
5/31/2022



LEAST RESTRICTIVE ENVIRONMENT 
 

2 

Abstract 
 

As a mandated principle of IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities Act), LRE (Least Restrictive 

Environment) states that students with disabilities must be educated with their non-disabled peers (a) to 

the maximum extent appropriate, and (b) the removal or separation of children with disabilities from the 

general educational environment may occur only when the severity of the disability is such that, even 

with the use of supplementary aids and services, satisfactory education cannot be achieved (20 U.S.C., 

Sec 1412 [a] [5]). Not all districts or special education teachers are aware of or educated about case law. 

Therefore, some districts continue to feel that determining LRE for students with disabilities is mostly up 

to their interpretation. Interview questions were developed based on prior research to answer the research 

question, how do special education teachers at one elementary school in a north central state make 

decisions regarding placement? Three elementary level special education teachers were interviewed and 

the interviews consisted of specific questions pertaining to what factors went into their decisions about 

the best placement for their students. The interviews were coded, and it was determined that the special 

education teachers make decisions regarding placement based on three themes. The themes found within 

the interviews were individual student needs, resources and supports available, and prior practice. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 
 

This chapter provides a brief overview of the research topic, problem, background, purpose, 

methods, and findings. Educating students with disabilities in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) is 

required by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) (Alquraini, 2013). However, the lack 

of a definition of LRE within IDEA has led to the conflict of decisions of school districts regarding LRE. 

The courts have intervened and provided tests to determine whether students have been placed in their 

LRE (Yell, 1999). However, determining an appropriate LRE for each student remains challenging for 

many districts (Alquraini, 2013). This has left some districts to feel that determining LRE for students 

with disabilities is mostly up to their interpretation. This researcher sought to identify how special 

education teachers at a north central state elementary school made decisions regarding the placement of 

their students.  

Research Background 

The Education for all Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA) was passed in 1975 and took effect in 

1977. This Act was greatly influenced by the rulings of PARC v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania (1971) 

and Mills v. Board of Education (1972). The EAHCA was later amended and renamed the Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and in 2004 became Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Improvement Act (IDEIA) (Kiarie, 2014). IDEA ensures that all students with disabilities have the right 

to a free and appropriate public education in the least restrictive environment appropriate. It also requires 

that each child has an Individualized Education Program (IEP) and that their IEP be implemented in the 

LRE for that student (Kiarie, 2014). IDEA also requires schools to have a continuum of placements 

available for each individual student (Hicks-Monroe, 2011).  

The locations of services and the full continuum of services available for students with disabilities 

have changed over time. The services changed from isolation, to integration, to inclusion (Hicks-Monroe, 

2011). Changes in how LRE has been interpreted have come from improvement in educators’ abilities to 

provide effective instruction and the increase in educators believing that students with disabilities are 

more capable than was ever previously understood (McLeskey et al., 2012) and from court cases over 
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time. One court case was Espino v. Besteiro (1981). In this case, a student who had medical needs 

pertaining to being in a temperature-controlled environment, was placed in a plexiglass cubicle in the 

general education classroom instead of running air-conditioning in the entire classroom. It was decided 

that this was an inappropriate placement and stated that the student needed to be given the chance to 

experience the world. It was found that the least restrictive environment and social experiences were not 

accessible to the student by putting them in a plexiglass cubicle. Other pivotal cases were Daniel R.R. v. 

State Board of Education, Oberti v. Board of Education (1992) and Hartmann v. Loudoun County Board 

of Education (1997). In Hartmann v. Loudoun County Board of Education, a three-part test was 

developed (Yell, 1999). See chapter 2 for details pertaining to placement or service options for students 

and for details about what has brought on the changes in how LRE has been interpreted over time.  

As some teachers are left to make LRE decisions on their own, it is important to consider how 

they make decisions more broadly. Educators make many important decisions each day that impact their 

students. Many factors help determine a teacher’s decision making. A few factors that influence teacher’s 

decisions are the information they have about their students, the types of tasks being expected or taught, 

the context of instruction, and the individual characteristics of the teacher (Ruppar et. al., 2015).  

IDEA mandates that schools have a continuum of placements available for each individual 

student. The continuum of placements ranges from institutions to being educated in the general education 

setting 100% of the school day (Hicks-Monroe, 2011). There are three primary service models that are 

used in general education buildings. The three models used are used as placement options on the 

continuum. The three models are the self-contained model, the resource model, and full inclusion. See 

chapter two for more information on each of the service models and for more information about LRE.  

Purpose And Methods 

The purpose of this research was to discover how special education teachers at an elementary 

school in a north central state decided placement for their students with disabilities. The participants in 

this study were three elementary-level special education teachers at an elementary school in a north 

central state. The elementary school is a K4-8th grade building. The most recent available school report 
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card was from the 2018-2019 school year. During the 2018-2019 school year, just over 800 students were 

enrolled. I interviewed three elementary level special education teachers. The interview consisted of 

specific questions pertaining to what factors went into their decisions about the best placement for their 

students. The questions were developed based on prior research. The interviews were held in the school 

board room to ensure that the interviews were being done in a neutral environment for all participants. 

Qualitative coding procedures were followed to determine themes found within the interview answers. 

Refer to chapter three for more information about the setting of the interview as well as information about 

the participants, data collection method, the development of each interview question and, how the data 

was analyzed. Three themes were determined from coding the interviews. The three themes determined 

were individual student needs, resources and supports available, and prior practice. See chapter four to 

read the results of the interviews and for more information on how the interviews were coded. 

 A research base on LRE and placement is essential to ensure that students with disabilities are 

being educated in the right environment. When students are educated in their LRE, students are given 

access to making the most growth possible. The collected interview data had multiple differences from 

prior literature and from prior case law. Based on the themes found, the elementary school is lacking a 

continuum of placement options for their students with IEPs despite LRE mandating having one. See 

chapter five to read a further discussion surrounding the differences between the literature review and the 

interview answers as well as how the elementary school can respond to the research results.   
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 
 

This chapter covers an overview of case law, special education history, and educator decision 

making. Educating students with disabilities in the LRE is required by the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA) (Alquraini, 2013). However, the lack of a definition of LRE within IDEA has led 

to conflicting decisions of school districts regarding LRE. Despite courts intervening and providing 

various tests (Yell, 1999) to determine whether students have been placed in their LRE, determining LRE 

for each student continues to be a challenge for districts (Alquraini, 2013). This chapter examines the 

factors that have gone into the current definition of LRE, including its history, case law, and 

collaboration.  

Early Case Law and Policy Pertaining to LRE 

In the 1970’s there were many court cases that began to address education for students with 

disabilities. Following these court cases, the Education for all Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA) was 

passed (Alquraini, 2013). Two of the court cases were Mills v. Board of Education (1972) and 

Pennsylvania Association for Retarded Children (PARC) v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania (1971). In 

1971, Pennsylvania state law allowed schools to deny education to children with disabilities who were 

viewed as unable to grow from public education (Kiarie, 2014). In PARC v. Commonwealth of 

Pennsylvania, PARC argued that students with disabilities rights were being violated. The court decided 

that the state of Pennsylvania could not deny person ages 6 to 21 admission to an appropriate public-

school program and a free public education (Yell, 2015). It also stated that individuals with disabilities 

should have the opportunity to be educated in the same environment as students without disabilities 

(Kiarie, 2014). The Mills v. Board of Education case concluded that students with disabilities must be 

provided with a free public education, in the least restrictive environment, and gave families the right to 

due process safeguards (Yell, 2015).  

Following PARC v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania (1971) and Mills v. Board of Education 

(1972) were multiple other court cases that continued to pave the way for special education law (Yell, 

2015). Daniel R.R. v. State Board of Education (1989) was about a boy who was being educated for half a 
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school day in the general education setting and the other half of the day in a special education setting. The 

boy’s school district stated that he was not benefiting from spending time in the general education setting 

and his parents went to court. In this case, a two-part test was created to help determine what type of 

education was appropriate for students. This test is known as the Daniel Two Part Test. To begin, the 

court required schools to determine whether the student could benefit from being educated in the general 

education setting with proper supplementary aides and services. The second part required examination of 

whether the school district had placed the student in the general education setting to the greatest extent 

possible. In this specific case, the school district passed both parts of the test and was considered to meet 

IDEA requirements pertaining to LRE (Yell, 1999).   

Oberti v. Board of Education (1992) is a case that helped pave the way for the change from 

mainstreaming to inclusion. This case was about a student who had a developmental disability and was 

disruptive in the classroom. His parents requested that he be educated in a regular kindergarten class and 

the district rejected their request (Oberti v. Board of Education, 1992). The court determined that 

inclusion was not a privilege but was a right and that students with disabilities must have access to an 

inclusive public education (Oberti v. Board of Education, 1992).  

In another case, Sacramento City School District v. Rachel H (1994), it was argued by Rachel’s 

parents that she could be educated in the general education classroom with the appropriate services. The 

school district argued that she would not benefit from being educated in the general education 

environment full-time because of the significance of her disability. The court found that the educational 

benefits of learning in the general education classroom with the appropriate services and the benefits of 

the special education classroom must be compared when determining appropriate placement (Sacramento 

City School District v. Rachel H, 1994).  

In Hartmann v. Loudoun County Board of Education (1997), the school district proposed to 

change a boy’s IEP from being in the general education setting to a self-contained setting for all 

academics and the parents argued that it was not in compliance with IDEA. This case resulted in the court 

developing a test that districts can use to determine least restrictive environment (Yell, 1999). The three 
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parts of this test are that education in the general education environment is not required if the student will 

not gain educational benefit from being in the general education classroom, education in the general 

education environment is not required where any benefit the student may have would significantly 

outweigh the benefits that could be attainable only in a different setting, and that education in the general 

education environment is not required is the student is disruptive (Yell, 1999). 

History of Special Education and LRE 

Throughout history, students with disabilities were primarily excluded, denied public education, 

or treated poorly wherever they were being educated (Dudley-Marling & Burns, 2014). Prior to the 

Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA) instead of being educated in an environment 

based on individual needs, students were educated in an environment based on their disability label 

(Crockett, 1999). Resources and programs for students with disabilities were sparce or private. Services 

for individuals with disabilities changed from isolation to integration, to inclusion (Hicks-Monroe, 2011). 

Institutionalization isolated the individuals with disabilities who lived there and separated them from 

those without disabilities (Francisco et al., 2020). The way that individuals with disabilities were educated 

following isolation was considered ‘segregated isolation.’ This practice consists of students with 

disabilities having their own classrooms in the same building as students without disabilities (Francisco et 

al., 2020). Eventually educating individuals with disabilities moved to inclusion or inclusive practices.  

Once EAHCA (later IDEA) was enacted, inclusion was required to the greatest extent possible by 

the LRE mandate. The LRE mandate states that children with disabilities must be educated in the least 

restrictive environment with their peers without disabilities, and that a student should only be pulled from 

the general education environment when their individual needs cannot be met in that environment with 

supports in place (McLeskey et al., 2012). Throughout the years there have been changes in how the LRE 

mandate has been interpretated. These changes have come from improvement in educators’ abilities to 

provide effective instruction and the increase in educators believing that students with disabilities are 

more capable than was ever previously understood (McLeskey et al., 2012). As societal perception of 

individuals with disabilities changes, the way educators approach educating them changes. 
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The changes have also come from additional court cases. In Espino v. Besteiro (1981), a student 

who had medical needs pertaining to being in a temperature-controlled environment, was placed in a 

plexiglass cubicle in the general education classroom instead of running air-conditioning in the entire 

classroom. The court decided that this was an inappropriate placement and stated that the student needed 

to be given the chance to experience the world. It was found that the least restrictive environment and 

social experiences were not accessible to the student by putting them in a plexiglass cubicle. Inclusion is a 

word used when providing students with disabilities an education in the general education environment. 

Educating students with disabilities in the general education environment is typically considered to be the 

least restrictive environment (Hicks-Monroe, 2011).  

Continuum of Placements. According to IDEA each school district must provide placement 

options that range from the least restrictive environment to the most restrictive environment (Hyatt & 

Filler, 2011). Components that should be considered when deciding LRE are both the social and 

educational benefits that the student would experience in a general education classroom with the 

appropriate aids and services provided (Bolourian et al., 2020). The continuum of placements ranges from 

institutions to being educated in the general education setting 100% of the school day (Hicks-Monroe, 

2011). There are three primary service models that are used in general education buildings. The three 

models used are used as placement options on the continuum. 

• The self-contained service model was the traditional model for educating students with 

significant disabilities until the 1970’s. In this service model, students are educated 

entirely in the special education environment and are not educated with their non-

disabled peers.  

• The next model of instruction was the resource model which provided specially designed 

instruction in areas with which the student struggled, in a resource classroom. The 

student would spend the other parts of their day in the general education environment. In 

resource rooms, students receive instruction in small groups or one-on-one with the 
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teacher. A student’s time in the resource room is scheduled throughout their day 

(Yazcayir & Gurgur, 2021). 

• Educating students with disabilities in the general education environment 100% of their 

school day is considered to be full inclusion (Hicks-Monroe, 2011). An important part of 

inclusion is support. Support services or supplementary aids and services are put in place 

to make sure that students with disabilities are able to participate in the school 

environment and the general education setting or program to the greatest extent possible 

(Yazcayir & Gurgur, 2021). The supports put in place should be well thought out and, 

should be meaningful.  

Bolourian, et al., (2020) examined 109 court cases in California, between the years of 2011 and 

2015. It was found that students involved in LRE related litigation were 3 times more likely to be males 

and that 70% of the cases were for students’ who met the criteria for Autism or Speech-language 

impairments (Bolourian, et al. 2020). Most of the decisions in these court cases were found in favor of the 

school district (78.9%), regardless of who initiated the due process request (Bolourian, et al. 2020). 

Karanxha and Zirkel also found through a 15-year study that most court cases were found in favor of the 

school districts with almost a 3:1 ratio (Karanxha & Zirkel, 2014). The courts have pushed aside certain 

issues such as having goals that are measurable and having transition services. The courts have favored 

the districts and have taken a “no-harm-no-foul approach” (Zirkel, 2013). Unfortunately, Circuit Courts 

use many different standards for deciding placement and there is fluctuating consistency for determining 

cases that involve LRE (Hyatt & Filler, 2011).  

Inclusion in Special Education. Inclusion in the sense of students being physically in a general 

education classroom is not considered as important as inclusion in the reality of being engaged in 

instruction that is meaningful and challenging. It is dependent on each individual student whether 

inclusion is the least restrictive environment. Inclusion has been found to be least restrictive for some 

students with disabilities, especially in social aspects but has also been found to cause feelings of isolation 

and to be a source of frustration for others (Hicks-Monroe, 2011). Yazcayir and Gurgur (2021) found that 
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inclusion makes beneficial contributions to the education that students with disabilities receive and that 

inclusion benefits others such as teachers, support staff, and other students who are involved. Inclusion 

also supports social development of our students with disabilities and of their peers. 

In a study done by Kurth et al., in 2019, 88 IEPs were analyzed. It was found that despite IDEA 

stating that schools should only remove students from general education when the use of supplementary 

aids and services do not satisfactorily allow the student to be successful, the majority of the 88 IEPs did 

not have an LRE justification that referred to supplementary aids and services or whether these were 

discussed when making LRE decisions. Instead, the justifications for removal from the general education 

environment were often based on the perceived inabilities of the students. Students in this study primarily 

only participated in recreational and non-academic activities without any kind of stated meaningful 

reasoning or substance (Kurth, et al., 2019). Special education needs to continue to evolve and be 

developed to meet the needs of all students. Appropriate instruction must be put in place for all students 

with disabilities by continuing to develop special education, having specially trained staff, and by staying 

away from models of education that are geared toward one way of providing special education services 

(Kauffman & Hornby, 2020). Having one way of providing special education services or requiring that all 

students with disabilities receive their education in the general education environment is a violation of the 

LRE part of special education law (Hyatt & Filler, 2011).  

Collaboration and LRE 

For students with disabilities to be successfully educated in the least restrictive environment 

possible, collaboration among special education, and general education staff is imperative. There can be 

difficulties with finding time for multiple staff members to collaborate and communicate (Evans &Weiss, 

2014). A quick collaborative meeting is one way that educators can collaborate with one another without 

it becoming overly time consuming. The purposes for quick collaborative meetings are to keep each 

meeting purposefully focused, keep an ongoing documentation record of each meeting to develop 

accountability between teachers, and to compare collected student performance data to determine how 
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students are responding to instruction and to make curricular and instructional changes as needed (Black 

& Hill, 2020).  

Collaboration between special education and general education staff gives students with 

disabilities the necessary access to the general education environment and curriculum that the law 

requires (Black & Hill, 2020). In order to collaborate, and communicate more effectively, educators must 

make time for quick and generally planned in-person meetings to discuss student needs and student 

growth (Evans & Weiss, 2014). IDEA (2004), specifically LRE stresses the importance of providing 

services for students with disabilities in inclusive settings. Collaboration helps reach the needs of each 

student and can provide teachers with professional precedence (Pellegrino et al., 2015). Collaboration and 

communication between teachers and families is also important. Leenders (2019) discusses the 

importance of two-way communication between teachers and families. Leenders found that 

communication gives teachers and families a better understanding of needs and expectations. Although 

collaboration is critical for student success in the general education environment, the skills necessary for 

successful collaboration between educators is not identified as automatic and must be continually taught 

and practiced (Pellegrino et al., 2015). 

How Educators Make Decisions 

 Educators make many important decisions each day that impact their students. Many factors help 

determine a teacher’s decision making. Factors that influence teacher’s decisions are the information they 

have about their students, the types of tasks being expected or taught, context of instruction, and the 

individual characteristics of the teacher. Educators also consider how motivated and interested their 

students are as well as the ability levels of students with disabilities. Special education teachers have been 

found to be most influenced by contexts, beliefs that they have about individual students, self-efficacy 

and expectations (Ruppar et. al., 2015). As far as curriculum impacting teacher decisions, there is not 

unanimity about whether it eases or forces the decisions teachers make (Siuty et. al., 2018).  
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Conclusion 

 Early case law helped pave the way for special education law such as IDEA (2004). IDEA 

requires schools to educate students with disabilities in the LRE (Kiarie, 2014). IDEA indicates that the 

LRE for children with disabilities is the general education environment and that the LRE for each child is 

in which the child’s needs can be met. Other literature also states that LRE is the setting where each 

students’ needs can be met (Marx, et al., 2014). The frequent misinterpretation of LRE allows for 

inconsistencies in services that students receive (Bolourian et al., 2020). Special education services need 

to continue to evolve in order to ensure that educators are educating each of their students in their LRE 

(Kauffman & Hornby, 2020).  

 Existing literature fails to cover how individual school districts make decisions regarding least 

restrictive environment for their students with disabilities. Therefore, this study will address the question 

How do special education teachers at one elementary school make decisions regarding placement? 
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Chapter 3 - Methods 
 
 This chapter covers information about the setting, participants, interview question development, 

and data collection and analysis. This study is a qualitative study that uses in-person interviews to find out 

how special education teachers at an elementary school in a north central state decide placement for their 

students with disabilities.  

Setting and Participants 

The elementary school was a K4-8th grade building. The most recent available school report card 

was from the 2018-2019 school year. During the 2018-2019 school year, just over 800 students were 

enrolled with approximately 26% being open enrolled students. The school had approximately 89% of 

students who were white, approximately 6% who were Hispanic/Latino, approximately 2% who were 

Black or African American, approximately 1% who were Asian, approximately 0.2% who were American 

Indian or Alaskan Native and approximately 1% who were two or more races. Approximately 13% of the 

school population had Disabilities and approximately 0.5% were English learners. The school was a Title 

1 school with a little under 30% of students being economically disadvantaged. The overall report card 

for the 2018-2019 school year was 80.5 (exceeds expectations).  

This study used interviews and took place in the board room at an elementary school. This was a 

meeting room with a large conference table and chairs. This was where IEP meetings were also held. The 

interviews took place at the left end of the conference table so that the participant and interviewer were 

sitting across from each other.  

The participants in this study were three elementary level special education teachers at an 

elementary school in a north central state. The participants had been teaching special education for 

different amounts time. One of the participants was teaching her first year as a special education teacher, 

while another was currently in her 12th year of teaching special education. The third participant had been 

teaching 15 years.  
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Data Collection Method 

The interview consisted of specific questions pertaining to what factors went into their decisions 

about the most appropriate placement for their students. I had a copy of the questions for each participant 

in front of them. To collect their responses, I recorded our conversations and transcribed them on my 

laptop, on a word document. The development of each question in the interview protocol is described 

below.  

Interview Question Development 

Each interview question is identified below with an explanation for its inclusion and relevance 

within the interview. A full list of the interview questions can be found in Appendix A.  

• Do you use a specific method or system for deciding the placement of your students? 

This question was included to discover whether the special education teachers had one 

method or way for deciding the placement of their students. The research that supported 

its inclusion and importance in this interview was from Ruppar et. al., (2015). Ruppar et. 

al. found that teachers make decisions based on the information they have about their 

students, the types of tasks being expected or taught and the context of instruction. 

Ruppar et. al. also found that special education teachers are most influenced by contexts, 

beliefs that they have about individual students, self-efficacy and expectations. Ruppar et. 

al. found that many factors can impact teacher’s decisions but that not all the factors 

impact each teacher’s decisions. 

• Does the school or administration influence your decision when deciding the placement 

of your students? While administrators should not be making decisions about students 

outside of IEP meetings, this question was included to determine whether school 

administration impacted how special education teachers decided the placement of their 

students. The research that supported its inclusion and importance in this interview was 

from Ruppar et. al., (2015). Ruppar et. al. stated that administrative interpretations of 

curriculum greatly influence decisions that teachers make. Siuty et. al. (2018) stated that 
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one thing teachers frequently must make decisions based off is administrative mandates. 

Whether mandated or a simple understood preference, it may be important to consider the 

impact of administrative influence on LRE decision making. 

• Do general education teachers influence your decision when deciding the placement of 

your students? This question was included to determine whether general education 

teachers impact how special education teachers decided the placement of their shared 

students. The research that supported its inclusion in this interview was from Black & 

Hill (2020). Black & Hill stated the importance of collaboration between special 

education and general education staff. They found that this collaboration gives students 

with disabilities access to the general education environment and curriculum that the law 

requires. Pellegrino et. al., (2015) also stated that collaboration helped reach the needs of 

each student. Within the placement discussion, both general and special educators are 

part of the decision-making team and should work together in the best interest of 

students. Questions about the weight of each in the decision-making process could lead to 

discovering the most appropriate placement for the student.  

• Do the parents or families of your students influence your decision when deciding the 

placement of your students? Parents and families are important members of the IEP team 

and should be involved during the decision process. This question was included to 

determine whether parents or families impacted how special education teachers decided 

the placement of their students. The research that supported its inclusion in this interview 

was from Leenders (2019). Leenders discussed the importance of two-way 

communication between teachers and families. Leenders stated that effective 

communication gives both the teachers and families a better understanding of needs and 

expectations. Parents, families, and staff members should work together to determine 

what is best for the students.  
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• What factors contribute to your decision to have students in the general education 

classroom full-time? This question was included to discover what information went into a 

teacher deciding the have their student participate in the general education classroom full-

time. The entire IEP team should be discussing and determining placement together at the 

IEP meeting. The research that supported its inclusion and importance in this interview 

was from Ruppar et. al., (2015). Ruppar et. al. stated that research-based interventions 

were an important part of giving access to the general education curriculum or 

environment but that it cannot be the sole decision maker for placement and how teachers 

make decisions. Ruppar et. al. also stated that schools needed to understand how staff use 

their knowledge within their school environment to provide instruction that is based on 

standards. Siuty et. al. found that teachers must balance context (i.e., scheduling, 

available resources, sociocultural make up of their classroom etc.). IEP teams should use 

all the information they have to determine the best environment for each individual 

students’ growth.  

• What factors contribute to your decision to have students pulled out of the general 

education classroom for specially designed instruction in the special education setting? 

This question was included to discover what information went into a teacher deciding the 

have their student receive specially designed instruction outside of the general education 

classroom. Siuty et. al., (2016) found that some things teachers make decisions based on 

were behavior management, scheduling, student ability and available resources. IEP 

teams should work together to determine which setting is most appropriate for the 

student. Per the three-part test, students could be instructed in the special education 

setting if it is demonstrated that they truly would not benefit educationally from receiving 

that instruction in the general education environment even with the proper supplementary 

aides and services in place or if the student is overly disruptive (Yell, 1999).  
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• Do you feel confident that your students are being educated in the least restrictive 

environment? This question was included to discover how confident special educators 

were in their decisions regarding placement and to discover whether the things that 

impacted their decisions allowed them to feel confident that their students were being 

educated in the least restrictive environment. The research that supported its inclusion 

and importance in this interview was from Bolourian et. al., (2020). Bolourian et. al. 

found that the frequent misinterpretation of LRE allowed for inconsistencies in services 

that students received. 

• What do you consider to be the most influential factors in deciding the placement of your 

students? This question was included to discover what each teacher believed drove their 

decisions regarding placement the most. The IEP team should work together in best 

interest of the student and should decide placement based on whether the student has 

education benefit from being in the general education setting with the proper 

supplementary aides and services in place. The research that supported its inclusion and 

importance in this interview was from Ruppar et. al., (2015). Ruppar et. al. found that 

teachers made decisions based on the information they had about their students, the types 

of tasks expected or taught and the context of instruction. Ruppar et. al. also found that 

special education teachers were most influenced by contexts, beliefs that they had about 

individual students, self-efficacy, and expectations. Siuty et. al. (2016) found that 

teachers often made decisions without paying complete attention to what was impacting 

their decisions. Ruppar et. al. and Siuty et. al. found that many factors impacted teacher’s 

decisions but that not all the factors impacted each teacher’s decisions. IEP teams should 

examine all pertinent information prior to help ensure that students are being educated in 

the least restrictive environment.  
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Data Analysis 

 As suggested by Borg and Gall (1989) the identification of themes was facilitated using 

technology. The data was analyzed by listening to each recorded interview, transcribing each interview on 

a word document, organizing each answer by question and by reading the transcripts multiple times to 

determine themes within the interviews. By organizing each answer by question, I was able to analyze 

each answer for differences and similarities in how the different special education teachers decided the 

placement of their students with disabilities. By using my computer to record, transcribe the interviews, 

and to analyze the content, I was able to see frequently used words and themes more quickly. I looked for 

themes in each of the interviews by looking for specific words and ideas in each answer (i.e. student 

characteristics, deficits, prior practice etc.). By examining all the responses from each individual 

interview, and by determining themes, I was able to uncover answers to my research question. Borg and 

Gall (1989) stated that content analysis depends on frequency counts and that it is important to control the 

amount of time spent communicating. I controlled the length of each interview by keeping each interview 

one hour or less to ensure that each interview was comparable. I ensured inter-rater reliability by having a 

student in my master’s program read the interviews, determine whether the themes were accurate and by 

coding the interviews using the determined themes. Both myself and the other coder used a yellow high-

lighter to code for the theme prior practice, pink to code for individual student need, and blue to code for 

resources and supports available. I compared my coding with the coding of the other coder. By comparing 

the two, it was determined that the themes were correct and all very present within each interview. The 

coding had 89% accuracy, which demonstrated high inter-rater reliability. Further discussion of the 

differences in coding led to 100% agreement on the coded data. 
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Chapter 4 - Results 

Three separate interviews were completed with three special education teachers to determine how 

special education teachers at one elementary school in a north central state made decisions regarding 

placement. By listening to and reading the interviews multiple times, and by having coders read the 

interviews, themes within the interviews were determined. The themes found within the interviews were 

individual student needs, resources and supports available, and prior practice.  

Individual Student Need 
 

The first theme demonstrated was individual student need and severity of student need. Special 

education teachers at this elementary school frequently determined the placement of their students based 

on what their students needed and how severe a student’s needs were or how large their deficits were 

compared to their peers. All three special education teachers who were interviewed discussed the 

importance of looking at individual student needs and their gaps or deficits in learning abilities. They all 

looked at academic ability, behavior in the classroom, and how large their gaps were from their grade 

level peers. Simply put, when asked if they used a specific method or system for deciding placement, one 

special education teacher said “I don’t really have a method or system. I think it is based on individual 

student needs and what best suits their needs.” For example, another teacher told a story about their 

student whose greatest deficit was functioning within the general education classroom and why they made 

the decision to serve the student in the general education classroom. This teacher stated, “Her biggest 

deficit is being able to function within the classroom setting, so if that’s what we’re working on, why 

would I pull her out of the classroom for that? So, I use resources within the general education classroom 

setting to obtain that goal.” Another teacher stated, “It’s based on the students’ needs, where the deficits 

lie.” 

Each special education teacher also discussed academic and functional performance and the 

information they used to determine whether a student received inclusive or resource services. One special 

education teacher stated, “If the student does well enough in their academics, where there’s more 

independence and they show more steady progress and have a little higher functional and social skills, I 
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have them stay in the classroom.” The teacher continued by saying, “It just depends on what their needs 

are academically and socially and how severe their needs are or not.” Another special education teacher 

stated, “There typically has to be a significant developmental delay.” 

Other teachers were more specific about what academic measures they used to determine 

placement and used actual assessments and data to make educated decisions. One special education 

teacher spoke about how they used district testing and other reading assessments to guide their decisions. 

The teacher said, “I use certain things like MAPs testing for a percentile to see where they’re at within 

their peers and then I use their Fountas and Pinnell reading level.” Some teachers commented on typically 

only doing resource instruction for reading. They said, “Typically, a separate environment is within 

reading.” A specific percentile or expectation at this elementary school for when a student receives 

resource instruction or inclusive instruction was not identified in the interviews. Nor were there any 

guidelines identified in the interviews regarding placement. This created inconsistencies across the grade 

levels for how decisions were made. For example, one special education teacher chose to only provide 

resource instruction when there was at least a two-year academic gap between the students’ abilities and 

their peers. This teacher stated, “Typically, if there’s a two-year academic gap, that’s when I make the 

decision to consider putting them into the special education setting.” 

The special education teachers discussed focus and attending deficits that their students 

presented. The special education teachers decided to provide specially designed instruction in a pull-out 

setting if the student had difficulty with focus or attending. They felt that the student needed a quieter, 

small group environment to be able to learn the skills. One special education teacher said, “I base it on 

individual student needs. If they have focus issues, you need to pull them to a quiet environment and if 

they’re able to focus and just need modified work, then I keep them in the general education classroom.” 

Resources and Supports Available 
 

Another theme demonstrated throughout the interviews was support and resources available. 

Special education teachers at this elementary school discussed in their interviews how greatly the supports 

and resources available to them impacted their decisions regarding the placement of their students. At this 
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elementary school, there were two ways of providing services to students with IEPs. One special 

education teacher stated, “The continuum of placements is definitely lacking” and when asked what they 

considered to be the most influential factor in deciding placement, stated, “What impacts the placement is 

the options we have, which aren’t too many. Basically, we just have pull-out or push-in.”  

It is evident from the interviews that the teachers understood that there were only two ways of 

offering and providing services to their students and that those two service models were also what parents 

were accustomed to having offered. When asked about how parents or families impacted their decisions 

regarding placement, one special education teacher stated, “The parents from here aren’t used to having 

options. So therefore, they go into a meeting with, I don’t want to say no expectations, but it’s very black 

and white.”  

The special education teachers appeared to have difficulty with there being a lack of placement 

options or learning environments for their students with more significant needs. When asked if they felt 

confident that their students were being educated in their least restrictive environment, one teacher said, 

“The right environment doesn’t exist for two of my students. One of my students goes in the classroom, 

everyone says hi to her and then it’s done and over with. There is no appropriate social interaction going 

on. When she’s in my classroom, we do things that are productive and at her level but otherwise, she’s 

just shuffled around for the rest of her day.” Another teacher stated, “One word. No.” When asked to 

clarify, the teacher stated, “There is no functional classroom, which multiple students of mine would 

benefit from. My students have cognitive delays and just sit in the general education classroom doing 

things like plural nouns. It looks like rocket science to them. They can’t access anything their class is 

learning with the way things are set up.” The interview answers demonstrated that the special education 

teachers felt that there were not appropriate placement options for their students with more significant 

needs and that they were forced to make decisions for those students’ placements that they knew were not 

the least restrictive environment for them.   

Not only did the special education teachers make decisions based on the resources available to 

them in terms of classroom environments, but they made decisions based on resources available to them 
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in terms of staff (general education teachers, paraprofessionals). When asked if general education teachers 

influenced their decision when deciding placement, one special education teacher said, “Sometimes where 

I place students depends on the staff member. Some staff members are better at working with our students 

than others. So, sometimes I make a decision to have the students work with me more than I normally 

would have them work with me if they had a different general education teacher.” Special education 

teachers also determined placement based on paraprofessional support. One special education teacher 

stated, “I have to think about what para support I have available. For example, right now I have two 

students who are in a reading pull-out environment with me, but they are very close to probably handling 

the general education environment. I would like to move them now if I could, but then they would need 

some para support and there isn’t para support available for them.” When asked if based on their answer, 

that they would say that staffing issues impacted their decision regarding placement, the special education 

teacher continued by saying, “Yes, absolutely. But I also understand that there isn’t an endless amount of 

budget to hire an endless amount of staff and sometimes even the staff they do get, isn’t providing the 

best support or environment because of lack of experience or training.” It is evident that having enough 

staff and that having staff with experience or proper training impacted placement decisions at this 

elementary school.  

Prior Practice 
 

The third theme shown in the interviews is prior practice. The special education teachers 

described how prior practice impacted their decisions regarding the placement of their students. This 

elementary school has one special education teacher per grade level and often, special education teachers 

continued a placement for their students based on what their placement was in prior years instead of 

looking at all the information available and then making a team decision about placement. One special 

education said, “To be honest, it is what the student is used to. Especially by the time they’re in my 

grade.” Another special education teacher stated, “Once they’re in my grade, their settings have kind of 

been dictated or determined by their previous IEPs, so it’s hard to change it because parents and teachers 

are already expecting one thing.”  
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It is evident that the special education teachers used prior practice to help them determine 

placement. It seems to be a key component to placement decisions due to special education teachers not 

wanting to make changes that may be questioned by other teachers or parents and families. Instead of 

discussing what was best for the student, the special education teacher presented the same placement in 

the following annual IEP. One special education teacher said, “Once you’ve said something or written 

something, it’s very difficult to take something out. So, once you provide a support or a placement, it’s 

very difficult to change it because then some parents or staff wonder why the student is losing 

something.” The special education teachers have been cognizant of the placements they have presented to 

parents based on what has previously been done.  

Some special education teachers wrote initial IEPs with fewer supports or services than a student 

may have needed so that they did not run into the potential conflict of changing or removing services 

from a student someday. One special education teacher said, “I have to be mindful when I write IEPs to 

not over offer too many accommodations or too many modifications right up front.” This special 

education teacher did not want to have the conversation later about a student needing less. They continued 

to say, “I really want to see what they’re capable of first, and then make changes or add things to the IEP 

as needed, instead of putting a bunch of supports in and then eventually needing to take some out.” 

Conclusion 
 

Three special education teachers were interviewed to determine how special education teachers at 

one elementary school in a north central state made decisions regarding placement. The interviews were 

analyzed, and three themes were determined. The themes found within the interviews were individual 

student needs, support and resources, and prior practice. The special education teachers felt that they 

made decisions regarding the placement of their students based on their academic and functional needs, 

the support and resources available to them, and based on what the school has always done. Chapter five 

will cover what this information means for the elementary school and how the school can use the 

information to move forward.  
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Chapter 5 – Discussion 
 

Interviews were conducted at an elementary school with three special education teachers to 

determine the answer to the research question, how do special education teachers at one elementary 

school in a north central state make decisions regarding placement? The interview questions were 

developed based on the literature presented in chapter two which provides an overview of previous case 

law, special education history, and educator decision making. The three themes determined from the 

interviews were individual student needs, support and resources, and prior practice. 

Results 
 

The results of the interviews have multiple differences to the literature review in chapter two. One 

major difference is that teachers at this elementary school made placement decisions based on resources 

or support available. The literature review covered a three-pronged test used in court cases to determine 

placement. The three parts of this test were that education in the general education environment is not 

required if the student will not gain educational benefit from being in the general education classroom, 

education in the general education environment is not required where any benefit the student may have 

would significantly outweigh the benefits that could be attainable only in a different setting, and that 

education in the general education environment is not required is the student is disruptive (Yell, 1999). 

According to the interviews data, special education teachers at this elementary school are not using any of 

the pieces of the three-pronged test to determine proper placement. It is most likely that the special 

education teachers are not aware of the three-pronged test used to determine placement.  

Another difference between the interview data and the literature review was the information 

about the LRE mandate. The LRE mandate states that children with disabilities must be educated in the 

least restrictive environment with their peers without disabilities, and that a student should only be pulled 

from the general education environment when their individual needs cannot be met in that environment 

with supports in place (McLeskey et. al., 2012). Special education teachers at this elementary school 

make decisions regarding placement based on support and resource available, the individual student needs 

and based on prior practice. None of the special education teachers spoke about making decisions about 
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pulling a student from the general education environment when a student’s needs cannot be met with all 

the proper supports in place. Instead, teachers spoke about supports available and deciding placement 

based on what is available to them.  

The literature review also covered the continuum of placements. According to IDEA each school 

district must provide placement options that range from the least restrictive environment to the most 

restrictive environment (Hyatt & Filler, 2011). The special education teachers interviewed were very clear 

about the elementary school not having appropriate placement options for their students with more 

significant needs. Special education teachers spoke about the school having two options for students. The 

two options they spoke about were inclusive services, which is when the special education teachers go 

into the general education classroom to provide services and resource services, which is when the special 

education teacher pulls students out of their general education classroom setting and provides their 

services in the special education classroom setting.  

Strengths and Limitations 
 

The strengths of this research method were that it was done in a comfortable and neutral 

environment for all involved to reduce the possibility of stress or anxiety on the participants. Using an 

interview to gather this data was appropriate and beneficial to the information being sought because the 

interviews gave the ability to read the body language of the participant and allowed the participants to 

have a quality discussion about their views and experiences (Gill et. al., 2008). The benefit to 

participation is having the information to create a consistent method for deciding student placement that 

can be used throughout grade levels and the completion of my Masters’ degree. The findings from this 

project provided information on determining placement for students which provided a consistent way for 

making sure that they are learning in their least restrictive environment. Learning in their individual least 

restrictive environment benefits their growth and education greatly as well as our ability as teachers to 

educate them to the best of our abilities.  

The weaknesses of this study were the possibility that one or more of the special education 

teachers did not want to participate and the lack of previous background knowledge or studies done about 
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individual districts and how placement decisions were made. The number of special education teachers 

interviewed could have potentially not provided the study with enough beneficial information. The risks 

associated with participation in this study were minimal. The risk associated with this study was loss of 

time. With only having three special education teachers participate instead of four, there was less data to 

analyze for the results. The lack of previous background knowledge and studies being done about 

individual districts and how placement decisions were made was also a limitation of this research because 

there were not prior interview questions or similar prior research to use as a base. 

Implications 
 

There are multiple implications for practice according to the results. Based on the interviews, 

special education teachers are making decisions based on their students’ individual needs, the support, 

and resources they have available (i.e., support staff), and what has always been done in terms of 

placement at the school. 

The elementary school can use the results to determine further training or education that is needed 

for the school and IEP teams to determine placement for students as special education law intends. IEP 

teams should create an IEP for a student and then discuss how they can implement the IEP in the general 

education environment. If a team determines that even with proper supports, that the students’ needs 

cannot be met, then the team should discuss alternate placements.  

Members of the elementary school would benefit greatly from additional training to help them 

understand special education law and how the IEP team should determine placement. This additional 

training would help establish and ensure consistency within the school. For example, the LEA 

representatives of the elementary school would benefit from receiving training to increase their education 

surrounding LRE and their roles as LEA of an IEP team. Special Education teachers could also benefit 

from further training for writing IEPs and for the IEP process, as well as further education about special 

education law. General education teachers would also benefit from further education about IEPs, 

providing supports and how to meet the needs of all students in their classrooms. The elementary school 

should establish the expectation of having true IEP teams and making decisions as a team. 
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The school may also need to look at restructuring general education to meet the needs of all 

students. For example, the school may need to look their scheduling of general education classes for 

special education teachers to support and provide services in the general education classroom more 

frequently. The school could also examine support options that do not involve a paraprofessional or added 

adult in the general education classroom. The school should look at ways to identify the supports a 

student needs and how to truly individualize student supports rather than potentially adding in supports 

that a student does not need.  

Implications for further research are having a small number of participants available or having a 

small number of participants willing to participate. There could also be schools or districts unwilling to 

allow the research to be done. Researchers could go through the entire research process, establish themes 

and could work in a district that is unwilling to work towards change or towards bettering their special 

education program. Continued research should surround how educated school staff are about special 

education law and their roles in creating the IEP. Determining knowledge about special education law 

would provide the researcher or school with a better understanding of training that needs to happen to 

ensure that students are being educated in their LRE. 

Conclusion 
  

The interview data had multiple differences from the literature review in chapter two. The 

elementary school is lacking a continuum of placement options for their students with IEPs despite LRE 

mandating having one. The interview data has three themes. The themes are individual student needs, 

support and resources available and prior practice. The literature review covers the three-pronged test that 

was developed and used to in court cases to determine whether districts have students placed in their 

LRE. The special education teachers did not discuss the three-pronged test, nor did they discuss only 

pulling students from general education when all the supports are not enough to make the student 

successful. Instead, special education teachers at this elementary school determined placement based on 

what supports were available. School staff would benefit from further training about special education 
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law, the role of an LEA, IEP writing and determining placement. The elementary school should work to 

establish true IEP teams where decisions are discussed and made entirely as a team.  
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Appendix 
Appendix A: 
 

1. Do you use a specific method or system for deciding the placement of your students?  

2. Does the school or administration influence your decision when deciding the placement of 

your students? 

3. Do general education teachers influence your decision when deciding the placement of your 

students?  

4. Do the parents or families of your students influence your decision when deciding the 

placement of your students?  

5. What factors contribute to your decision to have students in the general education classroom 

full-time? 

6. What factors contribute to your decision to have students pulled out of the general education 

classroom for specially designed instruction in the special education setting?  

7. Do you feel confident that your students are being educated in the least restrictive 

environment?  

8. What do you consider to be the most influential factors in deciding the placement of your 

students?  
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Appendix B: 
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