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Abstract


The rich experiences with literacy that are afforded to most other students in today’s schools are virtually absent in the lives of students with severe disabilities. Rather than experiencing literature and poetry, discussions of story themes and character development, or the historical contexts of novels and contemporary parallels, most will experience either no exposure whatsoever to literacy, or they will be subjected to forms of literacy instruction that result in the most rudimentary levels of vocabulary acquisition. Based on a meta-analysis of 40 years of research on reading instruction with school-aged students with severe disabilities, this presentation explores what we don’t know about literacy instruction, and it proposes a research agenda for developing better ways to provide literacy instruction for these students.








Introduction


Students with severe disabilities are often described as individuals having significant cognitive difficulties, sometimes occurring with other disabilities, such as sensory and physical disabilities, and/or behavioral and communication challenges. Over the years, they have been variously labeled, “students with multiple disabilities,” “students with severe/profound handicaps, “students with moderate to severe disabilities,” along with a number of other labels (“trainable mentally retarded”) that have fallen into disuse in the professional literature. In present times, these students are increasingly being viewed less from the perspective of possessing particular traits or characteristics, and more from the perspective of what medical, educational, and behavioral supports are needed to enhance their participation in what is available to all other persons of a given age within our society and culture. 





At the National Center on Low Incidence Disabilities (NCLID), we are conducting a comprehensive review of published works on literacy instruction with students who have severe disabilities. Presently, we have examined approximately 390 articles spanning the last 40 years, specifically looking for intervention research that can assist us in defining best practices in literacy instruction for these students. 





The results of our study should be available before the end of the year, but this ongoing review has, for me, raised some troubling concerns about what literacy research should be accomplishing for these students and their teachers and about what it can be said that we actually know at the present moment about best instructional practices. This paper explores some of these issues, by presenting selected preliminary findings of that ongoing research and by exploring what it is that we should be researching if we are to make literacy a part of the lives of these individuals. This paper begins with a brief note on the history of literacy research with this population of students, followed by an examination of what we know and don’t know about literacy instruction. Next, guided by the previous discussion on our present knowledge base, and framed as an issue of instructional outcomes, it is argued that the goals of literacy research in severe disabilities need to be reframed, and I present five focal points to guide future research.





The historical perspective


Prior to the 1975 passage of PL 94-142, children with severe disabilities seldom received a public education at all (Jackson, 2002), and they were often viewed as “uneducable” (Blatt, 1999). In fact, the passage of this milestone legislation actually presented a serious dilemma for schools, because it was generally believed that these students simply could not learn the curriculum content that is taught to all other students. Hence, as evidenced in key references from that period (Sontag, 1977; Thomas, 1976), early efforts to educate students with severe disabilities were grounded not in a curriculum consisting of reading, math, or traditional content areas, but rather in an alternative curriculum that was based largely on infant development (e.g., gross and fine motor skill milestones; cognitive skills in sensorimotor development). Moreover, the emphasis on literacy instruction that is simply taken for granted in the education of all other children was largely absent in their educational experiences.





Now, at the beginning of the 21st century, the legislative and research contexts that define appropriate educational curriculum have substantially altered the canvas that delineates what should be taught to students with severe disabilities. As noted in recent discussions of professional teacher standards (Jackson, Spooner, Spooner, Owens, & Kozleski, 2003) and alternate assessment practices (Browder, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, Flowers, Algozzine, & Karvonen, 2003), the once dominant focus on early developmental skills for school-aged children has receded. It was initially replaced with an emphasis on “functional” curriculum (Bender, 1982). With increasing frequency, the focus is now shifting both to inclusive educational practices (Jackson, Ryndak, & Billingsley, 2003; Ryndak, Morrison, Sommerstein, & Sommerstein, 1997; Ryndak, Morrison, & Sommerstein, 1999) and to accessing the general education curriculum (Hunt, Soto, Maier, Müller, & Goetz, 2002; Jackson, McCaleb, & Helwick, 2003). These changes are consistent with evolving IDEA legislation, and they are also consistent with No Child Left Behind (NCLB), the Federal legislation that is increasingly guiding our practices. One major result is that there is a growing practitioner literature addressing literacy instruction for students with severe disabilities (Browder & Spooner, 2006; Downing, 2005; Fossett, Smith, & Mirenda, 2003).





Literacy encompasses skills associated with reading and writing, and those associated with speaking and hearing. In fact, in the broadest sense, literacy can be viewed as a multifaceted cultural construct, a discourse if you will, that defines particular sets of skills as more critical than others, defines the parameters of “best” instruction, connects bidirectionally with other experiences of life, and establishes a dynamic set of values and traits that characterize the literate person. Despite its potentially wide swath, most of the early empirical research on literacy and severe disabilities was focused on reading instruction, and primarily on very basic word matching, letter recognition, vocabulary acquisition, or some combination of these techniques (Folk & Campbell, 1978; Larsen & Jackson, 1979). To its credit, this early research demonstrated that instruction can result in the acquisition of letter and word recognition and expression skills in students with severe disabilities, and it offered the promise that this learning could eventually become part of how these students go about their activities of schooling and daily living. Yet, with a few notable exceptions, this highly restricted range of inquiry came to define and delimit the goals and methods of its progeny. It can be argued that, in recent decades, literacy research in the area of severe disabilities has done little more than confirm the general finding that reading skills can be taught to these students, when highly specialized methods are employed and with a high level of intensity. As will be shown below, concerns lie with both the methods of instruction and the targeted educational outcomes associated with this research.





A troubling concern: Limited range of instructional settings and methods


The National Center’s meta-analysis of literacy intervention research for students with severe disabilities has a strong focus on studies that employ quantitative measures. Quantitative measurement permits the calculation of effect sizes for specific methods and approaches to instruction, which can then be used to compare methods one with another, both in the same study and across studies. To date, we have identified 35 single-subject studies and 14 group design studies employing quantitative measures, of which 20 and 11 respectively were of sufficient rigor to have yielded adequate effect size indicators.





Since much of this research employed single-subject designs, it was important to also look at three additional quality indicators for this research: (a) evidence of application, (b) evidence of retention, and (c) evidence of generalization. The first of these refers to whether a study shows that an acquired or performed skill has functional utility for the student, defined as empirical evidence that what was learned is being used in some activity of school or daily life. The second of these refers to whether a study shows that an acquired or performed skill still continues to exist as a reliable learning weeks or months after the acquisition phase has ended. Finally, the third of these refers to whether a study demonstrates that an acquired or performed skill can be used by a student in other tasks or situations other than the one in which the skill was trained.





For purposes of this paper, the studies reviewed below are arranged into six categories, using the principle of normalization. This principle has long represented a standard for assessing the value of an intervention in relation to what is expected of others without disabilities who are engaged in similar activities in similar settings (see Perske, 2004). It holds that people with disabilities behave in more normal ways when they in more normal settings, and vice versa. Hence, the beginning point for assessing the impact of an intervention is a typical setting, whether it is a general education class, a community site, or a family home. Settings such as resource and special education rooms are less desirable in this view, because they are not “normal” settings. As I will show later, this argument does not mean that such settings are not relevant in literacy interventions; however, as will be shown, it does imply that the final test of an intervention’s effective must occur in natural settings under the conditions that are afforded to everybody else.





Providing literacy instruction in a family context


Research initiated from a general education perspective has shown relationships between literacy development and how the home environment supports reading and listening to stories and other materials. Given the emphasis within special education on families, one would have expected that some number of studies would exist that examine how home interventions can impact children’s literacy-related behaviors. Yet, so far in our review process, we have uncovered only one single-subject study and no group studies in which instruction directly related to literacy was provided to children with severe disabilities by family members in the home (Skotko, Koppenhaver, & Erickson, 2004).





Although both methodological and data analysis issues precluded the calculation of effect size statistics, the study is, nevertheless, of real interest to our field. Skotko et al. (2004) examined patterns of responding when mothers read to their young girls with Rett Syndrome. They showed by means of a complex and innovative analysis of these patterns of interaction that mothers improved their communication patterns and that the children began responding more meaningfully within the storybook exchange. 





Providing literacy instruction in an integrated context


So far, we have found only two studies (Johnson, McDonnell, Holzwarth, & Hunter, 2004; McDonnell, Johnson, Polychronis, & Risen, 2002), in which reading instruction was provided in general education classrooms. However, in both cases, the measurement of vocabulary acquisition occurred not in the general education room but instead in a special education room, using flashcards. Both studies investigated an intervention process in which vocabulary acquisition opportunities are provided in general education classes by means of embedding the trials within the general education class routines. Both studies were single-subject studies with sufficient design and measurement rigor to permit the calculation of effect size statistics, and both studies revealed that embedding was an effective intervention. Although these studies are important for what they say about acquisition, neither study adequately examined issues of retention, generalization, or application.





One study, by Browder and Snell (1996), examined literacy instruction in which access to the general curriculum was part of the study but actual participation in the general education setting was not. These researchers used a task being performed in general education classes (“reading the newspaper”) to develop their instructional vocabulary (weather words) and went so far as to check for transfer to a task involving reading a weather report. However, there was no reported follow-up within a general education classroom to see whether these students would transfer what they had learned to more natural forms of this task (e.g., reading aloud in class or reporting information to peers).





Several qualitative studies that could not be included in this analysis (e.g., Ryndak et al., 1999) suggest that the potential impact of inclusive education on the literacy growth of students with severe disabilities can be profound. Certainly, as one who works in inclusive settings and has been repeatedly exposed to the provision of learning opportunities in both integrated and segregated environments, I have seen the differences in authentic learning that can occur between the two settings. Hence, it is telling that integrated settings—the less restrictive end of the continuum—are very poorly represented in the available intervention research on literacy instruction. 





It is also significant to note the extremely constricted range of interventions that have been examined in this research: None of the innovative methods of literacy instruction that are well represented in the general education literature have been adequately explored with students with severe disabilities. Approaches and strategies for reading instruction such as writer’s workshop, reciprocal teaching, peer partnering, and differentiated instruction are virtually absent from the existing empirical research on literacy instruction in severe disabilities. Given that one of the primary goals of inclusive education is to enhance ongoing instruction with specialized adaptations in general education only as needed (Jackson et al., 2003), the absence of studies which explore how various general education approaches to literacy can be utilized—coupled with the necessary accommodations and modifications—is disheartening.





Providing literacy instruction as part of a multicomponent intervention


The vast majority of children and youth who learn to read don’t do so because someone provided a single intervention within a narrow frame of time. Children learning to read are provided with multiple opportunities to acquire, expand, refine, and enrich their learning via the way reading opportunities are built into stories, writing activities, class discussions, worksheets, and tests of information acquisition. In fact, research into how failure occurs in goal-oriented endeavors suggests that a sure way to fail is to develop an intervention that is very narrow in scope (Dörner, 1996), and research into what works in early intervention with children with autism has found that a common element of successful efforts is the presence of multicomponent interventions (Levy, Kim, & Olive, 2006).





Only one, single-subject study so far appears to fall within this category of intervention (Koppenhaver & Erickson, 2003). The published version of this study did not provide adequate quantitative data for computing effect sizes for the measures, and the study was conducted in a fully self-contained setting. Yet, the study is significant because of the way it examined how to change the social and academic milieu of a classroom to provide a context that promotes, rather than discourages, literacy behaviors and learning in students with severe disabilities. A finding of the study was that, when the classroom environment was enriched through the provision of materials, activities, and expectations around literacy, the children’s “understanding and use of printed materials and tools increased in sophistication” (Koppenhaver & Erickson, 2003, p. 283).





Providing literacy instruction during reading/writing for information transmission or pleasure


Two primary purposes for learning to read and write are that these skills provide a means for acquiring and sharing information about the world and that they afford us pleasure. The issue here is not whether the individual reader or writer is fluent or grammatical, nor is it whether the individual comprehends all of the words that he reads, writes, or hears others saying. From my perspective, in my work with practitioners in schools, one of the major shortcomings of educator judgment that impacts students with severe disabilities is denial of opportunity for them to be part of higher level reading activities simply because they do not appear to understand most of what is going on. Even if reading for the student consists of searching a very complex (say) science text for words that are known and their associated pictures, this has the same value and authenticity as that of a typical student reading a text and missing a certain proportion of the words. It is a matter of degree, not of qualitative difference.





Perhaps, then, it is not surprising that so little intervention research has examined how literacy skills can be taught within the context of the act of reading text or writing narrative in the exchange of information or for experiencing pleasure. Two early single-subject studies that may have come close to this ideal were conducted by Singh and Singh (Singh & Singh, 1985; Singh & Singh, 1986). In one of these studies, for example, two error correction procedures were compared when students were reading difficult-to-read passages. Both methods (word supply and word analysis) proved more effective than a control condition, but word analysis had a higher effect size than did word supply. In addition, one other single-subject study, which has already been discussed, approached this ideal (Browder & Snell, 1996). Their study used brief passages of material as part of the vocabulary instruction process.





In terms of this ideal, two group-design studies may (or may not) have intermittently provided these kinds of tasks (Blackman & Capobianco, 1965; Peniston, 1976). These interventions are inadequately described, but they both involved extended periods of “programmed” instruction using prescriptive procedures. One of these studies (Blackman & Capobianco, 1965) used performance on two standardized achievement tests as its dependent measures, and the results did yield a small effect size value. In both cases, it is possible that textual reading for understanding may have been occurring as part of the instruction; however, it is equally likely that the “text” was isolated phrases or sentences lacking any connectively either with each other or with any other event of significance to the learner.





Providing literacy instruction in the context of communication exchange and/or survival


Another purpose for reading is to be able to immediately recognize or express stimuli (words, symbols, pictures) that help us meet communication or survival needs. Studies that could fall into this category include those in which students are learning the vocabulary that they need for using an augmentative system, learning to follow picture schedules, pictorial instruction for cooking or some other activity, and/or learning words that help in a functional task decision (e.g., “poison”, “stop”, ”candy” aisle). Being able to silently read or express words in this manner may often involve the learning of one or more single vocabulary items, but the single words or phrases, in and of themselves, have “meaning” in terms of communicating a need, negotiating a complex environment, completing a task, or guiding a survival behavior. In other words, single words or phrases become “narrative” in the sense that they are complete messages in and of themselves.





As might be anticipated, the number of studies that fall within this category is larger than in the preceding categories, but the adequacy of these studies varies widely in terms of actually promoting a functional task for the user. We anticipate finding more of these kinds of studies as we continue our search, but we presently count 9 single-subject studies and 2 group studies that fall within this category and that meet design and measurement requirements for effect size estimation. 





When viewed together, although the methods of instruction were not the same across studies, effect sizes were always acceptable and often robust, suggesting that various methods can achieve the acquisition goals associated with acquiring functional vocabulary. Yet, neither of the two group design studies did anything more than teach words selected based on something called “survival value”, and there is no way to establish whether the results did, or did not, promote any form of actual application for the learners. Single-subject studies often suffered from the same flaw, some measuring only task performance and not reading per se, but there were some exemplary exceptions to this pattern. Collins and Stinson (1994) used flash cards to teach words common to product warning labels (“poison”), and then tested for transfer to real product labels both within the special education training setting and within a grocery store setting. Although it is unclear whether (a) the students actually learned to process the information in a way that could guide their decisions or (b) the training affected how they might look at labels in the future, both word recognition and being able to define the words were assessed under the more natural conditions of the label, in and out of a grocery store.





Providing literacy instruction in a skill building context


A number of the studies reported above used various forms of intense instruction (often 1:1 instruction) and were conducted in clinical or self-contained schools and classrooms. Yet, the studies reported above were connected in some way with either a meaningful or functional outcome or both, albeit with varying degrees of authenticity. The studies in this category, however, might be described as “pure instruction” in that their entire focus was on the acquisition of specific skills associated with isolated reading-related behaviors and the exploration of techniques that can achieve these ends. 





If we imagine a general education student being expected to learn the kinds of things these students were being expected to learn, one would imagine that he or she needs a little “extra help” to augment that which is occurring elsewhere. Could this be what is happening here for these students with significant disabilities? Although possible, it is not very unlikely. My experience suggests that it is more likely that these students had had little authentic exposure to literacy experiences in their school programs, and it is unlikely that personal successes in these studies will ultimately be measured by whether they can apply their newly acquired skills in their classroom situations. Reinforcing this point of view, retention, application, and generalization indicators were either weak (e.g., retention after two weeks) or were entirely absent in these studies, and the measurement of social validity was quite rare.





Although other similar studies are expected to be found as we continue our review, 7 group design and 6 single-subject design studies have been catalogued so far as adequate for effect size estimation, and these appear to be best characterized as studies conducted largely in a “skill building context.” Of these 13 studies, one focused on the grammar of text, one focused on words and their definitions, 9 focused on sight words, and 2 focused on letter discrimination or recognition skills. One of the thirteen studies looked at long-term retention (2 years); five examined short-term retention (always less than a month); five explored generalization (usually under highly scripted conditions); and one examined application of the skills in an authentic reading situation. Nine of 13 the studies reported no measurement beyond the acquisition phase.





What these studies often demonstrate is that, for certain kinds of learning tasks (e.g., letter discrimination, word recognition), certain forms of intense instruction can be expected to achieve reasonable results, and sometimes better results than other forms of instruction, all else being equal. What they never or infrequently show is robust learning: Learning that becomes part of the retrieved repertoire of the learner, learning that results in an increase in natural reading activities or in better performance in such activities, or learning that can be extended into later learning. One could, of course, argue that these goals were not the intention of these studies in the first place, but this response simply begs the question: Have we taught these individuals something useful in the way of literacy? As a teacher, would I want to apply these techniques with my students given what is reported as the results?





A second troubling concern: Absence of breadth and authenticity of outcomes


In light of the above, with some exceptions (e.g., Skotko et al., 2004), perhaps what is most troubling about the corpus of past research on literacy and severe disabilities is that it seems to be derived largely from a mindset that is asking whether the acquisition of literacy skills is possible in these students rather than on how the literacy lives of these individuals can be enhanced. In a substantial proportion of the research that we have reviewed, there seems to be an underlying assumption that only the most limited forms of literacy are even probable, and then only with high intensities of instruction and only with the help of specialized techniques. Moreover, much of this research appears to operate from the assumption that both the levels of intensity provided and the techniques of instruction used will often differ from those required by “typical” students learning literacy, not because students with severe disabilities have actually been exposed to typical instruction in typical settings and have failed to learn, but because of the view that these individuals are “different” from all other students in the mainstream in some systematic way. Thus, driven by assumptions about learnability in this population, with little consideration of how individuals students could actually benefit in their daily lives from particular forms of literacy instruction, and with no consideration of how to expand the communities in which these students have membership so that particular skills that are taught could actually become authentic, “participants” are often subjected to one form of specialized instruction or another, and are then asked to demonstrate rote skill acquisition via tasks of little authenticity to themselves or to anybody else. 





The ultimate criterion to which applied research should be held is that of benefit for the participants and, by extension, benefit for other individuals with similar needs, situations, and issues. Being held to a criterion of benefit would shift the focus of literacy research from evidencing skill acquisition to evidencing greater involvement in the larger literacy community, ongoing application of skills in real life situations, or both. This criterion means that researchers in literacy and literacy instruction must reframe the outcomes of their research and then configure their independent and dependent variables accordingly. I would suggest that there are five focal areas for future research on literacy instruction: immersion, participation, purpose, proficiency, and skill augmentation. These areas are described in turn.





Focus on immersion


Being a member of a literate community provides the context for all other efforts. As shown in the work of Kliewer (Kliewer, 1998; Kliewer & Biklen, 2001; Kliewer, Biklen, & Kasa-Hendrickson, 2006), membership is possible regardless of the educational labels imposed on children, but such membership has been frequently denied students with severe disabilities, in part because of the values and attitudes associated with the labels and the labeling process. These values and attitudes will only change with contact that is supported through inclusive programs (Fisher, Pumpian, & Sax, 1998), which must be the front line of literacy research.





In school communities, “being part of” means that the activities of buildings (e.g., assemblies with guest speakers, extracurricular activities) and classes (content area classes) that are connected with literacy must no longer present closed doors to these students. Future research with this focus must examine pathways to systems change, with measures addressing implementation processes, barriers and problem solving activities, student placement protocols and class schedules, and immersion in the culture of the school.





For families, “being part of” means that the activities within families that express aspects of literacy (e.g., discussions of current events, subscriptions to magazines, story reading and telling) are thoughtfully reframed so that all members of the family can contribute. Future research under this focus should examine how families can rethink both their activities of daily living and those in which members express their understanding of the world and of print, so that the child with a severe disability can become a valued contributor. Measures can include those associated with gauging the change process, family life variables, and changing views about the member of the family with a disability.





In community life, “being part of” means that literacy-related activities of the person’s town, culture, and world (e.g., postsecondary education options, libraries, museums, travel books when visiting other states or countries, photography and related story telling activities, signs in stores that inform decisions) are deliberately included in the person’s range of ongoing experiences. Future research with this focus should examine how families and adult service agencies can planfully include the foregoing activity options in a person’s life, with measures addressing changes in patterns of activities, social relations, and quality of life indicators.





Focus on participation


Being actively and reciprocally engaged in a literate community is the basis for learning, both for the student with the disability and all other students. In conjunction with immersion, participation makes all other instructional efforts meaningful; inversely, its absence brings into question efforts to “teach” reading or other literacy skills.





“Participation” is often either misunderstood or misrepresented by educators who are reluctant to include a student in typical classes. Participation does not mean that the individual with the disability (or any individual for that matter) must do all facets of an activity, or learn all that there is to learn within a particular lesson. This aspect of instruction is not about pounding skills into the learner, as has been the pattern of much of the literacy research (and practice) of the past. Rather, this is how any activity in a class or other setting can be structured so that participation by all the members of that community is made possible. What is then learned may vary, but not between the student with a disability and all other students. Rather, what is learned actually varies between all students, a simple truth that is often glossed over in discussions about academic learning and inclusion of students with disabilities in schools that are resisting these processes.





As with the foregoing focus on immersion, research that focuses on participation can be conducted in schools, homes and community settings, but I will focus my comments here on schools. There is a rich practitioner literature (e.g., Downing, 2005; Jackson et al., 2003; Jorgensen, 1998) that focuses on how access to the curriculum in general education classes can be assured and on what learning looks like when this access is provided. We desperately need research—exemplified by that of Hunt and her colleagues (Hunt, Alwell, Farron-Davis, & Goetz, 1996; Hunt, Doering, Hirose-Hatae, Maier, & Goetz, 2001; Hunt et al., 2002)—that shows how curriculum adaptation processes are designed, implemented, and maintained, and the literacy learnings that become possible via this process.





Focus on purpose


For any learner who is both immersed and participating in a literate community, there are specific tasks that necessitate various skills of literacy. Using some of what has been discussed in previous sections as a starting point, these tasks might include a range of activities:


Communicating with others via symbols and words (e.g., PEC symbol usage in a class lesson, communicating a need by pointing to one of several words just written down by an inquiring para-educator);


Planning and following a schedule (e.g., work schedule, class schedule in a high school);


Responding to environmental signals (e.g., pedestrian signs, grocery aisle signs, notes from Mom);


Using printed word/pictorial prompts to complete a task (e.g., cooking at home, completing chores);


Comprehending text (e.g., listening to a story at school and answering questions about it, pointing to pictures and making exclamatory sounds at relevant moments while being read to at home); 


Expository reading (e.g., pointing to a picture/word following a discussion in class about the picture’s content; reading parts of a modified and re-written portion of a history book, or the highlighted parts of a science text);


Descriptive writing (e.g., using pictures and words, constructing a story or journal entry together with an adult, based on a class field trip or weekend excursion); and


Persuasive writing (e.g., working in a cooperative learning group on a letter to the leader of one’s country).





It is the presence of such tasks as these, in the context of other people pursuing related or similar goals, which provide purpose to our literary activities. Research into reading and writing instruction must, at the very least, begin with such purposes as these when its settings, activities, and measures are selected and designed. Moreover, participant benefit is more likely to be assured if the literacy purposes incorporated into the research are those that are also pressing for the participants. Because so many of these students continue to languish in self-contained settings in which many “literacy purposes” have no value or meaning, it behooves us as responsible researchers to negotiate the opening of doors for these individuals as a first step in exploring instructional issues. It should be stressed here that even the provision of once nonavailable “specials” (e.g., music and art classes) can be viewed as success, and literacy studies can utilize these settings when purposes are defined. (Schools will move more slowly toward equality of educational opportunity if we “honor” the segregation within their systems by conducting research designed to improve self-contained educational services. By negotiating even small steps toward integration, we can do our research and model what schools need to be thinking about as they plan for the future.)





Focus on proficiency


Being a proficient reader (for example) involves being able to realize the purposes described above even as conditions change or situations once forgotten are re-encountered. It is not about acquisition, although acquisition is certainly part of the process. Research into literacy instruction must define the outcome of their research as evidencing proficiency, which means its measures of learning and performance must include acquisition, application, retention, and generalization. As suggested by the earlier discussion, past research has been extremely lax in this area. Retention measurement usually means little more than re-examining flash card performance a week or two later; generalization measurement has often been limited to situations that are propped-up scenarios designed by the researchers; and application measurement is largely absent altogether from this body of research.





Some key ideas that may be useful here are social validation, ecological validity, and treatment validity. Social validation is a technique that is often used in applied behavior analysis (Wolf, 1978). It is typically handled by a questionnaire addressing whether (a) other people in the research participant’s environment believe that what has been acquired by the learner is important and will be used by him or her in the future or (b) the instructional processes demonstrated in the research are practical and can be used by teachers and others. 





The concept of ecological validity refers to whether a study’s conditions and settings match, or are at least relevant to, the conditions and settings in which what is being examined is expected to be carried out. Both the value of the instructional interventions being examined and the likelihood that proficiency will be achieved are enhanced when ecological validity is high. The concept has a long and somewhat disappointing history in human subject research in education and psychology. Most recently, a plea for its consideration was made by Meyer & Evans( 1993), and its absence has been recently noted in behavioral intervention research (Dunlap, Clarke, & Steiner, 1999). My perception is that it appears to be poorly represented in the literacy research as well.





Finally, the concept of treatment validity (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1998) may be of use here. If our goal is proficiency in relation to specific purposes, then our interventions, regardless of where they are delivered, need to result in evidence of changes in that proficiency. For example, if we wish to teach a high school student to use a picture/word schedule to find her way between classes, we may first provide the schedule and then use momentary instruction to assist in its usage. If our evidence indicates that she is not using it, or does not seem to understand it, we may then give intense instruction on picture/word/location matching and identification. If our treatment is valid, then the individual will become proficient in the target skill of finding her way between classes while referring to the schedule and would likely show evidence of faster acquisition of similar skills given a new schedule the next year. Extending this concept to our field’s broader concern for discovering instructional methods that can work across many different students, treatment validity means that what instructional methods have been shown to “work” work because they impact schedule following proficiency across a wide range of learners with severe disabilities.





Focus on skill augmentation


The discussion of treatment validity that occurred at the end of the last section hints at the issues that are important when research is focused on skill augmentation. When a research team’s focus is on finding effective ways to teach learners specific, discrete skills, this aspect of instruction must be viewed as a process of augmenting what the learner can already do given particular purposes, and not a process of defining and isolating particular “reading skills” and teaching these to learners who are obviously deficient in them. The former way of thinking is aligned with treatment validity, because it implies that an intervention technique is successful to the extent that it broadly improves learner proficiency in relation to particular purposes. The latter way of framing this issue is not; research framed in the latter way is likely to result in improvements mostly in how children or youth respond to tasks similar to the artificial tasks used in the research study.





It is in the area of skill augmentation that one finds the most useful “place” for the lower ends of the continuum (e.g., learning labs, self-contained settings, resource rooms, clinical settings for therapies). Yet, it must be emphasized; these lower end settings must be scrutinized via a rigorous research process, in which their utility is only demonstrated when there are measurable changes in student proficiency within typical settings. In other words, in the field of severe disabilities, we need to promote “inadequate responses to instruction” as the primary and (largely) the only reason for removing a student from his or her general education class (Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003), and we must promote viewing responding to instruction within the general education class as the “first gate” in the process of identifying those students in need of special assistance (Speece, Case, & Molloy, 2003). This task is, indeed, a tall order, in a field that is grounded in a more organic view of disability. And it is unlikely that schools—with their long-term investments in separate classes, buildings, and budgets—will endorse this point of view in the near future. It is only when researchers, practitioners, and administrators cease to view the way a person looks—or appears to respond when given inadequate opportunities to grow—as grounds for removal from the mainstream that the benefits associated with evidence-based literacy instruction will begin to bear fruit. 
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