; Illich, 1987)

Social interdependence brings us all to a level of responsibility that, according to
Bellah (1992), we both recognize and resent. When we resent it, according to
Wolfensberger (1991). we perceive and evaluate certain groups and people as having no
value. It is this evaluation that Suzuki (1991) says causes people from the dominant
ideology to neglect positive attributes. When neglecting positive attributes is the norm, a

symbiotic relationship is not likely due to a failure to see any potential lifeboat situation.
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According to Wolfensberger (1991), students with disabilities are among those groups of
people that are perceived as having no value.

The role of schools confounds education. Schools today exist in a time when one-
third of people’s lives are spent having their learning prescribed. Teachers build skills in
the student to allow them to accumulate further needs (Illich, 1987). For those who are
viewed as having no value, that is, students with disabilities, teachers become prestigious
pushers who manage the habits of students with disabilities (Illich, 1987; Wolfensberger,
1991). The student with a disability is gaining the knowledge that personal habits are first
decided by someone else, then must be managed by a professional. The resulting action
becomes the first broken link to social interdependence, the broken link which blocks
mutuality in relationships.

In contrast, mutuality in relationships is, according to Kram (1988), characterized
as both individuals being the helper and recipient of help. Kram (1988) further states that
only through a mutual relationship will a sense of competence, responsibility, and
identity as an expert be developed. Without social interdependence as an active part of
the learning environment, students with disabilities will likely not develop a sense of
competence, responsibility, and identity as an expert. They are forming life-long habits of
dependence. In a speech given in Littleton Colorado to the ARC-Arapahoe membership
in 1994, a parent illustrates the desire for personal strength and the potential harm of
well-intentioned caregivers.

I simply want Melissa to live a life like we live. A life without the burden

of being responsible for the needs of all the carers out there. [t seems to

me that it is people getting their caring needs met that ultimately end up
excluding Melissa. A few years ago Bob, Melissa and I found the perfect
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community for Melissa to be part of. An intentional community was being
planned in a Denver suburb. The idea was to build homes in a circle and
have a common community center and kitchen. The building site was
close to shopping, entertainment, bus lines, and other neighborhoods. Bob,
Melissa and I could not be happier. We made arrangements to purchase
one of the homes and started to attend the community organizational
meetings. We attended three or four meetings and everything went well.
Plans started to formalize for building the homes and the community. The
building started and the meetings slowed down. That was to be expected
during the building phase. About a year later we received notice of a
meeting. At the meeting we discovered that people had been gathering for
the entire year and had not invited Melissa. The group had decided that
Melissa could live in the community only if a caretaker lived with her. The
onginal meetings had been good and people were excited but they would
not have time to do the care they thought necessary. With all the other
community members the group had discussed how each would support the
other. When Melissa was considered the caring community members
could only see a burden. No contribution was thought possible. Our
dreams were smashed, my heart sank and Melissa knew she did not have a
home. I have experienced this with Melissa her entire life. The clue to it
happening is that someone enters our lives and offers to care. [ have come
to realize that this offer to care is a request to meet their needs as a
caregiver. These relationships are always short term and marked with a
need to keep Melissa from contributing to the relationship in any way
except to be dependent on the current carer.

This story illustrates both the problem and the solution. The problem, according to
Melissa’s mother, is that Melissa rarely experiences relationships with people that are
characterized by mutuality. Melissa’s mother believes without mutuality the relationship
is viewed as a burden, with Melissa being unable to contribute. The solution, according to
Melissa’s mother, is found in symbiotic relationships. The information regarding the
importance of interdependence and symbiotic relationships has thus far come from

parents of people with disabilities and professionals. I have not found, in the research

literature, validating information from the students with disabilities. Therefore, this study
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attempts to start the creation of knowledge based on the perspectives of students with
disabilities.

The purpose of this study is to determine the main concerns of students with
disabilities as they transition from school to adult life. This study used the processes of
grounded theory and unique case orientation. According to Patton (1990), this is
particularly useful regarding educational issues. Students with disabilities represent a
particular group faced with a particular problem in a unique (school-to-life transition)
situation. The use of case studies in the unique case orientation approach is the method of
choice in studies faced with specific people, particular problems, and unique situations
(Patton, 1990). The question to be answered is: what are the main concerns related to
students with disabilities as they transition from secondary schools to adult life?
Informal interviews along with observation of the environment form the data to be
analyzed for evidence of the main concems as perceived by the students. The remainder
of Chapter One is dedicated to reviewing the literature on the issues raised above as well

as the school transition process.

The School Transition Process History and Meaning

The context of this study is that period of time referred to as transition. The
researcher has chosen the broadest definition of transition. The transition is assumed to be
to adult life in total. The view of transition to employment is too narrow and has been
rejected. According to Pallas (1993), transition from adolescence to adulthood involves
interrelated events and role changes. The role changes are predominantly around a

movement from dependence to independence. In our society, according to Pallas (1993),
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the major signifiers of adulthood are work and family roles. In essence, according to
Pallas (1993), the transition process is that period of time when an adolescent participates
in activities that start the change in roles. Marini (1984) separates “enduring adult
activities” from “transitional activities.” For example, college or military experience
could be defined as transitional; whereas, parenthood and full-time work are adult
activities.

The roots of transition (Halpern, 1994) originate with work/study programs and
later career education programs aimed at learning all skills necessary to gain the highest
levels of social, personal, and economic fulfillment. Transition, according to Halpern
(1994), refers to a change in roles the individual plays. The change is from roles of a
student to the emergent roles of an adult in the community. For the student with a
disability, Wolfensberger (1983) claims that the roles must be highly valued roles

embedded in the particular community in which the individual lives.
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Government funding and community support of those funds, coupled with poor
outcomes for students with disabilities, dictated the indication of transitions as a “school-
to-work” program. The staff at the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitation
Services (OSERS) recognized this political reality in 1984 when they wrote their position
paper on transitions. OSERS also understood the points promoted by professionals such
as Halpern regarding consideration of all adult roles related to the transition process.
Although OSERS’ position was concerned primarily with employment, their language
clearly left the door open for broader interpretation, desired outcome. and activity.
OSERS stated that transition is an outcome-oriented process encompassing a broad array
of services and experiences that lead to employment and community integration.
Incorporating the community as part of the learning team, vesting increasing power and
contrel in the individual learner, and making use of planning and implementation
processes are the three cornerstones that represent best practices in transitions (Wehman,

1994).

Best practices of transition

Individuals with disabilities entering into adult life are faced with the challenges
of building relationships, getting and keeping jobs, and taking responsibility for the
design of their life. The need for social interdependence (knowing self, others, and the
relationship of self to others) is a key ingredient of success. The qualities of transition,
assessing personal abilities, setting personal goals, and taking the responsibility to find
the paths to success, are key critical indicators of social interdependence. Mithaug (1994)

proposes five criteria (e.g., access to all, individualization, community settings,
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guaranteed benefits, and generic problem-solving) to achieve excellence in transitions.
Access to all refers to the recommendation that all students, college-bound or not,
disabled or not, should have access to apprenticeships. Individualization of
apprenticeships should result in the abilities, needs. and interests being developed.
Community settings is important, according to Mithaug, because the best learning and
development take place when students are in settings from the community. classrooms,
and workplace. Guaranteed benefits should come with success in the apprenticeship
program and result in a guarantee of further education, credentials. job availability, and
independent living opportunities. Generic problem-solving must be developed in all
students so they are able to do well with the demands of education or aduit life.
Mithaug’s perspective comes from the traditional apprenticeship programs. The learning
areas are largely rooted in an employment perspective. For many, this perspective is the
total of best practices. While nothing is incorrect regarding these components, they are
not inclusive enough of all the roles an emergent adult expects to play. Halpern (1994)
suggests four major components for transition planning. The components broaden
Mithuag’s elements. According to Halpern (1994), the required characteristics are self-
determination, self-evaluation, student identification of post school goals, and student

selection of educational experiences.

Social Interdependence as it Applies to Transition

Traditionally, according to Condeluci (1995), special educators have been training and
teaching students to be independent. Teaching for independence absent the criteria of

being student interest-driven, building relationships and making community contributions
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actually causes the student to increase dependence, according to Condeluci. Falvey
(1989) validates this when she proposes that the first consideration in planning is
establishing the validity of the educational activity as being foremost functionzl. The goal
for persons with disabilities, according to Falvey (1989), should be the gaining of
functional control over their environment for greater independence. Independence results
from achievements in five domains, according to Falvey (1989). Transition programs are
encouraged to prepare students to function within the following domains: a) domestic. b)
leisure. c) community/mobility, d) community/consumer, e) vocational (Falvey, 1989, p.
190). Students with disabilities are taught skills such as cooking, banking, job-seeking,
and skiing. However, many individuals with disabilities, according to Brooke and
Wehman, (1995), characterize this training as paternalistic or as a “‘professional knows
best™ attitude because the student with a disability does not typically choose the specific
currtculum, and the training activity does not directly contribute to their community. This
general air of condescension toward individuals with disabilities has many negative and
far reaching implications (Brooke & Wehman, 1995, p. 310). The air of contempt or
perspective of a person being unworthy suggested by Brooke and Wehman results in a
student with a disability being defined as deviant, according to Wolfensberger (1983).
Wolfensberger (1983, p. 24) further states that how a person is perceived and treated by
others, in turn, will determine strongly how a person subsequently behaves. Therefore,
the more consistently curriculum choice and community contribution are withheld from a

student with a disability, the more the student is perceived and treated as deviant. The
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deviant status, according to Wolfensberger, results in social expectations of deviant
behavior.

Falvey (1989) speaks further regarding the professional independence model
when she recommends the following issues be addressed in the transition plan (Falvey,
1989, p. 198): a) appropriate vocational options, b) residential options, c) leisure
opportunities completed with a minimum amount of support, d) a program to establish
and monitor eligibility, e) case management services, f) long term support. Use of these
goals suggests a philosophy of individualization and student focus; however, major
contradictions exist in the field (Brooke & Wehman, 1995). The general goal of
independence has focused implementation on strategies (i.e., teaching specific domains)
and ignored the philosophy of educational purpose (i.e., community contribution.
personal relationship, individual choice). Terms and types of curriculum are related to
implementation strategies and have nothing to do with the approach or concept of
fundamental desired outcomes (Brooke & Wehman, 1995). Therefore. secondary special
education programs have little impact on students’ adjustment to community life
(Wehman, 1990). The learning is random and not based on the life or interests of the
student. Consequently, emphasis is now shifting to teaching students interdependence
(Condeluci, 1995). Interdependence is the ability to connect with people in one’s own
community and nurture a network of supports that help one have a chosen desired life

(Falvey, 1993). The Random House Dictionary defines interdependent as the state of

being mutually dependent or dependent on one another. Interdependence is, according to

Covey (1989), the highest developmental stage in a person’s growth. Interdependence,
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according to Falvey (1993), is facilitated when schools model and reflect values of
including all students and systematically build connections between the school and
community participants. Building such community connections is essential in order to
foster belonging (Falvey, 1993). Along with the issues of transition planning listed above,
the curriculum content must teach such skills as creating a just community and society,
and caring for and helping one another (Falvey, 1993). Interdependence is dependent on
basing curriculum on the content and activities of caring and justice. For example,
students learn about what they are good at and how to offer that to a person in their
community. Student organized associations may be based on community need, student
interest, and diverse membership.

Our schools and adult development systems must prepare people to be self-
controlling in ways that are highly conscious of our relational interdependence. Robert
Ezra Park in Coser (1977) wrote of the essential qualities of a community. The qualities
are 1) a population, 2) rooted in the soil it occupies, 3) people living in relationships of
symbiotic mutual interdependence. These societies are interrelated in the most complex
manner, according to Coser (1977). First (1991), illustrates the importance of committing
to a specific population:

Advocacy-driven school reform is accomplished by parents, teachers, principles,
students, and advocates providing vision, energy, talent, hard work, commitment, and
tenacity in roughly equal proportions. When all sectors of the school community work
together to attain (basic) entitlements, every student is ensured the opportunity for school

success. (p- 9)
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The Stainbacks (1992) describe the importance of being rooted in the soil as being

related to building partnerships for student progress. For example, curriculum should be

the product of community development and, as such, the process becomes a shared

responsibility (Stainback & Stainback, 1992). According to Ramsey and reported in

Stainback (1992), there are eight curriculum goals illustrating the need for

interdependence and symbiotic relationships in inclusive special education. They are as

follows:

I.

N

To help children develop positive gender, racial, cultural, class, and individual
identities, and to recognize and accept their membership in many different groups.
To enable children to see themselves as part of a larger society, to identify,
empathize, and relate with individuals from other groups.

To foster respect and appreciation for the diverse ways in which other people live.
To encourage in young children’s earliest social relationships an openness and
interest in others, a willingness to include others, and a desire to cooperate.

To promote the development of realistic awareness of contemporary society, a
sense of social responsibility, and an active concern that extends beyond one’s
immediate family or group.

To empower children to become autonomous and critical analysts and activists in
their social environment.

To support the development of educational and social skills that are needed for
children to become full participants in the larger society in ways that are most

appropriate to individual styles, cultural orientations, and linguistic backgrounds.
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8. To promote effective and reciprocal relationships between schools and families.

(p- 20-21).

Park, as explained by Coser (1977), studied the ecology of interdependence in
order to understand moral and social orders. According to Park, a person who is excluded
from or not educated in such goals, as the eight curriculum goals quoted by Stainback
(1992), is a person who is not part of a community because he or she is excluded from the
complexities of interrelatedness. Park taught that human societies are made up of
interdependent individuals competing with each other for dominance and are at the same
time participating in common collective actions (Coser, 1977). People with disabilities
experience exclusion from competing and collective action, thus their role is based on
being a valueless burden on the community as a whole (Wolfensberger. 1983). A person
with a disability being assigned a less valued role does not help others, perform volunteer
work, or even contribute to their own life.

According to Twine (1994), it is the dynamic between relationships and self-
determination, or the notion of social self, that is lacking in modern industrial society.
Twine asserts that it is the social self that is dependent on society. Twine (1994) further
writes that humans are social animals who are dependent on social relationships for their
development, and those social relationships are structured by the distribution of material
resources. Therefore, we are dependent, according to Twine (1994), on material resources
for development of social relationships. This interdependence is not often considered or

even admitted. (Twine, 1994). Because humans are developmental and respond to
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political, social, and economic contexts, it is important that each person be prepared to
take advantage of each context (Twine, 1994).

Self-discipline and self-mastery are the foundations of good relationships (Covey,
1989). Relationships are the essence of interdependence. The ability to nourish rich,
enduring, and productive relationships with others is interdependence. The existence of a
tension between relationships and individualism or self-determination is desirable and
healthy. Another way to approach interdependence is to consider that interdependence is
defined according to the extent people control each other’s behaviors (Cook, 1993). Cook
(1993) states that interdependence theory suggests three sources of control over
outcomes. They are fate control, behavior control, and reflexive control. Reflexive
control specifies a person controlling his or her own outcomes and is independent of any
partner. Fate control is concemed with the partner’s control of the actor’s outcome.
Behavior control reflects the degree to which outcomes are a function of the joint actions
of partners (Cook, 1993). According to Cook (1993), behavior control is a source of
interdependence. This is due to outcomes being dependent as much on one person’s
behavior as the other.

When a school system or adult service organization focuses on independence as
an outcome and uses the readiness model to achieve that outcome, interdependence, most
likely, will not be attained. The readiness model asserts that when a learner is “ready,”
he/she will be allowed access to roles of independence. If we are to believe Covey (1989)

that independence is a prerequisite for interdependence, interdependence will have little
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chance of being part of people’s lives if transition processes are designed around the
notion of students getting ready for independence as the ultimate objective.
Interdependence is the ultimate objective and a choice only independent people
can make (Covey, 1989). The path of dependence, independence, and interdependence is
based on the proposal that humans are motivated to control their environmental relations,
and that exposure to an unresponsive, uncontrollable environment creates a sense of
helplessness (Cook, 1993). Interdependence is critical if people are to play out their
potentials in all emerging adult roles. The social self that Twine (1994) speaks of cannot
develop without inclusion in society. Relationships and social rights are concerned with
establishing the cultural and material conditions for social inclusion and participation so
that the social self may develop. The interplay of self control and relationships as it
relates to each stage of dependence, independence. and interdependence is the key to
learning the roles, yearning the roles, acquiring the knowledge and skills required, and
having available the material wealth required in our society. Do students agree with
OSERS assertion of 1984 (reported in Halpern, 1994) that transition programs should
expand to include employment plus all realms of living? Have they experienced and
formed opinions on the use and importance of self-determination as presented by Halpem
(1994)? What should be, in the view of the student with a disability, the role of
interdependence and symbiotic relationships as presented by Stainback (1992), Condeluci
(1995), and Twine (1994)? Are any of these issues relevant to students with disabilities as
they perceive their environment, or are their concerns a set of realities not yet found in

the research literature? What can be learned from observing systems, people with
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disabilities, families and communities as they interact with, judge, teach, and learn from
each other?

The root of the problem on which this study is founded lies in the discussion of
Parks (as quoted in Coser, 1977) regarding three essential qualities of community (a
population, rooted in the soil it occupies, living in relationships of symbiotic
interdependence). The next section discussing the problem statement explores the issues

further.

Statement of the Problem

The root of social interdependence is to educate students as democratic citizens,
as inferred by Shor (1992). Traditional curriculum in educational institutions is more
authoritarian than participatory (Shor, 1992). Freire (1988) calls this the “banking style”
of education. The scope of action allowed to the students extends only as far as receiving,
filing, and supporting the deposits made by the teacher (Freire, 1988. p. 58). Instead of
communicating, the teacher issues communiqués that the students patiently receive,
memorize, and repeat (Freire, 1988). Shor (1992) reports that without participation there
can be little knowledge of self, others, and relationships. Participation in decision-making
enables (students) to express themselves, to test their ideas against those of others
(students), and this aids the development of the ‘self.” The “self’ is both expressed and
developed through participation in the exercise of power (Twine, 1994, p. 76).

It is unlikely that social interdependence will become a reality for students with
disabilities that have no value, value only as a receiver of care, or negative value

(Wolfensberger, 1991), coupled with a system that relies on a traditional authoritarian
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curriculum (Shor, 1992). Parniicipation would have to be found in the classroom in order
to develop social interdependence. Goodlad (1984) researched teacher talk and found that
nearly 75% of classroom time was spent on instruction, usually teacher to student. Not
even 1% of the time required some kind of open response involving reasoning or perhaps
an opinion from the student (Goodlad, 1984). The absence of dialogue that Goodlad
found in the 1980s confirmed the results of his earlier survey of some 260 classrooms in
the 1960s, from which he concluded that “teaching was predominantly telling and
questioning by the teacher, with children responding one by one or occasionally in
chorus” (quoted in Shor 1992, p. 97). Furthermore, Lehmann, Bessett. & Sands (1999)
found that research exploring the extent to which students with disabilities actually
engage in the transition process is sparse. In a preliminary focus group study by
Momingstar, Turmbull & Turnbull (1995) (cited in Lehmann. 1999), students labeled as
having mild retardation, behavior disorders, or learning disabilities reported that their
own families were far more involved in planning for the future than they were
themselves.

The present study assumes students have concerns and asks: What are the main
concerns of students with disabilities in the educational environment that transitions them
from school to adult life? Given the low levels of classroom participation, it is likely that
the concems have little opportunity to emerge. The underlying the question for this
researcher is: Is social interdependence perceived as a real issue to the students?
Emergent themes from the grounded theory process represent general themes and specific

issues, such as social interdependence. The question is further founded on the secondary
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question of can our current institutions of learning as they exist, or as we can conceive of
them existing, play a meaningful role in the development of an environment which
encourages development of student concerns in the context of school-to-adult life
transitions? The study itself invites students to participate in the formulation of the

theories and questions.

Purposes of the Study

The purposes of this study are two-fold: First, to develop theories related to or
associated with characteristics of successful transition processes grounded in student
concerns, and second, to develop questions for further study and learning regarding the
responsibility of the transition process in secondary schools, intentionally creating
environments with opportunities that address the concemns of the students.

Student perceptions of successful transition processes will be discovered by
observing the environment of a school setting and using the unique case orientation
(Patton, 1990). Unique case orientation assumes each case - in this situation the school
environment - is special and unique. A cross-case analysis may follow in order to develop
theories. The assumption is that there is a richness to be found in each case, in the sense
that a great deal can be learned from a few exemplars of the phenomenon (Patton, 1990),
in this instance, student concerns. This study seeks to use qualitative methods of
grounded theory in order to permit the study of the issue of student concerns as they
relate to the secondary school environment. The study further seeks to blend the

knowledge and theory gained through the methods of grounded theory research in order
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to illuminate a societal concern and general theory. The study reveals what the realities of
the school environment are in relation to student concemns.

Developing questions for further study and learning is the second and critical
purpose. Focusing on the future is an important characteristic of successful (educational)
frameworks (O’Brien, 1989). According to O’Brien (1989), having a vision that creates
tension between current educational realities and desirable futures is the path toward
quality. More desirable futures, according to Patton (1990), are created by taking a
forward-thinking or future perspective on data collected in the field. Using current data in
order to gain a sense of emerging developments can be critical to forward-looking
planning processes, according to Patton (1990). This study has generated questions to be
answered by future studies. The purpose is to cause new thinking, methodological

variations, and processes that get educators out of any numbing routines {Patton, 1990).

Limitations of the Study

This study considers a view from a private school, whose concerns may be

different from public schools. A review of the literature regarding issues, concerns, and
focus of public schools shows four main groupings of issues. One is legal concemns, such
as civil rights, harassment, diversity, and religion. Second is the area of standards for
schools, students, and teachers. Third is the need for more funding or flexibility of
funding. Fourth are processes and the need for community involvement. Appendix F
shows a sample listing of titles found in the review of the literature. In the private school
studied, the concemn is focused on community and building the human spirit (Richards,

1980).
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The differences in institutional focus cause this study to be limited in terms of
generalizability. Due to real-time and size limitations, the researcher cannot study
everyone everywhere doing everything (Miles, 1994). These real limitations, according to
Miles (1994), cause the most useful generalizations from this study to be analytic, not
“sample-to-population.” The researcher has used participant data mixed with current
research data to produce theory that is relevant to the study participants as well as
relevant to other students and schools (Miles, 1994). The limitations mentioned here and
more extensively, according to Denzin and Lincoln (1994), are put into a useful context
when considered under the definition of Validity-as-relevance/advocacy. Validity-as-
relevance (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994) stresses the utility and empowerment of this study to

benefit the relatively powerless group of students with disabilities.

Definitions of Terms

For the purposes of this study, the concepts used in the research question are

defined below.

Acculturation represents the strategies used as processes of forced assimilation of a

cultural world view and those used by individuals who must cope with minority
status in a new culture (Reynolds, 1992).

Enculturation may also be referred to as socialization. This is the process by which an
individual voluntarily acquires the norms, values, and behaviors of the group
(Reynolds, 1992).

Interdependence refers to two or more people being mutually dependent on each other

(Flexner, 1987). The expectation is that the natural relationship that already exists
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between two people is accentuated by each contributing value to the other
(Condeluci, 1995).

Lifeboat situation refers to the impact of discrimination and prejudice having put both

(all) parties in the same boat. People in this situation are often relying on
resources that are local or indigenous to the group (Suzuki, 1991).

Mechanical world is founded on seventeenth century teaching that the world is nothing

more than an exquisite machine. Entropy (that things wear down and stop) is the
main theme. The ability to hold things together is directly correlated with the
ability to adhere to authoritarian order (Wheatley, 1993).

Medical model is a process that views the core of any problem as being within the

person. The goal of this view is simply to fix, heal, and change. There is no
attempt to view or consider any interrelationships (Condeluci, 1995).

Paradigm is the framework in which we look at a problem and answer the questions
posed by the problem. It is drawn from the Greek word paradeigma, which means
an example, model, or pattern. Most often it refers to the foundation from which
the service or action flows. It sets the tone for current and future movement
(Condeluci, 1995, p. 43).

Social Interdependence is the combination of one’s worldview of self, others, and

relationship to others (Reynolds, 1992). It implies that humans make themselves

based on the conditions of the inherited past and present (Twine, 1994).
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Symbiotic Relationship is a relationship between two or more people in which each

person is dependent upon and receives reinforcement from the other (Flexner,
1987).

Transition in this study refers to a student moving from being a student to being an adult
member of society. The process involves a student leaving the role of student and

taking on the roles of adulthood (Pallas, 1993).

Personal Assumptions of Researcher

Undergirding qualitative research, according to Patton (1990), is the importance
of understanding people and programs in context. The sets of circumstances or facts that
surround the concerns of students are partially made up of the researcher bias. These
tendencies or inclinations are brought into the research by admitting they exist and stating
them as part of this study.

e Students with disabilities are surrounded by influences that make them more
dependent and less likely to develop individual strengths.

e The fundamental unconscious goals of each professional (teacher) are concerned
primarily with individual growth and not student development as a social
contributor.

e The goals of the professional are stated as being for the student; however, the
effect makes the teacher better off than the student.

e Power and authority are unbalanced in favor of the teacher, therapist, and school

as an institution.
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e Representatives of the school closely hold knowledge (planning, strategic
development, understanding of the whole, etc.), especially when it concerns
planning procedures, rights, and ultimate control of plan implementation.

e The impact of multiple and differing relationships (lack of intimacy or mutuality)
cause the student to shut down or relate in the safe zones of acceptability (as
defined by the teacher and other authority). This causes participation (developed
habits, etc.) that is at best a validation of the ideologies and agendas of the power
holders (teachers, etc.).

e There exist few (if any) role models for positive. effective, student-centric, and
social interdependent curriculum.

e The author has 25 years of experience in the field of services to people with
disabilities and education.

The synergy of the author’s assumptions, beliefs, and experiences listed above
cause two overarching realities of perspective. One is the reliance on the conservatism
corollary necessitated by social devaluation as defined by Wolfensberger (1983). The
other is the personal commitment to people having their own best answers. The
conservatism corollary states that students with disabilities must have extreme action and
quality education simply to arrive at typical circumstances. This is due to starting out
with multiple social disadvantages. The author’s assumption of this truth causes him to
view even good efforts as less than helpful. The personal commitment to people having
their own best answers causes the author to accept input from sources other than students

as suspect, tainted, and wrought with unconsciousness. Due to the belief in the presence
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of tainted information, the author is always searching for the real meaning contained
within the words and actions of the professional or parent. This search for meaning may

have the effect of causing the author to misunderstand what the person is saying.
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CHAPTER TWO - METHOD AND REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Introduction

The purpose of this study was to discover a theory that answers the question:
What are the theories of the characteristics of successful transition processes grounded in
student concerns? The second purpose is to develop questions for further study regarding
the transition process in secondary schools creating environments that address the
concermns related to students. The researcher has taken the findings, understandings, and
explanations of the student concemns (students between the ages of 14 and 21 only will be
considered) and developed two theories grounded in the data. Because the study
examined student concerns in the natural setting and attempted to make sense or interpret
the phenomena in terms of the meaning people in the settings bring to it, a qualitative
approach was necessitated (Denzin, 1994). The purpose of this chapter is to outline the

research method and design used to collect, analyze, and interpret data.

Method

This study made use of two basic types of data collection. Interviewing/inquiring
and observation were used alternately to collect data. The researcher operated with
fundamental observation guidelines and a few fundamental questions.

The research process used was an inductive process. The c.des, questions, and
theories listed in the Methods and Data Analysis sections are representative of the
researcher’s assumptions. They are not designed to produce a deductive design. Miles
and Huberman (1994) point out that qualitative data leads to discoveries made by

accident and will lead further to new ways of building interrelations.
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Qualitative research design was chosen by the researcher for three reasons: a)
researcher background and familiarity, b) nature of the research problem, and c) an intent
of discovering the intricate details of the research question (Strauss, 1990). The
researcher’s background is in social services and community organizing. The
philosophical orientation of the researcher is based in qualitative methods that have
produced satisfactory results in organizational development and community organizing.
The nature of the research problem lends itself to qualitative processes. In the case of this
study, the concerns related to students is based on the persons’ experiences (Strauss,
1990). The design also allowed the analysis to uncover intricate details of the persons’
experiences. These details are difficult to convey with quantitative methods (Strauss.
1990).

Patton (1990) suggests ten themes of qualitative inquiry. This study makes use of
all themes as they are inquiry strategies that build on interconnectedness (Patton, 1990).
However, particular emphasis was placed on four of Patton’s (1990) themes (i.e.,
naturalistic inquiry, holistic perspective, personal contact and insight, and unique case
orientation). Naturalistic inquiry studies the real world situation (Patton, 1990). The use
of holistic perspective is a cornerstone of this study. Holistic perspectives define the
study as a complex system made up of more than the simple sum of the parts (Patton,
1990). The foundation of the data rests on the details of the school environment, which
allows a view of uniqueness and the ability to compare cases (Patton, 1990). Finally, the
researcher uses personal contact and insight as a path to personal experience and

understanding (Patton, 1990). The study used the data collection methods of experiencing
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and inquiring (Wolcott, 1994) as major modes of data collection. The figure (Table 1) in
the introduction, “Processes of the Study,” (Patton, 1990; Wolcott, 1994; Denzin, 1994;

Glaser, 1992) illustrates the major research activities.

Participants

The school, a private residential (intentional community) school for children with
developmental disabilities, was selected for its richness in subjects (students) and focus
(desire for all students to belong to community). The seven students selected for informal
interviewing were selected because of their expressed interest (during classroom
cbservation) in transitioning to experiences after school. One student, Larry, was chosen
because he had in-depth plans, was anxious to share the plans, and later transferred to
another private residential school. Four of the seven students are women and three are
men. Five of the students have been labeled as mentally retarded, with one being
classified as profound. One student is categorized as autistic, and Larry is labeled as
having a learning disability and a mental health diagnosis. Three parents were selected to
participate in the study because of availability and relationship to Larry. Ten
professionals were selected because of their relationship to the students (teachers,
administrators, and house-parents). The non-student sources were used as a method of

data triangulation.
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Sampling. Qualitative inquiry typically focuses in depth on small samples or single cases
(Patton, 1990). The intent of this study was to learn about student’s main concerns within
secondary school environments. Due to the need to focus on students with disabilities in
the secondary school environment, purposeful sampling was used to learn about issues
central to the students (Patton, 1990). This study was purposive regarding sampling
because it studied in depth one case defined as a school environment (Miles, 1994). Often
in a qualitative study, *“‘case” ranges widely from individual to groups or organizations
(Miles, 1994). “Case” in this study refers to a school environment. The case was a school.
This particular school was chosen due to it’s community environment and accessibility to
the researcher. Because the sample is an organization (school), within-case sampling
(Miles, 1994) is the method used in this study. Patton (1990) refers to this process as
opportunistic sampling. This process allowed the samples within the case to emerge
during fieldwork (Patton, 1990). Although one case was studied, several samples
(particular environmental realities) contributed to the data. During the fieldwork,
situations within the school arose that are more sensitive to the characteristics of
successful transition. The researcher sampled more carefully for these situations (Miles,
1994). The opportunistic or within-case sampling approach allowed for advantage to be

taken of unexpected leads for information (Patton, 1990; Miles, 1994).
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Social Conditions of Sample. The majority of the research time was spent at the

Beaver Run Camphill School. Interviews and observations were completed in offices,
homes, and the school building, all in the community of Beaver Run. One informal
interview was completed in the home of Larry’s (fictitious name, as are all names used in
reporting) parents. Larry’s parents live in a two-bedroom, white frame home, located in a
1950s suburban development in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. A few days were spent with
Larry and his teachers after he moved from the Beaver Run school to Milhaupt (fictitious
name) School.

Beaver Run is a Waldorf school for students with developmental disabilities. The
educational context is founded on the work of Rudolf Steiner and Curative Education
(Richards, 1980). Curative Education was created by Rudolf Steiner in the early 1900s
after he educated a young man said to be unable to educate. The purpose of Curative
Education is to give children with developmental disabilities a life based on rhythm. The
rhythm allows the child to express his/her abilities and talents, which leads to knowledge
born of feeling and seif-will. The knowledge gained from Curative Education leads the
student with a disability to become a more complete and contributing person (Shepherd,
1983).

Beaver Run is located in the rolling hills of Southeast Pennsylvania in Glenmore.
The residential school is also a 300-acre organic farm with stables. The professionals who
are the teachers and housemates of the students are also community members. No one
receives a salary for the work they do. The intention is for everyone’s needs to be met

and everyone’s gifts to be used. The researcher’s work as a trustee with the Camphill
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Association of North America introduced him to this school. Beaver Run is part of the
Camphill communities. The researcher chose Beaver Run for the richness of information.
He was sure that he would learn a great deal.

The Milhaupt School is a private school and human service agency. The
organization has many campuses throughout the eastern United States and serves
thousands of people. The school the researcher visited is in West Chester, Pennsylvania.
The school is located on 500 acres, with approximately 50 buildings used for living,
schooling, and recreation. The property was an estate belonging to a wealthy East Coast
family. The researcher came to Milhaupt because Larry moved from Beaver Run to
Milhaupt. The researcher wanted to learn from Larry about why and what he hoped to
gain. It turns out that he thought he would have a better chance to get an ordinary life.
The researcher focused only on Larry at this school. The data is from Larry, his teachers,

and counselors.

Researcher’s Roles and Relationship with Sample Subjects

As a Trustee of an organization associated with the Beaver Run school, the
researcher was welcomed and accepted. He had been known by many of the community
members who are professionals as a Trustee of the Camphill Association of North
America. This roie gave the researcher status as a trusted friend of similar thought. He
immediately had access to people, places, and documents, almost without question. He
was careful not to take advantage of this as a means of shortcutting the processes of
release of information or agreements to be interviewed (see Appendix G). The role that

developed from this welcoming starting point was one of listener. Community members
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(students and professionals) would initiate contact and request the researcher’s
observation and conversation. He learned quickly that these contacts were opportunities
to listen and gather data. The role and relationship as trusted colleague allowed the
researcher to establish a new role of trusted investigator. As trusted investigator, he was
offered full access to examine and record, which, had he not been a friend, would not
have been as available. Insights and unexpected interviews were offered unsolicited from

the researcher. The nature of the relationship generated a richness of data.

Treatment of Human Subjects

Two issues influence the capacity of this study to be completed. One is the formal
human subject process established by the sponsoring organization. In this case, that is
Colorado State University. The second is the researcher’s integrity in approaching people
as privileged individuals - privileged because the researcher believes that they are the
holders of knowledge he desires.

The formal human subject process set up through Colorado State University was
followed (see attached human research Project Form, Appendix H). The strict adherence
to the consent procedure was followed.

When a student emerges as a potential interviewee the researcher will use school
records to determine if the student is his/her own guardian. If the student is her/his own
guardian the researcher will request an interview, go over the “Consent for Student
Participation” form and ask if the student is willing to sign and participate. If the student

is not his’her own guardian the researcher will contact the parent, go over the “Consent
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for Studert Participation™ and ask both the parent and the student if they are willing to
sign and participate. No interviews will be conducted without a signed participation form.
Each class room or school setting used for observation will be selected with the
assistance of the school representative (see attached letters of support). Each teacher will
be contacted by the researcher, given the “Consent for Teacher Participation™ form (see
attached) and asked if they are willing to participate and sign the form. No school setting
will be observed or used for the study without prior consent from the teacher involved.
Respect of people involved with the study emanated from the researcher’s experiences
and beliefs. The researcher understood that he was a guest in the homes and hearts of
people he spoke to and observed. This belief generated genuine respect and guided all the

researcher’s actions.

Data Collection

Three types of data collection comprise qualitative methods (Patton, 1990).
According to Patton (1990), they are as follows: 1) in-depth, open-ended interviews, 2)
direct observations, and 3) written documents or artifacts. This study used open-ended
interviews as the main source and direct observations as a secondary source. The two go
hand-in-nand, and much of the data gathered during observation came from the informal
interviewing done in the field (Denzin, 1994). The structure of this study is such that the
depth of information is great. In many ways, the trade-off between quantitative and
qualitative designs is the trade-off between breadth (quantitative) and depth (qualitative)

(Patton, 1990).
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An entire year was dedicated to this study. An interplay between collecting data
and analyzing data was used. The methods of collection consisted of field notes of
observations and conversations, and taped informal interviews. Field notes and taped
recordings were organized and entered into a database each evening following the
collection. The computer program “HyperResearch” was used to code and analyze the
data once inputted. The coding occurred at the close of the study.

The step to collect data through the use of participant observation and
informal/formal interviewing is detailed below. The procedure toward the
accomplishment of this step was as follows:

e A school was chosen.

e Met with the principal and head of transitions to explain the research proposed
and gain support and permission (see attached form).

e Met with teachers of transition students and gained support and permission.

e Agreed on process of gaining student participation (see student and guardian
participation form appendix G).

e Observed and collected data in identified and approved classrooms.

e I[dentified students willing to participate in informal interviews and gain
permission, as agreed on.

e Analyzed data.
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Interviewing. There are three basic approaches to collecting qualitative data
through open-ended interviews (Patton, 1990, p. 280). The three choices according to
Patton (1990) are as follows:

e the informal conversational interview

e the general interview guide approach

e the standardized open-ended interview.
This study used a combination of the conversational interview and the general interview
guide approach.

Interview question. Unstructured interviews expanded the breadth and depth of

this study far beyond what most other types of interviewing provide (Denzin, 1994). The
unstructured interview provides an opportunity to understand the complex behavior and
desires of students with disabilities, teachers, and parents. Breadth is generated because
there 1s no attempt to capture precise data in order to explain behaviors in predetermined
categories (Denzin, 1994).

The informal conversational interview relied on the spontaneous generation of
questions in the natural flow of the conversation/informal interview (Patton, 1990). The
general interview guide approach made use of a set of issues outlined to be explored with
each respondent (Patton, 1990). This guideline was a very basic checklist that assured all
relevant topics were covered. The wording and sequence of questions was adapted in the
context of the actual interview (Patton, 1990). The guideline used by the researcher was
established to create common ground understanding between the researcher and

rcspondent, agree on transition as a goal, learn what is considered to be most important or
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main concemm, and to leamm about the person (Patton, 1990). The questions are derived
from the researcher’s past experience, the work of Patton (1990), and previous literature
reviewed. The questions where developed to elicit information about the main concerns
during transition. Figure 2.1 shows the researcher’s guideline card that he carried with
him.
Figure 2.1

A) Establish the reason for the school, according to the respondent.

e Tell me what goes on here?

e Why are the activities important?

e Why do you do what you do everyday?
B) Establish a definition of transition, and agree on transition as the reason for this

conversation, and the importance of concern.

e Do you know the purpose of this study?
e  Where do you see yourself (the student) being in S years?
e What do you need/want most?

C) Find out what is most important:

e To the student.
> Tell me what you most want to do.
» In five years what will you be doing?
>

What is the most important thing to you?

Inquiring and Experiencing

Three types of data collection make up qualitative methods (Patton, 1990).
According to Patton (1990), they are as follows: 1) in-depth, open-ended interviews, 2)
direct observations, and 3) written documents or artifacts. This study used open-ended
interviews as the main source and direct observations as a secondary source. The

structure of this study is such that the depth of inforination is great. In many ways, the
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trade-off between quantitative and qualitative designs is the trade-off between breadth
(quantitative) and depth (qualitative) (Patton, 1990). Unstructured interviewing and
observation are the main sources of data collection in this study. The two go hand-and-
hand, and much of the data gathered during observation came from the informal
interviewing done in the field (Denzin, 1994). Unstructured interview provided the
breadth this study required and that most other types of interviewing do not provide
(Denzin, 1994).

Students, teachers and house-parents were interviewed and tape recorded during
the weeks of February 24, 1997, April 17, 1997, October 13, 1997, and January 14 and
28, 1998. Most student interviews took place in the school vestibule outside the
classrooms. One student was interviewed at his home and one student was interviewed in
the stables. The teachers were interviewed in their classrooms prior to the start of the

school day. House-parents were interviewed in their homes.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Transitioning Students with Disabilities
49

Observations

The researcher operated with fundamental observation guidelines and a few
fundamental questions. The first and most fundamental distinction to be made in the
study’s observational strategy was to what extent the observer (researcher) would be a
participant in the school setting (Patton, 1990, p. 206). This study was designed for the
observational guidelines to change over time (Patton, 1990). The continuum of
observation from absolute non-participation to total participation (Patton, 1990) was
taken into consideration. The intent of the guidelines were established as follows:

e The researcher began as a known onlooker and gradually became a partial
participant as the study progressed.

e The roll of “onlooker” (Patton, 1990) was relied on even after the researcher had
intimately participated. The researcher would explain to people involved which
roll he would like to play.

e Simulitaneous activities included direct participation, informal interviewing,
observation, and introspection (Patton, 1990).

e The purpose of the study was freely reported to all people in the environment.

® The researcher shared as intimately as possible in the life and activities of the
school community setting. In this case, it included the following:
~ Eating meals in the hones of professionals and students.

Sharing social gatherings, such as sing-a-longs, hiking, informal

"V

conversations, and excursions to the local pub.

Travel to distant places for school-related meetings.

\ Y
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» Washing the dishes and helping to prepare meals.
¢ The researcher held consciousness of developing two perspectives: the
perspective of his personal cultural history and the perspective of the one he was

studying (Patton, 1990, p. 207).

Observation allowed the researcher to observe the events in the learning
environment, what preceded and followed them, and explanations of the meaning by
participants and spectators, before, during, and after the events (Patton, 1990). This study
is supported by observational data, which allowed the researcher to understand the
environment presented by the informal interviews. This understanding was not possible
through interviews alone (Patton, 1990). The main point here is that data collection and
data analysis are tightly woven processes, and occurred alternately because the analysis
(in this case, introspection) directed the sampling data (Strauss, 1990). The data in this
case came from what was observed, who was interviewed, and what was discussed. One
year was spent observing the environment, students, teachers, and other participants in
the case. The use of observation created understanding, an orientation to discovery and
inductive thought, and a consciousness that has escaped the participants (Patton, 1990).
The foundation of this study, according to Patton (1990), was a challenge of discovering
things no one else has yet paid attention to in relation to student concerns. Theories
grounded in those discoveries are the resulit.

Participant observation for the purposes of this study were focused on 14 visits to
two schools. Twelve visits were day-long visits to Beaver Run School, and two visits

were day-long visits to Milhaupt School. Other impressions were gained and noted
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during one visit to Larry’s parents’ home. All observational data was taped by the
researcher during and after visits. The taped data was transcribed and used during the

analysis of data, along with the taped interviews.

Data Analysis

A nigorous path from description to analytical to interpretive was followed in this
study. Description is carefully separated from interpretive and analytical (Patton, 1990).
The presentation of data in the description section has been organized in such a way so as
to allow other readers to understand and draw their own interpretations (Patton, 1990).
The analytical section used coding to review the set of field notes and recordings in order
to dissect them meaningfully, while keeping the relations between the parts intact (Miles,
1994). Detailing further researcher assumptions preserved the inductive process. Level
One codes were created in order to organize the analytical section (Miles. 1994). In order
to focus the coding and bring to the table the researcher’s initial assumptions, the study
was started with the following questions and theory in mind. Reading the codes as
assumptions of the researcher is further evidence of the developing study construct (the
codes have been delineated from the literature review: new codes emerged during the
course of the study):
e The realities of student life in relation to student concerns (of self, of others, of
self to others, e.g., community service).
e Social interdependence as an active part of academic life (e.g., cooperative

learning) for the student with a disability in secondary education.
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e Students are developing a sense of competence, responsibility, and identity as an
expert.

e The impact schools have on development of student interests.

e The importance of student concerns as seen and understood by participants and
staff.

e The organizing and coding of the interview and observational data was done with
the assistance of a computer program. This process permitted cross-classification
and cross-comparison of passages for more complex analysis (Patton, 1990). The
process of collecting data, experiencing the environments, and learning from
those present produced codes and insights not thought of initially.

Code Level One, which considered the data of 20 interviews plus observations,
produced 38 codes. The coding process began with the collection of observation field
notes and researcher recording of observations on tape. Further data was collected
through taped interviews. All of the collected data was transcribed into a standard word
processing program. The transcribed data was then read for meaning. The researcher
considered each line of text (data) and assigned a code that represents the meaning
assumed by the researcher. The program HyperResearch allowed each code to be counted
for frequency of use. The frequency along with the meaning of each code make up the
process of analysis.

The codes were based on the meaning assigned by the researcher. The
researcher’s focus was the meaning regarding what the main concemns related to students

with disabilities in transition programs are. The codes represent meaning in the context of
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main concerns related to students. The listing is ranked by frequency used and can be
found in Appendix B.

Only after the descriptive and analytical work was complete was the interpretive
work started. The interpretation section attempts to answer the why questions (Patton,
1990). The researcher searched at this point for the causes, consequences, and
relationships of the data and findings (Patton, 1990). The function of this section is to
rely on the analytical and descriptive reporting in order to report further questions to be
answered and studied (Patton, 1990). This starts the process of study all over again.
hopefully with questions from different perspectives and understanding. The interpretive
section aims to accomplish all or some of the following three objectives (Patton, 1990):

e Confirm what people already know.
e Free people from misconceptions.

e Shed light on issues and questions not previously known.

Reliability and Validity

This study worked to increase the validity and reliability of what was learned by -
e gathering data that could be triangulated in analysis
e increasing the researcher’s credibility through training, experience, and
presentation of self, and
e relying on a continual regeneration of the researcher’s fundamental appreciation

of naturalistic inquiry, qualitative methods, and holistic thinking.
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e An important way this study was strengthened was through triangulation of data

(Patton, 1990).

e The researcher returned to the participants with the final questions and findings of
the study in order to further validate the findings.

In qualitative research, there is no esoteric term such as validity. Understanding
seems to encapsulate the idea as well as any other (Wolcott, 1994). The power to make
experience intelligible by applying concepts and categories is, according to Wolcott
(1994), a more fitting goal of this study. As the analysis of this study progressed, the
researcher had an intuitive sense that he was not quite getting it right. Clifford Geertz
(1971), as quoted in Wolcott (1994), captures the importance of this intuition as it applies
to the theories and interpretations of this study:

Cultural analysis is intrinsically incomplete. And, worse than that, the more

deeply it goes the less complete it is. It is strange science whose most telling

assertions are its most tremulously based, in which to get somewhere with the
matter at hand is to intensify the suspicion, both your own and that of others, that

you are not quite getting it right. (p. 29)

Although validity does not seem to be an appropriate concept for judging the results of
qualitative inquiry (Wolcott, 1994), the researcher has taken the advice of Wolcott during
all phases of the process. The list of seven points represent what the researcher did or

tried to do to satisfy the implicit challenge of validity (Wolcott, 1994).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Transitioning Students with Disabilities
55

e Talk little, listen a lot. For this researcher, this was a challenge. He constantly
reminded himself of the value of people in schools being their own best
informant.

e Begin writing early. This has allowed interpretations and concepts to emerge and
be shared with a variety of people. The researcher found this process particularly
useful to help him see what he was witness to.

e [Let readers see for themselves. The completed study has many of the words
spoken by the participants. The researcher hopes that the reader will be
encouraged to make independent interpretations.

e Report fully. This tendency made the organizing and understanding of the data
difficult. The researcher kept notes to himself and colored ink notations in the
margins for the duration of the analysis. At times bits of not relevant data proved
useful.

e Be candid. During the data collection, and hopefully the writing, the researcher
was quick to note what he saw or thought he saw. This connected subjectivity has
served the purpose of connecting participants’ words and feelings to the
researcher’s knowledge and assumptions for new theory development.

e Seek feedback. As painful as the researcher finds honest and clear feedback, he
has sought it by sharing the manuscript with a variety of people for any sort of
critical feedback the reader deems appropriate. Among other benefits, this

promotes accuracy.
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e Write accurately. Meaning and understanding is partly a result of the proper use
of grammar, syntax, etc. The researcher would like to say that he cherishes and
pays close attention to this feature. However, he only cherishes this feature and
has to ask colleagues to pay close attention for him.

Validity, as understood by traditional researchers, looks for measurable cause and
cffect relationships (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994). This study secks to validate the results
by being a catalyst for change. Trustworthiness is, according to Denzin & Lincoln (1994),
a more appropriate word for this study. Trustworthiness is measured by the impact the
study has on those studied to understand the world and the way it is shaped in order for
them to transform it (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). From the perspective of trustworthiness,
the researcher leaves to future actions the validity of this study.

Trnangulation of Data. Triangulation of data is meant to be an heuristic tool for this

researcher (Denzin, 1994, p. 215). The hope was to be able to lift the analysis out of what
historically (culture, education bias) guides the researcher’s thinking. The term was
originally used by land surveyors to describe the use of three points to locate oneself at
particular intersections (Denzin, 1994). It is an important way to strengthen the
qualitative nature of this study (Patton, 1990). Two specific methods were used as
triangulation procedures. One was data triangulation (Patton, 1990), which is the use of a
variety of data sources. In this study the sources are students, professionals and parents.
The analysis portions of this study show a consistency when considering what the main
concemns of the students are. The second triangulation was the use of data collection

techniques. Individual interviews 