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vention and supports can only be provided if
such students are screened, referred, evaluated,
and judged to be in need of services designed to
address their problems (Forness & Kavale, in
press; Walker, Colvin, & Ramsey, 1995).
School personnel have demonstrated a remark-
ably consistent reluctance to do so over the past
several decades.

This article is focused on a serious policy and
practice failure in our public schools. We review
IDEA identification rates over the past decade
for emotional disturbance (ED) and autism,
analyze their distribution by age-grade levels,
and offer possible reasons to account for the
patterns seen. (We note here that although the
terminology preferred by most professionals
today is emotional or behavioral disorders,
EBD, the federal government still uses emo-
tional disturbance, ED, in its laws and regula-
tions. We therefore use ED frequently to desig-
nate the federal category in question.) Next, we
examine evidence for the validity of the ED
certification process in terms of its ability to
identify a distinctive subset of students experi-
encing mental health and adjustment problems
in the context of schooling. Third, we review
and discuss the literature on the barriers and
obstacles to early identification of students at
risk for EBD, as contributed by Fomess and
Kavale (in press) and Kauffman (1999). Finally,
we discuss the role and efficacy of universal and
systematic screening procedures having the
potential to partially solve the severe underi-
dentification and referral problems that contin-
ue to hamstring efforts to serve the needs of this
growing student population.

Levels and Patterns of School-Based ED
and Autism Certifications over the Past
Decade

Given the school shooting tragedies of the
mid to late 1990s and the increasing diversity
of student attitudes, beliefs, and behavioral
characteristics, it would seem likely that a
heightened awareness of student mental
health needs and behavior disorders would

begin pervading the public school culture.
However, to date there is little substantive
evidence that such a change in the ecology of
schooling is occurring as reflected in the num-
ber of school-age students who are referred
and certified as EBD or diagnosed with men-
tal disorders. Figure 1 depicts IDEA certifica-
tion rates for EBD students during the decade
of the nineties.

Figure 1 contains graphed data of EBD
referral and certification rates from the U.S.
Office of Special Education’s annual reports
to Congress on progress in implementing
IDEA for the 1993-94, 1997-98, and 1998-99
school years. Although there are relatively
slight increases at nearly every age-grade level
from 1993-94 to 1998-99, these changes do
not strike us as likely reflecting qualitatively
different school policies on prevention as
accomplished through early detection and
intervention. Thus, these data indicate
remarkably stable levels, trends, and policies
in the response of school systems to the task
of accommodating the needs of students at
risk for emotional and behavioral disorders.

Of equal and perhaps greater concern regard-
ing the underreferral of at-risk students is the
pattern and distribution of ED identification.
Figure 1 shows a clear pattern of rising referral
and ED identification rates that are strongly
correlated with increasing age-grade levels.
These rates peak in the 14- to 15-year age range
(grades 9 and 10) and replicate almost perfect-
ly across the three years of IDEA data sampled.
These results indicate that (a) a majority of
behaviorally at-risk students are not identified
until well after the point where early interven-
tions could have a substantive, positive impact
on their problems; and (b) by deferring the
point of referral, school personnel allow
destructive patterns of student behavior to
develop and expand to the point where they
exceed the tolerance levels and accommoda-
tion capacities of teachers within mainstream
classroom settings. Thus, much larger numbers
of referrals and ED certifications in the later
grades become the norm rather than the excep-
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Figure 2 Students with Autism Served by Age (93-94, 97-98, & 98-99 School Years)
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school administrators concerned about costs
and the avoidance of lawsuits associated with
such options as very expensive out-of-state
residential placements for certified EBD stu-
dents. Further, many school administrators
strongly oppose EBD certification because of
the constraints it imposes on their ability to
discipline students experiencing school-relat-
ed behavior problems. Finally, even with the
change in definition and title of the EBD dis-
order from severely emotionally disturbed
(SED) to emotionally disturbed ED), this
IDEA diagnostic category is still considered by
many, especially parents, to be stigmatizing.
Parents are understandably reluctant to have
their children labeled in this manner and fre-
quently opt either for no certification or a
more acceptable one such as learning disabled
(LD), autistic, or attention deficit-hyperactiv-
ity disorder (ADHD) (see Forness & Kavale,
in press; Kauffman, 1999). These disincen-
tives, albeit not the only ones, operate power-
fully in the denial of services, supports, and
early intervention to children and youth in
our schools who desperately need them.

Validity of the EBD Certification Process

Over the past several decades there has been
an extensive debate in the professional litera-

ture regarding whether students having mild,
high-incidence disabling conditions can be reli-
ably distinguished from each other through the
typical IDEA evaluation and eligibility deter-
mination processes. There seems to be broad
agreement that students with mild disabilities
are more alike than they are different on most
school-related measures used by multidiscipli-
nary teams (Gresham, MacMillan, & Bocian,
1996; Reid, Epstein, Pastor, & Ryser, 2000).

Gerber and Semmel (1984), in a now clas-
sic and widely cited article, argue that regular
classroom teachers, and not school-based test-
ing experts, are the most informed judges of
distinguishing student characteristics in this
regard. Therefore, they suggest that the eval-
uative judgments of multidisciplinary teams
regarding student characteristics should be
validated against the judgments and informal
assessments of teachers rather than vice versa
as is typically the case.

The evidence base is solid regarding the
ability of our psychometric instruments and
procedures to distinguish EBD-certified stu-
dents from nonreferred students and LD-certi-
fied students from nonreferred students, par-
ticularly in the social-behavioral domain
(Gresham, Lane, MacMillan, & Bocian,
1999; Merrell, 1999; Walker & McConnell,
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mative sample. The SSBS yields six scale
scores and also a total score for social compe-
tence and antisocial behavior, respectively.

Complete results of this investigation will
be published in a series of forthcoming
reports. However, we wish to describe partial
findings here relating to the participating
boys’ profiles on social-behavioral dimensions
that are home- and school-based. These
results provide further confirmation of the
growing knowledge base showing that while
these three groups can be reliably distin-
guished from nonreferred students, they are
difficult to discriminate from each other on
measures that are commonly used to establish
their status as ED, LD, or SM (see Reid et al.,
2000).

A series of analyses of variance (ANQOVAs)
revealed no significant statistical differences
between students labeled ED and SM across
the eight CBCL syndromes, as well as for
internalizing, externalizing and total scale
scores (p > .05). However, students with LD
were significantly different from students with
ED and SM on the following CBCL scales:
delinquent behavior, aggressive behavior,
internalizing, externalizing, and total scale
scores. These results provide additional evi-

dence that students identified as ED and stu-
dents labeled SM do not differ on education-
ally relevant, behavioral measures, in terms of
parent CBCL ratings, across dimensions and
behavioral characteristics that are predictive
of school failure and negative adult outcomes.

Figure 3 graphically illustrates profiles of
the three subject groups on the six subscales
and total scale scores of the SSBS. These
results illustrate substantial overlap for the
three groups of boys on each SSBS subscale
and on the overall social competence and
antisocial behavior dimensions. There were
no statistically significant differences between
the three groups of boys on the SSBS social
competence and any of the subscale scores.
Similarly, there were no significant differ-
ences between the ED and SM groups on the
SSBS antisocial scale and subscales. However,
the SM boys had significantly higher scores
on the aggressive/antisocial subscale than the
LD boys.

Inspection of the data profiles on the other
social-affective measures recorded as part of
the study reveals a similar lack of differences
among the ED and SM groups across attitudi-
nal, demographic, and other social-behavioral
dimensions. Taken together, these results

Figure 3 School Social Behavior Scales Scores (SSBS) for Boys with ED, SM, and LD
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of Kauffman (1999) and Forness and Kavale
(in press) provide compelling messages and
wisdom regarding a solution to the under-
identification and accommodation of stu-
dents experiencing school-related adjustment
problems. If we are to address the needs of this
student population and use existing services
more effectively, their recommendations
should provide a roadmap for changes in both
school policy and practice. As we have noted,
it is critically important to identify at-risk stu-
dents as early as possible in their school
careers so they can access services and inter-
ventions appropriate for them. Unless system-
atic screening procedures are in place, such
access will be idiosyncratic, sometimes ran-
dom, and largely insufficient to meet existing
needs.

The Role of Universal Screening Procedures
in Solving the Underidentification of
Behaviorally At-Risk Students

There are two approaches to providing uni-
versal screening to identify behaviorally at-
risk students in the context of schooling. One
involves intervention-based screening and
the other relies upon traditional assessment
procedures. Each is briefly described below.

Universal interventions are generally
applied on a class-wide or school-wide basis
(i.e., a school-wide discipline plan, class-wide
teaching of violence prevention social skills,
teacher training in systematic behavior man-
agement procedures) to all students in the
same manner. Once the intervention is in
place and operating effectively, those at-risk
students for whom a universal intervention is
insufficient select themselves out as requiring
more intensive andfor individualized inter-
vention approaches. Thus, the intervention
allows such students, through their lack of
responsiveness, to essentially identify them-
selves as being in need of more supports and
access to powerful interventions such as those
involved in secondary and tertiary prevention

approaches. Walker et al. (1995) described

how this process can work seamlessly in
schools to accomplish both intervention and
screening-identification goals while matching
student severity levels to the intensity of
available interventions.

Models of proactive, universal screening
exist that are effective, efficient, and reason-
able in cost (see Merrell, 1999). These
approaches screen all students on the same
behavioral dimensions and provide opportu-
nities, through structured teacher judgment
processes and/or analysis of archival school
records, for each student to be identified for
problems in social-behavioral domains. Figure
4 illustrates a multiple-gating approach to the
universal screening of all students for identi-
fying those at risk for either externalizing or
internalizing behavioral disorders. This sys-
tem was developed by Walker and his col-
leagues in the late 1980s and has been exten-
sively researched during the past 12 years (see
Walker, Severson, Stiller, Williams, Haring,
Shinn, & Todis, 1988; Walker, Severson,
Todis, Block-Pedego, Williams, Haring, &
Barckley, 1990).

In screening stage one, the teacher nomi-
nates and rank orders students whose charac-
teristic behavioral profiles match either an
externalizing or internalizing behavioral pro-
file. At this stage, every student is given an
equal chance to be identified for either an
externalizing or an internalizing behavior dis-
order. The highest-ranked students on these
two dimensions then move to screening stage
two where they are assessed on a brief check-
list of critical behavioral events and on Likert
ratings of adaptive and maladaptive behavior
by the teacher. Students exceeding normative
cutoff points, usually one or two students per
dimension, move to screening stage three
where they are directly observed in play-
ground and classroom settings. For students
who exceed normative cutoff scores on the
SSBD observation codes, archival school
records are searched to help confirm the accu-
racy of the three-stage screening process and
to inspect students’ school history. Students
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ing seamlessly. Generally, a minimum of three
months would be required to achieve this goal
so that an informed screening process could
occur.

Concluding Remarks

We regard the current state of affairs in
schools’ accommodation of the mental health
and social-behavioral needs of today’s stu-
dents as far less than optimal. Current school
practices seem to reflect those that have been
in effect over the past two decades. Reforms
in policy and practice in this area are urgent-
ly needed. In particular, schools should not, in
our view, be in the business of denying at-risk
students access to services by arbitrarily label-
ing them as SM, pushing them out of school,
and exposing them to the risks that are asso-
ciated with early school leaving (Loeber &
Farrington, 1998).

Our recommendation is that the EBD cer-
tification process be replaced with systematic
screening and primary prevention approaches
that can reach a far greater number of at-risk
students in a cost-effective manner. This
approach would allow school professionals to
better match the intensity of interventions
with the severity of behavior problems. There
is a huge gap between the 1% of students
served as ED and the approximately 20% of
students in need of such supports and services.
We need a policy that provides them without
the prior requirement of an IDEA diagnostic
label or certification.

Instead of continuing our vain attempts to
discriminate EBD from SM at-risk students,
we should refocus our efforts on two dimen-
sions: (a) severity and (b) the externalizing-
internalizing behavioral classification system.
Our instruments and decision processes are
not capable of accurately distinguishing EBD
from SM students. However, they are superb
at ordering behaviorally at-risk students along
a dimension of severity and should be used for
this purpose.

The EBD diagnostic category provides no

information regarding intervention or treat-
ment. However, the bipolar externalizing-
internalizing classification does (i.e., suggests
what to reduce and replace and what skills
and competencies to build). This bipolar
dimension also has great relevance to the two
forms of behavioral adjustment that all stu-
dents must negotiate in the school setting
(i.e., teacher-related and peer-related) (see
Walker et al., 1995).

School-based assessment approaches are
increasingly based on an externalizing-inter-
nalizing dichotomy that has sufficient breadth
to capture most of the behavior problems and
disorders that are manifested in the school
setting (Gresham et al.,, 1999). Universal
approaches to intervention are now available
that have proven efficacy with the potential
to (a) prevent mildly at-risk students’ prob-
lems from becoming more severe and (b) cre-
ate a context in which interventions for
achieving secondary and tertiary prevention
outcomes can be implemented more effective-
ly (see Eddy, Reid, & Fetrow, 2000; Frey,
Hirschstein, & Guzzo, 2000; Hawkins et al.,
1999; Greenberg et al., 1999; Sugai, Horner,
Sprague, & Walker, 2000).

Schools provide an ideal setting for effec-
tive application of these evidence-based
intervention approaches. We are hopeful that
educators will increasingly access and adopt
these cost-effective approaches as we move
into the 215t century.

References

Achenbach, T. M. (1991). Manual for the child behavior
checklist/4-18 and the 1991 profile. Burlington:
University of Vermont Department of Psychiatry.

Angold, A. (2000). Preadolescent screening and data
analysis. Presentation to the nd Annual Expert
Panel Meeting on Preadolescent Screening
Procedures. Sponsored by the Substance Abuse and
Mental Health Services Administration, National
Institutes of Health, Washington, DC.

Center for Mental Health Services. (1996). Mental
health, United States, 1996. (DHHS Publication No.
SMA 96-3098). Washington, DC: U.S. Government
Printing Office.

Costenbader, V., & Buntaine, R. (1999). Diagnostic dis-

CAUSAL FACTORS

crimination between
tional disturbance: /
Emotional and Behavic

Eddy, M., Reid, J., & Fet
school-based prevent
able antecedents of y
Linking the interests
Journal of Emotional a
176.

Frey, K., Hirschstein, M
Step: Preventing ag
competence. Journal
Disorders, 8, 102-112.

Forness, S. R., & Kavale
the future of preventi

Gerber, M. M., & Sem
imperfect test: Re
process. Educational P

Greenberg, M. T., Dom
(1999). Preventing me
dren: A review of the
grams. Available frc
Center for the Promc
College of Health
Pennsylvania State U

Gresham, E M., Lane,
Bocian, K. M.. (1999
of externalizing and ir
for emotional and b
Disorders, 24, 231-24

Gresham, E M., MacMi
(1996). Learning disa
mild mental retardati
Journal of Learning Di;

Hawkins, J. D., Catalano
R., & Hill, K. G. (
health-risk behaviors
during childhood. Ar
Medicine, 153, 226-21

Hoagwood, K., & Erwir
school-based mental |
10-year research revi
Studies, 6, 435-451.

Kauffman, J. M. (1999).
tion of emotional
Exceptional Children, ¢

Loeber, R., & Farringtor
and violent juvenile off
ful interventions. Thou



9b-ze (D11
‘uonponpy (PGS pup Ipaway “Elep dAReLIOU pue
uonedy|dar ‘uonzepifea pInyg (QgSS) s1oplosip 101
-ABYaq 10§ BUIUIRIDS JLIBWAISAS (066T) ‘W Ao d1eg
¥ “D "N Bumeq “ ‘D ‘swequy “§ 'V ‘039pad
polg “( 'g ‘SIPOL “H 'H ‘U0sIaA3G “IW “H WARM
“b1-8 (£)6 ‘uonvonpg [ioadg puv
powa)y ‘Ppow Funresd sjduanw e jo Sunsa) [ern pue
Juswdo]Pas(] :SISPIOSIP I101ABYRQ 10} JsiI Je 33uel
a8e Areauowa]s a3 ul sjidnd Jo BUIUSIDS DIBWAISAG
(8861) ‘g ‘SIPOL ® “W ‘uuryg “N ‘Butey
“0) ‘sweljim g ‘WPInS “H ‘uosioadg “IW H PEM
‘Tejndurg 1)) ‘0391 ueg "(YSDSS) iusw
“3snfpp 00yds pup 20uaraduI0d 10S Jo IS PUUODIW
-42fr L (S661) A 'S ‘TPUUODIN 9 “I "H T
*3[0D)/sy001q YD) 9A0I0) dYIdR] "$201
-ovad 153G pup sV 1SIOOYDS UL LOMDYIq [PIDOSHUY
(5661) T hosurey 1 “O ‘WD “W H IEA
uny1odaIppIyo-ywd/A08 [ersusd
-uoIBIMs MMM :d[qe[leay IOYINY (] ‘UOIBUIYSEA
‘DpUdP UONIY PUOHDU Y YIDAY [DIuUSWL SUdipinyd
U0 22uRu0d §,paaUI0) uoating s fo moday *(1007)
'SIOIAIG UBWINY] pue ypesy jo juswiredsq ‘g
"T0T-b6 ‘8 ‘siopLosi] peowmyag
pup puonows fo pumnof ‘suonudaul dudiosip
SPIM-]O0YDS JOITUOW PUE $SISSE 0 S[e119)31 dut[dIosip
9D1JJO JO 38N 3 ], :90US]01A [0OIs unu4dl] *(0007)
WH oA 1 g [ ondeidg ‘H -y ‘wuIoy D ‘redng
"CCE-9bE ‘[T ‘swaplosi( jplomvyag
pup puogowy fo pumof -Qgq pue T M sIUp
IS SSOIDE SIDUDINJIP IUSWISSISSE PIseq-syidusng
"(0007) "D esky R “( “JoIseq “W ‘walsdy Y ‘PrY
'$831] BI[RISE]) YO Quasng 'soq prosnuy’
"(z661) °[ L ‘wowysiq § “g [ ‘PRY Y O ‘uosidieg
“IOIARYIY IA1IONIISI(] PUE IDUI[OIA U0 IMILISU]
‘uofor() Jo ANsIBATUM 'SAOq JOOYDs Sfppiun paisnf
-pejewr Aj[eroos pue pa[qestp Suruied] ‘pagumasip A
-[EI01ABY3Q PUE AJ[BUOTIONID JO SIEIS JAIIIIYE-[B120S
ul s3dUdIRYIp pue sanuenuiag (1007) A ‘BNOWYSIN
*$97B1008Sy WINEq|I 0UIME]
{UOPUOT 'SJUBDS2|OPY Pup UIPPYD fO IUIWSSISSD
puonowd pup oos ‘piwomydg “(6661) N TPHIN
"86-18 ‘€7 ‘mamnay KFojoyosd jooyog
*SAN[IqesIP SUIUIEs| puE SOUBGINISIP [BUOTIOWS SNO
~1198 YI1A USIPJIYP JO swd[qo1d [eUonows/[eIotaeydg
($661) M ‘U0sI919J W ‘Y ‘UosIIEN “S ‘AysSneuo)ON

6€

*a8eg 1y ‘SYeQ) puesnoy |, ‘suonuatiaiul nf
~$5200MS pup $S40100f sty :siapuffo apuaan{ o pup
snowag *(8661) “(SPA) d " ‘uoaduIIE] 9 Y 13q0T]

"69b-8bb 69 ‘uaipyD) ruondaoxy
‘SISPIOSIP [e101ABY3q Ppue [euoljowd jo uon
-uaaa1d sy 1udasId am MOH *(6661) ‘W [ ‘ueuney
“ISh-Seb ‘9 ‘saprg
£ pup ppy0) Jo [ousnof ma1ad1 YoIeasal 1edk-(]
V TUSIP[IYD 10} $31AI3S YI[EIY [BIUSW Paseq-[ooyds
Jo ssauaAnay “(L661) H ‘Umig 9 Y ‘poomdeoy
PET-9TT ‘€61 “QUDIPIN
1UIISINOPY & SpIpad fo sanduyy ‘pooypjiy> Sunnp
uonoajold Suruayidudns Aq s1olaeyaq NSU-yi[esy
1uedsd[ope BunudAAd “(6661) O M ‘MH ® “Y
‘Noqqy Y ‘uewansoy ‘f Y ‘oueele) “q - [ ‘surymey
"185-0LS ‘67 ‘samqusi] Sunsiva] fo pusnof
‘JUSISYIP URYl 3I[e IO} ‘UOHEPIEIdI [Eyudw pjiu
pue ‘QUSWAAIIYIE MO| ‘sallfIqesIp durures  (9661)
W N ‘weog 9 T UEIMAPEN “IN d ‘WeysdIn
“SHT1ET ‘PT “Swpiosiq
iowpyag ‘SIPIOSIP [BIOIABYIQ pue [BUOHIOWS JO)
$10108] STy :sdno1d Suizijeu1aiul pue Sulzijeusdlxs jo
sayoid orwopede puE [B120S *(6661) "N ") ‘uerog
¥ T VEINCEN T N PUeT “W d ‘WeysaIn
"AISISATU) 9IBIG BIURA[ASUUSJ
‘quowdo[aas§ uBWINE PpuUE P[ES JO 380D
uawdo]aAs(] UBWINY JO UOHOWOI] Y 10} 12U
[oIeasay| UOMULARI] 93Ul WOY J[qEleAy Swvid
-04d uonuasaid fo ssauanndffo ayp Jo mawas Yy uaup
-1yo 23p-J00YIs Ul SAIPIOSIP [PIUAW SunUadL] (6661)
g “198requing 9 D ‘qoonmmoh “1 W ‘Srvquaalrn)
Qh1-LET ‘6] ‘1stojoyaks g puonvonpy “sso01d
[e1ojp1 oy Buizijenidaouoday 391 309padun
se 1YOe3], “($86T) T W ‘PPWWIS X "W W 124120
“24mpp g 100y0g SunruznaLd “UONUSA1d JO 1My A
uo suono3[yoYy *(ssa1d ur) Y ‘OeARy X9 Y G ‘sSOWIO]
7117701 ‘8 ‘swoprosi
iowvyag pup puonows fo punof -dundwos
[eroos Sunowoid 4q uoissardde Funuasdlg :deig
Puo3g (0007) 'd ‘0z 9 “IN ‘UIAsYdsny “y ‘ha1g
9L1
~GO1 ‘g ‘S1apLOSI(] [PIOTYRE pup [PUOROW fO [nOf
“(1LA17) $19YdEa) pue safjiue) JO §15313ut 341 Juryul]
:30UR]O1A pue AduUsnbur3p YINOoA JO SIUIPIdIIUE I[qe
-yipow Sunsdrey weifoid uoruaadld paseq-[ooyss
Areyuswaps Uy *(0007) 'd ‘Mond 9 “[ ‘P “W APPH
*01-T ‘/ ‘Seapiosy(] [piomvyag pup [puonowy
fo winof -Apmis jeoridws uy :3dUBqINISID [euon
-OUI3 PUER JUSWISNIPE[ew [E100S U2aMI2( UONBUTWLID

SYOLOVd TVSNVD

-sIp onsouder] (6661)

JUBWUIA0D) "S' N :D
"ON uonedNqng SHHQ
PN (9661) "SIDIAK

" ‘uois
JeuoneN ‘uoljensiuIw]

pue asnqy/ S0UBISqNg 3
3UIua210g  JUIISIOPE
1adxg [enuuy pul 2
DIUP pup Sutuaalds uo:

“A13B1404s ] Jo 1usw
:uoaduing  capfoud
so1vvyaq ity aya 4of om

S9!

A0W M SB SIYIB
1dope pue ssadoe A
33 [nyadoy are o
paseq-30uspiad s
-09JJ9 10§ 3un3as [e

i
‘IOUIOY ‘resng ‘466
“Te 39 supjmey ‘00
‘4911 0007 ‘moma,
~9A1ID9JJ3 10U P
uonuaadld Arenia
IO} SUOTIURAIIUT |
-9ID () pue 319438 -
-qoid syuopmas ysu
[enuajod sy3 ynua .
dqe[ieAe MOU 1B U
[estAtI) (6661
JOOYds Y1 Ul paiss
pue swa[qoid 101aBL
YIpea1q 3USIIYNS se
~191U1-3U1Z][BUINIXD
are soydeoidde Jus

998) (po3efa1-193d |
Bumies jooyds sy
-N3S []e JBYl IUSWIS
0M3 Y3 03 IDUBAJ[3.
zejodiq srq1 ~(ppn
SIS eym pue 0B
$38933ns “3'1) $30p 1
-urzijeusalxs  1ejod
~-1BaI) IO UOTIUIAII)

000T 11v4 ‘L "ON 9T



