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Abstract 

Students with emotional and behavioral disabilities experience poor post-secondary 

outcomes despite the existence of research-based best practices to improve outcomes 

(Freeman et al., 2019; Mitchel et al., 2019). Research signifies this population as under-

served and under-identified (Barnett, 2012). Additionally, funding best practices indicate 

student outcomes should be considered when allocating resources (Chartrand, 2019). The 

purpose of this mixed methods study was to consider both inputs and outcomes for 

graduates with emotional and behavioral disabilities (EBD) and graduates with 

significant cognitive impairments (SCI) in a rural northwest Arkansas district and the 

fiscal allocation for both populations. A comparison of quantitative post-secondary 

outcome data informed the creation of qualitative interview questions. Interviews were 

conducted with both district and state-level professionals. Analysis of interview 

responses revealed themes of needs-based support and systemic work. The findings of 

this study revealed a significant discrepancy does not exist between post-secondary 

outcomes for graduates with EBD and graduates with SCI. However, graduates with EBD 

performed poorly when compared to other graduates with IEPs. Data also revealed 

District A expended more resources for students with SCI. The conclusions of this study 

surrounding equity and adequacy of services across disability categories and the tracking 

of post-secondary outcomes have important implications for district and state-level 

leadership. 

 

 

 

 



 

iv 
 

Table of Contents 

Abstract .............................................................................................................................. iii 

List of Tables ................................................................................................................... viii 

List of Figures .................................................................................................................... ix 

Chapter One: Introduction ...................................................................................................1 

Background of the Study .........................................................................................1 

Conceptual Framework ............................................................................................4 

Statement of the Problem .........................................................................................5 

Purpose of the Study ................................................................................................6 

Research Questions ......................................................................................7 

Null Hypotheses ...........................................................................................7 

Significance of the Study .........................................................................................7 

Definition of Key Terms ..........................................................................................9 

Delimitations, Limitations, and Assumptions ........................................................11 

Summary ................................................................................................................12 

Chapter Two: Review of Literature ...................................................................................14 

Comparison of Historical Research and Practice for Students with EBD .............15 

Under Identification ...............................................................................................18 

Effective Practices .................................................................................................22 

Initiatives in Arkansas............................................................................................31 

Special Education Funding ....................................................................................36 

Summary ................................................................................................................51 

Chapter Three: Methodology .............................................................................................52 



 

v 
 

Problem and Purpose Overview.............................................................................52 

Research .................................................................................................................53 

Rationale for Quantitative/Qualitative Research .....................................................6  

Research Design.....................................................................................................54 

Instrumentation ......................................................................................................55 

Reliability..................................................................................................56 

Validity......................................................................................................56 

Data Collection ......................................................................................................57 

Data Analysis .........................................................................................................58 

Ethical Considerations ...........................................................................................59 

Summary ................................................................................................................60 

Chapter Four: Analysis of Data .........................................................................................61 

Data Analysis .........................................................................................................62 

Quantitative Data Post-Secondary Outcomes ........................................................62 

Quantitative Fiscal Supports……………………………………………………..66 

Qualitative Data Interviews……………………………………………………...73 

Interview Question One .............................................................................74 

Interview Question Two ............................................................................74 

Interview Question Three ..........................................................................76 

Interview Question Four ............................................................................78 

Interview Question Five .............................................................................79 

Interview Question Six ..............................................................................79 

Themes…………………………………………………………………………...80 



 

vi 
 

Needs-Based Supports ...............................................................................80 

Systemic Work ...........................................................................................81 

Summary ................................................................................................................81 

Chapter Five: Conclusions and Implications .....................................................................83 

Findings..................................................................................................................84 

    Research Question One………………………………………………………..84 

    Research Question Two……………………………………………………….85 

    Research Question Three……………………………………………………...86 

    Research Question Four……………………………………………………….87 

Conclusions ............................................................................................................89 

Research Question One ..............................................................................89 

Research Question Two .............................................................................91 

Research Question Three ...........................................................................91 

Research Question Four .............................................................................92 

Implications for Practice ........................................................................................94 

Outcome-Based Programming and Funding ..............................................94 

Post-Secondary Outcomes Tracking ..........................................................95 

Equity and Adequacy Across Disability Categories ..................................96 

Recommendations for Future Research .................................................................96 

Study Expansion ........................................................................................98 

Implementation Gap...................................................................................98 

Under-Identification Verses Funding……………………………………98 

Summary ................................................................................................................99 



 

vii 
 

References ........................................................................................................................101 

Appendix A ......................................................................................................................109 

Appendix B ......................................................................................................................110 

Appendix C ......................................................................................................................111 

Appendix D ......................................................................................................................114 

Appendix E ......................................................................................................................115 

Vita ...................................................................................................................................116 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

viii 
 

List of Tables 

Table 1. Council for Exceptional Children High Leverage Practices Regarding 

Collaboration .....................................................................................................................27 

Table 2. Council for Exceptional Children High Leverage Practices Regarding 

Assessment. ........................................................................................................................28 

Table 3. Council for Exceptional Children High Leverage Practices Regarding Social, 

Emotional, and Behavioral Practices.  ..............................................................................29 

Table 4. Council for Exceptional Children High Leverage Practices Regarding 

Instruction ..........................................................................................................................30 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

ix 
 

List of Figures 

Figure 1. Percentage of Students Identified by Disability Categories in Arkansas ...........19 

Figure 2. Percentage of Students with Disabilities by Disability Type, Ages 6-21  ..........21 

Figure 3. Number of Special Education Teacher Licenses, 2016-2019.  ...........................25 

Figure 4. Arkansas DESE Lenses of Learning Framework……………………………...32 

Figure 5. Mechanism by which Adverse Childhood Experiences Influence Health and 

Well-being Throughout the Lifespan……………………………………………………………35 

Figure 6. Federal and State Special Education Funding Behaviors from 2018-2019…...39 

Figure 7. Special Education Expenditures in Arkansas by Type of Expenditure 2018-

2019………………………………………………………………………………………40 

Figure 8. IDEA Part B, Grants to States Funding by Billions, FY1997-FY2017………..43 

Figure 9. Summary of Funding Approaches……………………………………………..46 

Figure 10. Changes in High-Cost Occurrence Funding Calculations in 

Arkansas………………………………………………………………………………….48 

Figure 11. Special Education High-Cost Occurrence Funding .........................................49 

Figure 12. District A Respondents by Category.................................................................62 

Figure 13. Percentage of Graduates Accessing Higher Education ...................................63 

Figure 14. Percentage of Graduates Accessing Workforce ...............................................64 

Figure 15. Percentage of Graduates Unemployed and Not Accessing Higher  

Education ...........................................................................................................................65 

Figure 16. T-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Unequal Variances .........................................66 

Figure 17. District A Title VIB Funds by Fiscal Year (FY) ...............................................67 

Figure 18. District A Per-Pupil Revenue by Fiscal Year ...................................................68 



 

x 
 

Figure 19. District A Combined Title VIB Funds and Per Pupil Revenue by Fiscal  

Year ....................................................................................................................................69 

Figure 20. District A’s High-Cost Occurrence Total Submission by Fiscal Year .............70 

Figure 21. High-Cost Occurrence Average Claim Per Student by Fiscal Year ................71 

Figure 22. District A’s Per Pupil Expenditure by Fiscal Year ..........................................72 

Figure 23. District A’s Average Per Pupil Expenditure and Average High-Cost 

Occurrence Expenditure by Fiscal Year ............................................................................73 

Figure 24. District and State-Level Responses Regarding the Consideration of Post-

Secondary Outcomes When Allocating Funds or Resources .............................................76 

Figure 25. District and State-Level Responses Concerning Which Disability Category 

Receives the Most Resources in Special Education ...........................................................80 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Chapter One: Introduction 

 Students with emotional or behavioral disabilities struggle to realize success in 

the public-school system (Freeman et al., 2019; Mitchell et al., 2019; Smith et al., 2011). 

Research has shown that students with behavioral needs are twice as likely to drop out of 

school as non-disabled peers (Smith et al., 2011, p. 186). In 2019, only 12.2% of students 

with disabilities in Arkansas scored ready or exceeding in math and 7.2% in English 

Language Arts (Bureau of Legislative Research, 2020, p. 9).   

However, Arkansas does not publicly report data to compare how students with 

emotional or behavioral disabilities perform after graduation compared to other high 

needs students (Bureau of Legislative Research, 2020). Currently, postsecondary data are 

collected per district every six years (Fields & Boaz, 2021). This study was designed to 

compare postsecondary outcomes of and fiscal supports provided for students with 

emotional or behavioral disabilities and students with significant cognitive impairments 

from District A, located in rural Northwest Arkansas.    

In this chapter, the background of the study and conceptual framework are 

presented. Next, the statement of the problem is described. The purpose of the study, 

specific research questions, and significance of the study are provided in detail as well as 

definitions of key terms.  Delimitations, limitations, and assumptions are identified. 

Background of the Study 

The 1954 Brown v. the Board of Education decision, which determined “in the 

field of public education the doctrine separate but equal has no place,” was focused on 

anti-discrimination based on race (Yell, 2019, p. 1). This standard was applied to 

subsequent legal arguments regarding the segregation of students with disabilities as a 

population who experienced almost complete exclusion from public education (Yell, 
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2019). Congress followed up 19 years later with the federal civil rights legislation, 

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which mandated:    

No otherwise qualified individual with a disability in the United States, as defined 

in section 705(20) of this title, shall, solely by reason of his or her disability, be 

excluded from the participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to 

discrimination under any program or activity receiving Federal financial 

assistance…” (U.S. Department of Education, 2010, p. 1)  

Two years later, Congress passed the Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 

1975 (EAHCA) or Public Law 94-142, which entitles students with disabilities to a free 

and appropriate public education (Freeman et al., 2019). Additionally, the EAHCA 

scripted a process for identifying students with disabilities, access to special education 

services in the least restrictive environment, due process protections and procedures, and 

provision of federal funds to school districts’ implementation of special education 

services (Freeman et al., 2019). The EAHCA was reauthorized in 1990 and retitled the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (Freeman et al., 2019). Ultimately, the 

EAHCA provided access to education for students with disabilities, and the IDEA further 

ensures “students with disabilities receive beneficial and meaningful educational 

programs” (Freeman et al., 2019, p. 44). 

 In 1982, the Supreme Court considered the Board of Education of the Hendrick 

Hudson Central School District v. Rowley (Center for Education & Employment Law, 

2020). The Supreme Court found Rowley had received a free and appropriate public 

education because the individualized education plan provided some educational benefit 

(Center for Education & Employment Law, 2020). The Supreme Court again considered 



3 
 

 
 

a special education case in 2017 with Endrew F. v. Douglas County School District, RE-

1, 137 S.Ct.988, which clarified Rowley’s intent (Center for Education & Employment 

Law, 2020). The Center for Education and Employment Law stated in the Students with 

Disabilities and Special Education Law (2020) Manual:  

In Endrew F., the Court held IDEA [Individuals with Disabilities Act] requires 

“an educational program reasonably calculated to enable a child to make progress 

appropriate in light of the child’s circumstances.” The Court rejected the Tenth 

Circuit’s finding that Rowley set a minimal FAPE [Free Appropriate Public 

Education] standard for assessing the progress of students who are not fully 

integrated into regular classrooms. (p. 2) 

The district’s failure to adequately address problem behaviors was specifically referenced 

in the EndrewF. decision (Yell, 2019). 

 Just as Rowley and Endrew F. seem to convolute the provision of FAPE, so do the 

IDEA and the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) further complicate the expectation of 

special education services (Baker et al., 2015; National Council on Disability, 2018). 

Whereas the IDEA is designed to ensure access to a FAPE for students to make 

meaningful progress, the ESSA’s purpose is “to provide all children with significant 

opportunity to receive a fair, equitable, and high-quality education and to close 

achievement gaps” (National Council on Disability, 2018, p. 14). Baker et al. (2015) 

characterized the conversion of these two federal laws as “have[ing] ostensibly different 

and conflicting goals” (p. 5). 

In 2014, the Office of Special Education Programs shifted from a compliance 

monitoring model to a result-driven accountability model focused on student outcomes 
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(Delisle & Yudin, 2014). The transition to results-driven accountability has become the 

focus for states to meet higher expectations for student growth and outcomes (Delisle & 

Yudin, 2014). The Arkansas Department of Education (ADE) (2021) monitors student 

postsecondary outcomes annually through sample-size data mining (Fields & Boaz, 

2021). As a result, specific statewide district data are not available (ADE, 2021). 

Currently, there is no official system for districts to track postsecondary outcomes for 

graduates in Arkansas (ADE, 2021).  

Conceptual Framework 

 Historically, research revealed students with emotional and behavioral disabilities 

experience poor postsecondary outcomes compared to their non-disabled peers (Mitchell 

et al., 2019). Mitchell et al. (2019) indicated specific systems of supports, implemented 

with fidelity, can improve outcomes for students with emotional and behavioral 

disabilities. When considering the next steps for quality allocation of school funds, 

Martin et al. (2018) stated: 

  Student achievement and outcomes matter. Any approach to supporting school  

finance reform should ensure that money supports the resources, programs, and 

services that all students need to be prepared to fully participate in the workforce 

and their community… States should use these outcomes, rather than dollars or 

other inputs, to evaluate if schools are providing all students with a high-quality 

education. (p. 2) 

Ultimately, school resources should be allocated to support students with the most 

substantial needs, and data should be used to “identify inequities in current resource 

distribution as well as student achievement gaps” (Willis et al., 2019, p. 3).  Barnett 
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(2012) found, “Children and youth with emotional and behavioral disorders are 

considered the most under-identified and underserved of all the disability groups” (p. 21).  

In Resource Allocation Strategies to Support the Four Domains for Rapid School 

Improvement, Willis et al. (2019) reported, “When thinking about equitable distribution 

of resources, it is important to understand equitable does not mean equal” (p. 2). The 

conceptual framework employed is the practice of outcome-based allocation of 

appropriate resources to provide an adequate and equitable education for all students 

(Martin et al., 2018; Willis et al., 2019). Furthermore, the conceptual framework was 

considered because the provision of appropriate fiscal supports should indicate positive 

postsecondary outcomes for graduates.    

Statement of the Problem  

Students with emotional and behavioral needs are at a greater risk for negative 

outcomes such as dropout and incarceration (Freeman et al., 2019). Lloyd et al. shared, 

“Leaders in the field have asserted that the number of students receiving special 

education services in the emotional disturbance category is substantially discrepant from 

the number of students who likely need services…which may imply under-identification 

in schools” (p. 86). Parents and advocacy groups have long been touted for their critical 

role in special education legislation and reform (McCann & Libassi, 2014). It begs the 

question: Does under-identified student populations such as EBD suffer from a lack of 

advocacy?   

In contrast, “many school districts have experienced significant increases in the 

number of medically involved students who require nursing and other health-related 

care” (Berman & Urion, 2021, p. 2). In Arkansas, students who are an undue expense to 
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districts (greater than $15,000 annually) can be considered for high-cost occurrence 

reimbursement from the state (Foley, 2018, p. 6). Students who meet the criteria for 

district reimbursement form the costliest of the low-incident student subpopulations and 

typically have significant cognitive impairments, high staffing needs, and require medical 

supports (Foley, 2018). Currently, data are not reported by the ADE to show how districts 

allocate funds to support the subpopulations of special education (Bureau of Legislative 

Research, 2020). In this study, postsecondary outcomes and district resources used to 

support significant cognitive impairment and emotional or behavioral disordered 

populations were compared for District A.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine if students with emotional and 

behavioral disabilities experience discrepant postsecondary outcomes when compared to 

students receiving special education services who do not have emotional and behavioral 

disabilities. Students identified under the IDEA, including students with significant 

behavioral or mental health needs, struggle to realize success in Arkansas public schools 

(Bureau of Legislative Research, 2020). Considering postsecondary outcomes for 

students with specific disability categories, one can evaluate if a particular disability 

category is under-served (Bureau of Legislative Research, 2020). 

Another component of this study was to consider the allocation of district funds 

for students with emotional and behavioral disabilities compared to the allocation of 

funds for students with significant cognitive impairments. Catastrophic reimbursement 

records, Title VIB yearly allocations, and per-pupil Annual Daily Membership were 



7 
 

 
 

considered. Additionally, a summary of the varied funding approaches by state is 

provided (Baker et al., 2015).  

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

 The following research questions will guide this study: 

1. To what extent do students with emotional and behavioral disorders access 

higher education or workforce participation? 

2.  To what extent do students with significant cognitive impairment access higher 

education or workforce participation? 

3.  What is the statistical difference between postsecondary outcomes of students 

with emotional or behavioral disabilities and students with significant cognitive 

impairments? 

H30: There is no statistically significant difference between postsecondary 

outcomes of students with emotional or behavioral disabilities and students with 

significant cognitive impairments. 

H3a: There is a statistically significant difference between postsecondary 

outcomes of students with emotional or behavioral disabilities and students with 

significant cognitive impairments. 

4.  How do district fiscal supports compare for students with emotional or 

behavioral disabilities and students with significant cognitive disabilities? 

Significance of the Study 

Simpson et al. (2011) posited, “Just as surely as there is evidence that EBD 

[emotional or behavioral disorder] is a harmful, insidious, and underserved disability is 

certitude that effective educational programming is a successful route to EBD prevention 
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and amelioration” (p. 230). It is well-documented that students with emotional or 

behavioral disabilities experience a higher rate of expulsion, exclusion from general 

education, dropout rate, and incarceration (Smith et al., 2011). Smith et al. (2011) found:  

Due to the challenging behaviors students with E/BD [emotional or behavioral 

disorder] display, they are less likely to be educated in less restrictive 

environments. Currently, only slightly over a third of students with E/BD spend 

more than 80% of their time inside the regular education class, as compared with 

over half of students with other disabilities. (p. 185) 

However, this is a population with typical intellectual ability who should be able to 

realize success with appropriate supports (Simpson et al., 2011).   

The allocation of school district funds or supports should be data-driven and 

based upon needs (Lynch, 2011). States across the nation address special education fund 

allocation differently (Baker et al., 2015). A benefit of capturing District A fiscal data, 

and postsecondary outcomes data, is the information could be used to determine the 

appropriate and equitable allocation of funds (Lynch, 2011). Chartrand (2019) stated, 

“Funding models can unite special education and accountability if inputs and outputs are 

connected and attention is placed on essential outcomes” (p. 18). 

While IDEA Part B funds and state funds allocated to districts have some 

restrictions on how they are used. Lynch stated: 

It is critical for resource allocation practices to reflect an understanding of the 

imperative to eliminate existing inequities and close the achievement gap… 

Allocating and developing resources to support improvement in teaching and 

learning is critical to school reform efforts. (p. 1)  
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This study has the potential to impact the field of special education significantly. The 

comparison results regarding the equitable allocation of funds, based upon student need, 

could guide the future allocation of funds and supports for students with emotional and 

behavioral disabilities, not only in District A but in other school districts as well.  

Definition of Key Terms 

 The following key terms are defined: 

Emotional and Behavioral Disorders (EBD) 

For the purpose of this study, students with emotional and behavioral disorders 

are defined as students identified under the disability category of emotional disturbance 

as defined by the ADE Rules and Regulations (ADE, 2021). Additionally, students 

identified under the disability category of Other Health Impairment with a diagnosis of 

mood disorder, oppositional defiant disorder, explosive behavior disorder, and students 

with an active behavior plan upon graduation will be considered students with behavioral 

disorders (ADE, 2021). 

Emotional Disturbance  

Emotional disturbance is one of the disability categories recognized under the 

IDEA (1990). According to the ADE Rules and Regulations (2021), students with 

emotional disturbance exhibit one or more of the following characteristics:   

An inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory or health 

factors; an inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships 

with peers and teachers; inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under normal 

circumstances; a general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression; or a 

tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears with personal or school 

problems. (p. 1) 
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High-Cost Occurrence Reimbursement  

The Arkansas Department of Education (ADE, 2015) allows districts to apply for 

catastrophic reimbursement for students that cost the district over $15,000 to educate and 

are inclusive of low incident populations (p. 8). Typically, candidates for catastrophic 

reimbursement have significant cognitive impairments, require intensive supports, and 

may be medically fragile (Foley, 2018). 

Individualized Education Plan (IEP)  

An IEP is a document required under the IDEA (2004) to outline the educational 

plan for students with disabilities. The IEPs may include, but are not limited to: 

academic/behavioral goals and objectives, accommodations, modifications, special 

factors related to assistive technology, transition plans, and a summary of the student’s 

present level of functioning (ADE, 2021) 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)  

The IDEA (2004) is a federal law that provides mandates to public schools on the 

provision of special education services to students with disabilities.   

Maintenance of Effort (MOE) 

 Maintenance of Effort is the rule indicating a district “may not reduce the amount 

of local, or State and local, funds that it spends for the education of children with 

disabilities below the amount it spent for the preceding fiscal year (Office of Special 

Education Programs [OSEP], 2015).  

Significant Cognitive Disability  

Individuals with significant cognitive disabilities are individuals who require 

“repeated, extensive, direct, individualized instruction and substantial supports” to 

achieve (Young & Stripling, 2019, p. 4). 
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Title VIB Funds 

 Federal funds are allocated to districts for the provision of special education 

services (ADE, 2015). These funds are safeguarded through detailed restrictions (ADE, 

2015).   

Delimitations, Limitations, and Assumptions 

 The scope of the study was bounded by the following delimitations: 

Time Frame 

 Secondary data were obtained from District A in the spring of 2021. After 

secondary data were obtained and reviewed, the invitation to participate in the study (see 

Appendix A) was distributed to select district and state employees with knowledge of 

special education programming and resources in District A.  Interviews were conducted 

within one month. 

Location of the Study 

 The study took place at the administration building of District A, located in 

Arkansas. 

Sample  

 The study consisted of secondary data from 2014–2019 graduates identified under 

IDEA from District A identified as emotionally and behaviorally disabled and 

significantly cognitively impaired. 

Criteria  

 To qualify for this study, data were from 2014–2019 graduates identified under 

IDEA from District A.   

The following limitations were identified: 
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Sample Demographics  

 The research was conducted in one rural school district in Arkansas. 

Instrument 

 Another limitation of the study is instrumentation. The interview questions were 

developed by the researcher. 

 The following assumptions were accepted: 

1. The responses of the participants were offered honestly and willingly. 

2. The sample was presentative of students with emotional and behavioral 

disabilities. 

Summary 

 Based on civil rights legislation and fine-tuned through the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act, all students with disabilities have the right to a free and 

appropriate public education (IDEA, 2004). How a free and appropriate public education 

is defined has been vetted by court cases from Rowley to Endrew F. (Yell, 2019). The 

most recent standard mandates students with disabilities must make more than de 

minimus progress in light of their current situation (Yell, 2019). The purpose of this study 

was to consider the current postsecondary circumstances and fiscal supports for students 

with emotional and behavioral disabilities compared to students with significant cognitive 

impairments in District A.  

 The Chapter One introduction included the background and conceptual 

framework of the study. The statement of the problem, purpose, research questions, and 
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significance of the study were described. Next, definitions of key terms pertinent to the 

study were provided. Finally, delimitations, limitations, and assumptions were noted. 

 In Chapter Two, a review of literature includes a comparison of historical 

research and practice for individuals with emotional and behavioral disabilities. The 

under-identification of individuals with EBD is considered. A comparison of research-

based effective practices is described. Lastly, funding sources for the education of 

students with EBD are reviewed. 
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Chapter Two: Review of Literature 

  Landmark legislation from the EAHCA and IDEA defined requirements for 

public school special education services and mandated equal educational access for all 

(Yell, 2019). Court cases, from Rowley to Endrew F., have further shaped the 

interpretation of the IDEA, building upon the standard of equal access to include the 

importance of student outcomes for students with disabilities (Yell, 2019). Likewise, the 

OSEP has become increasingly focused on student outcomes since the Dear Colleague 

Letter was submitted regarding results-driven accountability (Delisle & Yudin, 2014).   

 Despite an emphasis on student outcomes, students with emotional and behavioral 

disabilities continue to experience poor outcomes compared to non-disabled and disabled 

peers (Mitchell et al., 2019). Additionally, despite research suggesting fiscal resources 

should be allocated based, in part, on student outcomes, Arkansas does not currently track 

funds allocated to support subpopulations in special education (Baker et al., 2015; Bureau 

of Legislative Research, 2020). The purpose of this study was to compare postsecondary 

outcomes and fiscal supports of District A students with emotional and behavioral 

disabilities and significant cognitive impairments.   

 In this chapter, a synthesis of an exhaustive review of literature related to students 

with emotional and behavioral disabilities is shared. The conceptual framework through 

which this study was viewed is detailed. A comparison of historical research and practice 

for students with emotional and behavioral disabilities is considered. The subsequent 

under-identification of individuals with EBD and the most effective practices for working 

with this population are described. Lastly, funding sources and practices for supporting 

this population are considered.   
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Conceptual Framework 

 Best practices in school finance dictate the greatest supports should be allocated 

to students or settings in the greatest need (Willis et al., 2019). Additionally, Martin et al. 

(2018) stated, “money matters for student achievement,” and directed funds should be 

aimed towards the implementation of evidence-based interventions (p. 1). Further, 

leaders in education must examine how fund allocation manifests into improved 

outcomes (Lynch, 2011).   

Students with EBD are believed to be underserved and under-identified compared 

to other disabilities categories (Barnett, 2012). Additionally, students with EBD 

consistently experience poor postsecondary outcomes compared to non-disabled peers 

(Smith et al., 2011). Mitchell et al. (2019) found, “Unfortunately, widespread 

implementation of effective interventions to prevent the development of ED or ameliorate 

the problems of these students when they first appear has not been achieved” (p. 78).    

Therefore, this study’s conceptual framework was to consider if outcome-based 

fund allocation exists in District A. The comparison of two high needs populations could 

provide further data on resource equity. This critical advocacy research may bring to light 

practices or policies that need to be revised (Shields, 2016). 

Comparison of Historical Research and Practice for Students with EBD 

 Since 1991, with the publication of “Problems and Promises in Special Education 

and Related Services for Children and Youth with Emotional or Behavioral Disorders,” 

the field of special education became cognizant of poor postsecondary outcomes for 

students with emotional and behavioral disabilities (Peacock Hill Working Group, 1991).  

Specifically, students with EBD experience dropout and incarceration rates of greater 
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than 40% and poor employment outcomes (Mitchell et al., 2019, p. 71). Freeman et al. 

(2019) stated:  

Furthermore, in 2013–2014, of those [students with EBD] exiting school, 54.7% 

graduated with a high-school diploma, whereas 35.2% dropped out, a rate 

substantially larger than the dropout percentage associated with any other 

disability…. Although students with disabilities in general experience challenges 

with postsecondary employment, independent living, and incarceration, students 

with EBD fare much worse and are more likely to be incarcerated. (p. 1) 

Ultimately, results for students with emotional and behavioral disabilities have not 

markedly improved since the Peacock Working Group first released their research and 

suggestions for improving outcomes (Freeman et al., 2019). 

 In 2003, Landrum et al. indicated individuals with EBD exhibit behavioral 

“excesses (too much negative behavior) and deficits (not enough appropriate behavior)” 

(p. 149). To address these behaviors, data should be collected on antecedent, behavior, 

and consequences to discover the function of the behavior (Landrum et al., 2003; 

 Lewis et al., 2004). After a review of the challenges of serving students with EBD, Smith 

et al. (2011) concluded, “While we may have made significant gains in our understanding 

of evidence-based practices, the predictable application of such practices still seems 

elusive and as a result this population is still at-risk” (p. 192).   

In a 2011 article, Simpson et al. offered, “comprehensive and systematic models 

for advancing the use of maximally effective methods with learners with EBD are 

unavailable” (p. 232). However, according to the Peacock Hill Working Group, the 
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How are you educating the whole child?” Aaron shared there are many students in 

Arkansas without an official label that require emotional and behavioral support. Aaron 

continued,  

We have a lot of kids out there who don’t have a diagnosis, who still have 

emotional and behavioral difficulties throughout their school career, and so when 

you think about those personal competencies because that would benefit all kids, 

that’s where the model for learning comes in.  

The Arkansas DESE has developed this model over the past two years, and the first pilot 

districts are completing their model for learning plans (DESE, 2021). 

Interview Question Four. Participants were asked to describe typical 

programming or supports for students with significant cognitive disabilities. Three of the 

four district-level respondents indicated life skills or self-contained classroom 

environments as programming options for students with SCI. Related services therapies, 

paraprofessionals, and specialized services based on student needs were reported. Mary 

shared, “We looked at their abilities and needs. The students in my classroom required 

more support, just based on their medical, educational, and overall social needs.” 

 State-level respondents shared programs offered by the state, including the School 

for the Blind, the School for the Deaf, Children and Youth with Sensory Impairments and 

Additional Disabilities Program (CAYSI). Nursing programs, personal care assistants, 

and Medicaid billable services were indicated as well. Fifty percent of the state-level 

respondents indicated medical supports necessary for students with SCI. Heather, a state-

level respondent, shared the high-cost occurrence support, “The state has $13 million 

dollars that we have appropriated for high-cost occurrence, and that is based on the needs 
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of the child. They have to meet the criteria as well as the monetary amount.” Heather also 

shared, “…the threshold [high-cost occurrence] is $15,000 minus any offsets such as VIB 

funds and Medicaid reimbursement.” 

 Interview Question Five. Participants were asked to describe what resources are 

typically provided to students who qualify for high-cost occurrence reimbursement. 

District-level responses indicated needs such as major physical care, food preparation, 

health monitoring, toileting assistance, specialized transportation, and one-to-one 

paraprofessional support. Specialized furnishings, equipment, and health care staff were 

also indicated. Mary shared,  

I did have a student that qualified for those needs, and we had the support of a 

nurse for just looking at his overall health but also tube feeding. We had the 

additional para support to help with his changing needs, physical needs…and 

supporting him traveling to other classes. 

 The state-level responses to Interview Question 5 mirrored the state-level 

responses to Interview Question 4. Supports for students who qualify for high-cost 

occurrence include assistive technologies, CAYSI, and staffing for medical needs. 

Heather stated, “A lot of them [high-cost occurrence students] do have therapy 

services…and have more needs such as occupational therapy, physical therapy, speech, 

personal care assistance, and private duty nursing.”  

 Interview Question Six. Participants were asked to share their opinion on which 

disability category receives the most resources in special education. Responses were 

varied, with only one disability category receiving more than one response. Specific 

learning disability was indicated by both a district-level and a state-level respondent. 
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Other responses included intellectual disabilities, speech and language impairment, 

Autism, or multiple disabilities, and three respondents indicated they were unsure. Figure 

25 shows the breakdown of responses. 

Figure 25 

District and State-Level Responses Concerning Which Disability Category Receives the 

Most Resources in Special Education 

 

Themes 

 Qualitative research analysis can result in the evidence of themes (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). In this study, analysis of qualitative interview responses led to the 

discovery of two themes. Needs-based supports and state systemic work surfaced as 

common threads throughout respondents’ interviews.  

Needs-Based Supports 

 Needs-based supports were a common theme throughout both district- and state-

level interview responses. District-level responses focused on student-specific needs, 
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which drive academic programming and supports such as related services, higher rates of 

staffing, and equipment. However, state-level respondents focused more on district needs 

in the form of professional development, funding, and targeted supports. Whether post-

secondary outcomes were utilized when discerning programming needs yielded mixed 

results. 

Systemic Work 

Another theme that surfaced during the analysis of interview responses was the 

systemic work occurring on the state level. Different state groups are independently 

developing frameworks around serving students' individual needs. One framework, the 

learning plan, is nearing the end of development and is in the implementation phase in 

several pilot districts. This framework guides districts in the development of learning 

targets for students both academically, socially, and emotionally. The other systemic 

work is just beginning. This framework will guide districts from the state level on how 

behavior and mental health needs and services are connected and how they may stand 

alone. 

Summary 

Chapter Four contained the analysis of data collected during the mixed methods 

study. Quantitative and qualitative data were analyzed to answer the four research 

questions. District A’s post-secondary outcomes were reported with charted frequency 

percentages. A t-test was conducted, and results indicated no statistically significant 

difference existed between EBD and SCI post-secondary outcomes. District A fiscal 

supports were graphically reported by fiscal year. Interview responses from both district 
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and state-level respondents were analyzed for common themes which were presented at 

the end of the chapter. 

 In Chapter Five, the findings and conclusions of this mixed methods study are 

presented. Implications for practice are identified for the education of students with EBD. 

Lastly, recommendations are outlined for future research opportunities regarding 

outcomes for students with EBD.  
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Chapter Five: Conclusions and Implications 

For the last 50 years, a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) for students 

with disabilities has been a promise of the IDEA (IDEA, 2004). Since 1975, numerous 

court cases have shaped the definition of FAPE (Yell, 2019). The Board of Education of 

Hudson Central School District v. Rowley established the basic standard of a FAPE by 

stating students with disabilities must receive some educational benefit (Center for 

Education & Employment Law, 2020). This standard was further defined by Endrew F. v. 

Douglas County School District, RE-1, 137 S.Ct.988 which held “an educational program 

reasonably calculated to enable a child to make progress in light of the child’s current 

reality as a FAPE and required students identified under IDEA make more than minimal 

progress (Center for Education & Employment Law, 2020). 

In addition to the IDEA, the ESSA federal standard exists, which mandates the 

provision of the “opportunity to receive a fair, equitable, and high-quality education and 

to close achievement gaps” (National Council on Disability, 2018, p. 14). Despite the 

ESSA’s higher standard of equity and academic progress and the IDEA’s promise of a 

FAPE, post-secondary outcomes for students with emotional and behavioral disabilities 

have not kept pace with peers with disabilities or non-disabled peers (Freeman et al., 

2019; Lloyd et al., 2019; Mitchell et al., 2019). Students with EBD have been identified 

as an under-identified and underserved population (Barnett, 2012). 

Willis et al. (2019) claimed most resources and supports should be wrapped 

around students with the most significant needs. To achieve educational adequacy, 

sufficient funds must be provided to produce appropriate student outcomes based on 

specific student needs (Baker et al., 2015). Arkansas does not require districts to track 

fiscal supports by disability category (Bureau of Legislative Research, 2020). The 
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purpose of this mixed methods study was to compare post-secondary outcomes and fiscal 

supports for students with EBD and SCI in District A. 

Chapter Five includes a review of the data analysis provided in Chapter Four. The 

research questions are answered in the findings of the study. Conclusions are provided 

based on information presented in Chapter Two. Next, implications for practice in the 

field of special education are presented. Recommendations for future research are 

provided.  

Findings 

 A mixed methods study was conducted to determine if a significant difference 

existed between post-secondary outcomes for students with EBD and students with SCI 

in District A. Additionally, fiscal supports provided to both populations were examined to 

consider inputs and outcomes further. Quantitative and qualitative data were collected to 

answer four research questions. Quantitative data regarding post-secondary outcomes and 

fiscal supports were used to develop qualitative interview questions. Analysis of the 

quantitative data revealed which population had the most positive and negative post-

secondary outcomes and which population received the most fiscal supports. Data 

analysis of the qualitative data yielded common themes and discovered two state-level 

initiatives relevant to this study. 

Research Question One 

 To what extent do students with emotional and behavioral disorders access higher 

education or workforce participation? Analysis of secondary data provided by District A 

revealed 14% of graduates with EBD accessed higher education from 2014-2019. In 

contrast, 54% of other graduates with IEPs accessed higher education after graduation. A 
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gap of 40% demonstrated graduates with EBD accessed higher education at a 

considerably lower rate than other graduates with IEPs.  

 Regarding workforce participation, secondary data from District A revealed a 

smaller margin of difference between the two populations. Twenty-nine percent of 

students with EBD accessed the workforce after graduation. This represented a 9% 

difference from other graduates with IEPs who accessed the workforce at a rate of 38%. 

 To further consider the secondary data, respondents to the survey included seven 

graduates with EBD and 13 other graduates with IEPs. While both samples of the overall 

populations are small, it is clear other graduates with IEPs had the greater response rate to 

the survey. While both sample sizes were numerically small, 37% of graduates with 

EBDs responded to the survey compared to 50% of other graduates with IEPs responding 

to the survey.  

Research Question Two 

 To what extent do students with significant cognitive impairment access higher 

education or workforce participation? Analysis of secondary data from District A 

revealed 0% of graduates with SCI accessed higher education from 2014-2019. This 

outcome represented a significantly lower participation rate than other graduates with 

IEPs who accessed higher education at a rate of 54%. The 54 percentage point span 

represented the largest difference of post-secondary outcomes in the secondary data. 

 Similar results were revealed regarding workforce participation. Zero percent of 

graduates with SCI accessed the workforce after graduation. However, 38% of other 

graduates with IEPs participated in the workforce. Data revealed graduates with SCI did 

not access higher education or the workforce after graduation. 
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 Only two graduates with SCI responded to the survey. However, those two 

graduates represented 100% of graduates with SCI in District A from 2014-2019. 

Although this sample size was relatively small, it is an accurate representation of the 

population from District A. 

Research Question Three 

 What is the statistical difference between post-secondary outcomes for students 

with emotional or behavioral disabilities and students with significant cognitive 

impairments? A t-test was administered to find if a significant difference existed between 

outcomes for graduates with EBD and outcomes for graduates with SCI. The chosen level 

of significance of .05 was not achieved. The results indicated p = .52; therefore, no 

statistical difference existed between post-secondary outcomes for students with EBD 

and students with SCI in District A. The null hypothesis was not rejected. 

 As Chapter Four provided secondary graphic data, which revealed a wide 

variation of results between graduates with EBD and all other IEP graduates, further data 

analysis was conducted. A t-test was also administered to compare post-secondary 

outcomes for students with EBD compared to post-secondary outcomes for all other 

graduates with IEPs. Results revealed a p = .02, indicating a significant difference 

between post-secondary outcomes for graduates with EBD and all other graduates with 

IEPs. Thus, the null hypothesis was rejected. 

 Additionally, the same consideration was given for post-secondary outcomes 

results for graduates with SCI compared to all other graduates with IEPs. A t-test was 

administered between the two populations. The results revealed p = .004, which indicated 
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a significant difference between outcomes for graduates with SCI and all other graduates 

with IEPs. Thus, the null hypothesis was rejected. 

Research Question Four 

 How do district fiscal supports compare for students with emotional or behavioral 

disabilities and students with significant cognitive disabilities? In Arkansas, each child 

identified under IDEA yields the same allocation of Title VIB funds for the district to 

provide special education services regardless of disability category (Bureau of Legislative 

Research, 2020). This per-pupil amount is determined annually and multiplied by the 

district’s December 1 Child Count (ADE, 2021). In Chapter Four, annual Title VIB funds 

were combined with District A’s per-pupil revenue by fiscal year to illustrate the 

allocation of funds to provide special education services. The average combined revenue 

of these two funds sources from FY 2015-FY2019 in District A was $8,790. 

 Arkansas does not require districts to track expenditures by disability category; 

therefore, data do not exist to consider how District A specifically supported each 

disability category.  However, because Arkansas’ funding matrix was established to 

provide the same fiscal supports to each disability category and high-cost occurrence 

reimbursement for particular students that meet specific criteria, District A’s per-pupil 

expenditure was compared to per-pupil revenue plus Title VIB per-student allocation.  

The average per-pupil expenditure for District A, which included both general education 

students and students receiving special education, from FY15 through FY19 was $9,135. 

This value exceeded the average per-pupil revenue plus Title VIB funds for the same 

fiscal years by $345. Therefore, District A spent more in the federal funds budget 

categories than the district received.  
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 Additionally, District A expended on average $32,713 per student eligible for 

high-cost occurrence reimbursement. This amount exceeded District A’s average per-

pupil expenditures by $23,578 per eligible student. Therefore, students eligible for high-

cost occurrence reimbursement, including students with SCI, received approximately 

three times as much financial support as other students.        

 Qualitative research was also conducted to consider research question four 

further. State and district-level representatives were asked a series of questions regarding 

supports for students with EBD and SCI. The majority of respondents indicated resources 

were provided to students based on students’ needs. Needs-based supports and 

programming were themes discovered through the analysis of qualitative data. Most 

respondents indicated students with EBD needed school-based mental health therapy and 

behavioral supports. In contrast, respondents shared students with SCI required more 

related services and medical supports. Interview responses revealed half of both state- 

and district-level participants did not consider post-secondary outcomes when allocating 

resources for students with disabilities. 

 Another unexpected theme identified was the need for actionable systemic work, 

currently in progress in Arkansas, surrounding supports for students with EBD. During 

the qualitative interviews, both state- and district-level respondents articulated the need 

for more school-based mental health supports and collaboration amongst agencies to 

provide effective practices for students with mental health needs and students with EBD. 

District A has taken measures to develop and grow its own school-based mental health 

program. State-level leaders spoke of coordinated efforts to establish a systemic network 

of resources for students with mental health needs.  
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 A surprising finding of the qualitative research was the conflicting answers to 

question 6 regarding which disability category received the most resources in special 

education. Previously, state- and district-level respondents agreed that supports were 

provided based on student needs. The lack of consistency amongst responses of which 

disability category demonstrated the greatest need, and therefore the most supports, was 

unexpected. The most often occurring response to the question were those who indicated 

they were unsure of which disability category received the most resources in special 

education. 

Conclusions 

 To build on IDEA’s mandate to provide a FAPE to all students with disabilities 

and ESSA’s standard for equitable education for all, Baker et al. (2015) indicated the cost 

of services should be calculated to produce defined outcomes (National Council on 

Disability, 2018). By doing so, districts will provide equal opportunities across disability 

categories (Baker, 2015). The four research questions driving this study were designed to 

consider to what extent students with EBD accessed positive post-secondary outcomes 

compared to students with SCI and the supports wrapped around both populations. By 

considering this data, district and state-level leadership have an opportunity to examine 

current resource allocation and programming practices to drive policy and procedural 

changes. 

Research Question One 

 To what extent do students with emotional and behavioral disorders access higher 

education or workforce participation? It is well-documented students with EBD 

experience poor post-secondary outcomes nationally (Mitchell et al., 2019; Freeman et 
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al., 2019; Smith et al., 2011). Much of the research compares students with EBD’s 

outcomes to non-disabled peers. However, this study specifically compared graduates 

with EBD’s outcomes to outcomes for graduates with SCI and all other graduates with 

IEPs.      

 Results indicated only 14% of graduates with EBD accessed higher education. 

This outcome is despite students with EBD possessing average intellectual capacity 

(ADE, 2020). Additionally, all other graduates with IEPs accessed higher education at a 

substantially higher rate of 54% despite being comprised of disability categories that may 

have characteristically sub-average intellectual capacities (ADE, 2020).  

 Results also indicated 29% of graduates with EBD accessed the workforce after 

graduation compared to 38% of all other graduates with IEPs. The total percentage of 

graduates with EBD who accessed either higher education or the workforce yielded 43% 

of graduates with EBD realized positive post-secondary outcomes. While 92% of all 

other graduates with IEPs achieved positive post-secondary outcomes. 

 Lewis et al. (2004) called for a best practice framework for educators to utilize 

when instructing students with EBD. The research on best practices exists, but there 

remains an implementation gap by special education practitioners (Lloyd et al., 2019). 

D’Angelo et al. (2018), Freeman et al. (2019), Lewis et al. (2004), and Mitchell et al. 

(2019) pointed to the MTSS as a model approach for behavior that encompasses a school-

wide framework. While qualitative results did not indicate that District A currently has 

MTSS practices in place, the interviews of state-level representatives revealed Arkansas 

DESE is developing two separate frameworks to support both state systems of support 

and instructional models for districts. 
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 To improve outcomes for students with EBD, highly-trained teachers must 

implement instructional and behavioral best practices (Lewis et al., 2004; McLeskey et 

al., 2017; Simpson et al., 2011). Research has shown teachers do not consistently 

implement evidence-based strategies (Lloyd et al., 2019). Additionally, chronic shortages 

of certified special education teachers had led to under-qualified staff being assigned to 

teach special education (Sutcher et al., 2016).    

Research Question Two 

To what extent do students with significant cognitive impairment access higher 

education or workforce participation? According to the findings of this study, 0% of 

graduates with SCI accessed higher education or the workforce. It is important to note the 

population for SCI was relatively low. Of the overall population considered for this 

study, only two were graduates with SCI. 

Research Question Three 

 What is the statistical difference between post-secondary outcomes for students 

with emotional or behavioral disabilities and students with significant cognitive 

impairments? A t-test revealed a significant difference did not exist between post-

secondary outcomes for students with EBD and students with SCI. The chosen level of 

significance for this study was .05, and the results indicated p =.052. Therefore, although 

a significant difference was not achieved, it was very close. Again, the sample size for the 

graduates with SCI was minimal, which may have impacted the findings.  
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Research Question Four 

How do district fiscal supports compare for students with emotional or behavioral 

disabilities and students with significant cognitive disabilities? Full funding of IDEA for 

the provision of special education has not been realized (McCann & Libassi, 2014). 

Districts compensate for the lack of funding by utilizing state and local funds (CASE, 

2021). Almost half of the special education funding is comprised of state dollars 

(McCann & Libassi, 2014). However, funding formulas vary by state and greatly impact 

how students with disabilities are supported (Baker et al., 2015; Congressional Research 

Service, 2019). 

According to the Congressional Research Services (2019), the following formula 

types are used across the United States: weighted pupil (varied weights), weighted pupil 

(single weight), resource-based, percentage reimbursement, census-based, combination, 

and no separate special education formula. Strengths and weaknesses are identified for 

each approach (Congressional Research Services, 2019). Arkansas falls into the category 

with no separate special education formula (Congressional Research Services, 2019). 

While Arkansas does not differentiate fiscal supports based on disability category, 

as other states do, the state does offer high-cost occurrence reimbursement for students 

with significant impairments (Congressional Research Service, 2019; DESE, 2020). 

High-cost occurrence funds can only be accessed if district expenditures for the student 

exceed $15,000 annually (DESE, 2020). Additionally, Medicaid reimbursement funds 

can be accessed to provide medically necessary supports that meet certain criteria (DESE, 

2020).  
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In this study, quantitative data from District A revealed the greatest amount of 

financial support per student is provided to those students approved for high-cost 

occurrence reimbursement. On average, District A expended $32,713 per student eligible 

for high-cost occurrence reimbursement. This expenditure is substantially greater when 

compared to the $9,135 average per-pupil expenditure for District A. The average 

difference between the high-cost occurrence expenditures and per-pupil expenditures was 

$23,577. 

Qualitative data from interviews with District A and state-level respondents 

indicated different supports for students with EBD and students with SCI. It was reported 

students with EBD often require school-based mental health therapy as additional 

support. In comparison, students with SCI required medical supports, additional staff 

support, and more extensive related services.  

For interview question 6, respondents were asked which disability category 

receives the most resources in special education. Most respondents were unsure of which 

students received the greatest resources. The disability category of specific learning 

disability received the most responses as that category was perceived to be the one with 

the most students identified.  

Willis et al. (2019) stated the greatest supports should be wrapped around students 

with the greatest need. Educational adequacy is realized when students achieve 

educational outcomes commensurate to their ability and consideration of their needs 

(Baker et al., 2015). Therefore, great emphasis must be placed on how states, districts, 

and IEP committees quantify student needs. However, considering how expenditures of 

services produce adequate student outcomes has not occurred (Baker et al., 2015). In this 
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study, 50% of both state and district-level interview respondents indicated post-secondary 

outcomes were not considered when allocating funds. 

Students with EBD are recognized as an under-identified and under-served 

population with poor post-secondary outcomes (Barnett, 2012; Freeman et al., 2019; 

Mitchell et al., 2019; Smith et al., 2011). The IDEA mandates a FAPE be provided to 

students “without regard to the cost of these services,” despite federal appropriations only 

providing 13% of the promised 40% of the IDEA funds to schools (Baker et al., 2015, 

CASE, 2021). With such substantial documentation of poor outcomes nationally, it could 

be argued a FAPE has not occurred at all. 

Implications for Practice 

 The findings of the study resulted in critical implications for the field of special 

education. The first recommendation is to shift to outcome-based programming and 

funding. The next recommendation includes changing Arkansas’ process on tracking 

post-secondary outcomes to make data more meaningful. Lastly, consideration is given to 

the equity and adequacy of supports across disability categories. 

Outcome-Based Programming and Funding 

 The findings of this mixed methods study for District A confirmed similarly poor 

post-secondary outcomes for students with EBD, which is well documented in national 

research (Lloyd et al. 2019; Mitchell et al., 2019). Qualitative data revealed a theme of 

needs-based programming at both the state and district levels. However, there were 

mixed responses regarding whether post-secondary outcomes were considered when 

discerning student or district needs. 
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 In order to provide an adequate education, outcomes must be considered. When 

comparing the resources provided to students with EBD to students with SCI, it is clear 

significantly more funds are provided to students with SCI. This disparity is due to the 

visible and tangible nature of the student’s needs, such as intensive medical needs, 

support staff, and related service needs required to access education. However, according 

to this study, that access is not equaling higher education or workforce involvement.  

 In contrast, students with EBD receive less fiscal support, yet while experiencing 

better post-secondary outcomes than students with SCI, students with EBD experience 

lower rates of accessing higher education or the workforce than all other graduates with 

IEPs. Additionally, qualitative data indicated the most common support students with 

EBD require is mental health services. Interviews also revealed the lack of coordinated 

mental health services in Arkansas and subsequent initiatives to develop a statewide 

framework.  

Post-Secondary Outcomes Tracking 

 Many districts view the graduation rate as one of the greatest indicators of success 

in education. However, if the goal of education is to produce productive citizens, the 

graduation rate falls short of that higher standard. Districts should look to post-secondary 

outcomes as a more accurate representation of success, and as further verification, a 

FAPE was provided. 

Arkansas’ current practice of data mining post-secondary outcomes does not 

provide districts with meaningful outcome data. Districts need student-specific data to 

make informed programming decisions. Additionally, district-specific post-secondary 

outcomes would guide leadership in appropriate fund and resource allocations. 
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 District A’s practice of completing phone surveys with graduates could be 

duplicated across the state. Another option would be to conduct an email survey which 

would be less labor-intensive for larger districts. A third option would be for the 

Arkansas DESE to outsource post-secondary surveys to a vendor, as has been done for 

COVID-19 engagement. In this instance, the Arkansas DESE utilized a vendor to reach 

out to disengaged students by phone to provide supports and urge students to reengage in 

learning.   

Equity and Adequacy Across Disability Categories 

 The research exists for best practices in special education and specific best 

practices for students with EBD (D’Angelo et al., 2018; Freeman et al., 2019; Lewis et 

al., 2004; Mitchell et al., 2019). However, an implementation gap still exists (Lloyd et al., 

2019; Mitchell et al., 2019). This issue is further compounded by the shortage of highly 

trained special education teachers (Sutcher et al., 2016). The provision of an adequate 

education can occur when highly trained teachers, skilled in best practices, are instructing 

students with disabilities (Lewis et al., 2004; Simpson et al., 2011). 

 Advocacy continues for fully funding IDEA and the provision of appropriate 

services for students with disabilities (CASE, 2021; Zerrer, 2016).  When districts 

consider a FAPE, research-based best practices, and outcomes across disability 

categories, equity and adequacy in special education can be achieved (IDEA, 2004; 

Martin et al., 2018; Mitchell et al., 2019). 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 This study provided a comprehensive understanding of inputs and outcomes of a 

small rural district in northwest Arkansas. Further research should be conducted to 
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consider equity and adequacy across disability categories. Specifically, duplicating this 

study with a larger population and in states with varying funding formulas would be of 

benefit.  Also, further consideration of the implementation gap in special education and 

differences in post-secondary outcomes would be impactful. 

Study Expansion  

Data from this study revealed no significant difference between post-secondary 

outcomes for graduates with EBD and graduates with SCI. However, the sample of 

graduates with SCI was small, and the p-value was quite close to the level of 

significance. Therefore, additional research encompassing a larger population is needed 

to consider further trends in the way districts support students of different disability 

categories and resulting post-secondary outcomes. This information would be most 

valuable to leadership when considering the allocation of resources and funds. 

 Duplication of this study in states with differing funding formulas is another 

recommendation for future research. Overall, research on how different funding formulas 

impact post-secondary outcomes would provide data for states to consider in regard to 

funding policy change. This information would support educational adequacy for 

students with disabilities. 

Implementation Gap 

 Through the course of this study, an implementation gap was referenced in the 

research. Meaning research exists and has existed for 30 years regarding educational best 

practices for students with EBD, but teachers are not utilizing these practices with 

fidelity. Additional research to consider why this implementation gap exists could assist 
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leaders in special education to make necessary changes to improve services for students 

with EBD and positively impact their post-secondary outcomes.  

Under-Identification Verses Funding 

 Under-identification of students with EBD is cited throughout the research. 

Additionally, parent advocacy has been directly linked to increased funding for students 

with disabilities. The question then arises, do under-identified disability categories have 

lower rates of parent advocacy? Future research on funding for disability categories that 

are considered under-identified may be warranted to further consider equity amongst 

disability categories. This information would be impactful for district-level leadership 

when determining funding allocations, state-level leadership when considering the state 

funding matrix, and could advise future revisions of IDEA. 

 

Summary  

 In Chapter One, in the background of the study, federal legislation and court cases 

that have shaped special education in America were considered. The minimal beginning 

of providing access to education for students with disabilities to later development of 

higher standards regarding a FAPE and meaningful educational progress. Poor post-

secondary outcomes for students with EBD and funding practices provided the 

conceptual framework for this study. The lack of district-specific post-secondary data and 

tracking of expenditures by disability category were problems this study was designed to 

consider. Further, the purpose of the study was to discover if graduates with EBD 

experience different post-secondary outcomes compared to graduates with SCI and the 

fiscal supports wrapped around both populations. 
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 A comprehensive literature review was provided in Chapter Two, which included 

comparing historical research of best practices for students with EBD and current 

educational practice. The under-identification of students with EBD was presented.  

Effective practices such as the maintenance of highly trained staff and tiered supports 

specific to students with EBD were outlined. Lastly, an analysis of special education 

funding, including federal, state, and local funding and high-cost occurrence funds, was 

conducted. Equity and adequacy, along with funding issues, were addressed. 

 In Chapter Three the mixed methods research design for this study was explained. 

Four research questions designed to compare the inputs and outcomes for graduates with 

EBD and graduates with SCI were shared. A description of the quantitative and 

qualitative data collection was addressed. 

 A thorough analysis of data collected as part of this study was detailed in Chapter 

Four. Quantitative post-secondary outcomes data were presented, and a t-test was 

utilized, which determined there was no significant difference between post-secondary 

outcomes for graduates with EBD and graduates with SCI. Qualitative interviews were 

conducted to consider supports wrapped around both populations, and responses were 

coded. The themes that emerged included needs-based programming and systemic work.  

 Chapter Five encompassed the findings and conclusion of this study. The research 

questions were answered, and conclusions were provided that revealed to what extent 

both populations achieved post-secondary outcomes and the district's fiscal support. 

Implications for practice included outcome-based programming and funding, post-

secondary outcomes tracking, and equity and adequacy across disability categories. 

Recommendations for future research included expanding this study to a larger 
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population, further exploration of the implementation gap in special education, and 

further research on under-identification of disability category versus funding.   
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Appendix A 

 

 

 

Research Information Sheet 

You are being asked to participate in a research study. We are doing this study 

to compare post-secondary outcomes for sub-populations in special education 

and the fiscal resources used to support the populations. During this study you 

will respond to 5-7 interview questions. It will take about 15-20 minutes to 

complete this study. 

Your participation is voluntary. You may choose not to participate or withdraw at 

any time. 

There are no risks from participating in this project. There are no direct benefits 

for you participating in this study.  

We are collecting data that could identify you, such as your name and job 

title. Every effort will be made to keep your information secure and 

confidential. Only members of the research team will be able to see your 

data.  

Who can I contact with questions? 

If you have concerns or complaints about this project, please use the following 

contact information: 

Brigid Bright at 870-577-1957, or BB022@lindenwood.edu 

Dr. Kathy Grover, kgrover@lindenwood.edu 

If you have questions about your rights as a participant or concerns about the 

project and wish to talk to someone outside the research team, you can contact 

Michael Leary (Director - Institutional Review Board) at 636-949-4730 or 

mleary@lindenwood.edu.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:mleary@lindenwood.edu
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Appendix B 

 

 

Research Study Consent Form 

 

Does the Input Equal the Outcome for Students with Emotional and Behavioral 

Disabilities? 

Before reading this consent form, please know: 

 Your decision to participate is your choice 

 You will have time to think about the study 

 You will be able to withdraw from this study at any time 

 You are free to ask questions about the study at any time 
 

After reading this consent form, we hope that you will know: 

 Why we are conducting this study 

 What you will be required to do 

 What are the possible risks and benefits of the study 

 What alternatives are available, if the study involves treatment or therapy 

 What to do if you have questions or concerns during the study 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Basic information about this study: 

 

 We are interested in learning about post-secondary student outcomes and fiscal 
resources utilized to support IEP students. 

 You will participate in a brief interview of 4-6 questions regarding district practice in 
supporting students with disabilities. 

 Risks of participation include risk of being identified within the study.  However, your 
information will be deidentified in the dissertation.  
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Appendix C 

 

Research Study Consent Form 

Does the Input Equal the Outcomes for Students with Emotional and Behavioral 

Disabilities? 

You are asked to participate in a research study being conducted by Brigid Bright under 

the guidance of Dr. Kathy Grover at Lindenwood University. Being in a research study is 

voluntary, and you are free to stop at any time. Before you choose to participate, you are 

free to discuss this research study with family, friends, or a physician. Do not feel like 

you must join this study until all of your questions or concerns are answered. If you 

decide to participate, you will be asked to sign this form. 

Why is this research being conducted? 

We are doing this study to compare post-secondary outcomes for sub populations in 

special education and the fiscal resources used to support the populations. We will be 

asking about 5-7 other people to answer these questions.   

What am I being asked to do? 

You will participate in a one-on-one interview with the researcher during one session that 

should last 15-20 minutes.  You will share your knowledge and experience of fiscal 

resource allocation and programs for students with disabilities in District A. 

How long will I be in this study? 

The session should last 15-20 minutes during one session. 

Who is supporting this study?  

Not applicable 

What are the risks of this study? 

 

 Privacy and Confidentiality  
 

We will be collecting data that could identify you, but each interview response will 

receive a code so that we will not know who answered each survey. The code 

connecting you and your data will be destroyed as soon as possible.  

What are the benefits of this study? 

You will receive no direct benefits for completing this survey. We hope what we learn 

may benefit other people in the future. 
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What if I do not choose to participate in this research? 

It is always your choice to participate in this study. You may withdraw at any time. You 

may choose not to answer any questions or perform tasks that make you uncomfortable. 

If you decide to withdraw, you will not receive any penalty or loss of benefits. If you 

would like to withdraw from a study, please use the contact information found at the end 

of this form. 

What if new information becomes available about the study? 

During the course of this study, we may find information that could be important to you 

and your decision to participate in this research. We will notify you as soon as possible if 

such information becomes available. 

How will you keep my information private? 

We will do everything we can to protect your privacy. We do not intend to include 

information that could identify you in any publication or presentation. Any information we 

collect will be stored by the researcher in a secure location. The only people who will be 

able to see your data are: members of the research team, qualified staff of Lindenwood 

University, representatives of state or federal agencies. 

How can I withdraw from this study? 

Notify the research team immediately if you would like to withdraw from this research 

study.  

Who can I contact with questions or concerns? 

If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this research or concerns 

about the study, or if you feel under any pressure to enroll or to continue to participate in 

this study, you may contact the Lindenwood University Institutional Review Board 

Director, Michael Leary, at (636) 949-4730 or mleary@lindenwood.edu. You can contact 

the researcher, Brigid Bright directly at 870-577-1957 or BB022@lindenwood.edu. You 

may also contact Dr. Kathy Grover at kgrover@lindenwood.edu. 

I have read this consent form and have been given the opportunity to ask questions. I 

will also be given a copy of this consent form for my records. I consent to my 

participation in the research described above. 

  

mailto:mleary@lindenwood.edu
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__________________________________                                   _________________ 

Participant's Signature                                                                Date                     

  

 

 

__________________________________ 

Participant’s Printed Name 

 

 

 

 

 

________________________________________                       __________________ 

Signature of Principal Investigator or Designee                       Date  

 

 

 

________________________________________ 

Investigator or Designee Printed Name 
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Appendix D 

 

Preliminary Interview Questions 
 

Please respond to the following questions for students accessing IEP services as high 

school students from 2014-2019. 

1.  What role do you play in programming and allocation of resources for students 

with disabilities in the state/district? 

2. How were resources/support provided to students with disabilities in 

Arkansas/District A? 

1.Were student post-secondary outcomes considered? 

3. Please describe typical programming/supports offered to students with emotional 

and behavioral disabilities in Arkansas/District A. 

4. Please describe typical programming/supports provided to students with significant 

cognitive impairments in Arkansas/District A. 

5. Please describe resources typically provided to students that qualify for high cost 

occurrence reimbursement. 

6. In your opinion, which disability category receives the most resources in special 

education? 

 

 

 

 

 



116 
 

 
 

Appendix E 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 



117 
 

 
 

Vita 

 Brigid E. Bright received her Bachelor of Science degree in P–4 special education 

from Henderson State University in 2002. Brigid taught special education at Forest 

Heights Elementary while earning her Master of Science in Special Education 

Instructional Specialist 4–12 from the University of Conway in 2008. Brigid taught 

special education on the secondary level before accepting a position as a due process data 

specialist for the Harrison School District. She earned her Curriculum and Special 

Education Leadership certification and has been the Director of Special Services for 

Harrison since 2013.  

 Brigid serves on numerous professional boards and committees. She served as 

president of the Arkansas Association of Special Education Administrators (AASEA) in 

2018–19 and served on the AASEA board since 2014. Brigid is the 2020–21 president of 

the Arkansas Council of Administrators of Special Education (CASE) and is a policy and 

legislative committee member for CASE national since 2016. Brigid has served on both 

the paperwork reduction and guidance document task forces with the Arkansas 

Department of Education Special Education Unit. 

 


