
BATYA ELBAUM: Hello, everyone.  My name is Batya Elbaum and I have the pleasure of giving a brief 

overview of the survey that Pennsylvania administers each year to a sample of parents whose children 

are receiving special education services.  The purpose of this survey is to provide evidence of the extent 

to which Pennsylvania schools are facilitating parents' involvement.  As you may know, the re-authorized 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act or IDEA of 2004 included provisions for a new accountability.  

The purpose of the accountability system was not only to ensure compliance with statutory requirement, 

but to focus attention on outcomes of services for students with disabilities and their family. 

Under the new accountability system, states were required to report annually on their performance on 20 

indicators of compliance and results for students ages three to twenty-one who received special 

education services.  One of these indicators known as Indicator 8 reflects the importance that IDEA gives 

to the involvement of parents in planning and monitoring the Individualized Educational Program or IEP 

for their child with an identified disability.  Indicator 8 as you see on this screen is the percent of parents 

with a child receiving special education services who report that schools facilitated parents' involvement 

as a means of improving services and results for children with disabilities.  The requirements for data 

collection and reporting were laid out in what is called the State Performance Plan or SPP. 

For Indicator 8, the data must be collected from parents themselves.  This is a key requirement in that the 

state can't simply ask school or district personnel to report on their own efforts to involve parents rather 

parents themselves must be the data source for this indicator.  New data reflecting the overall 

performance of the state on the indicator must be collected annually.  That is, each year the data must 

provide a snapshot of the state as a whole.  Using data collected in the first year of data collection, each 

state establish what's called its baseline performance.  That is, the current level of performance on the 

indicator as well as so called targets.  That is, the level of performance that the state hope to achieve in 

subsequent years. 

Additionally, states were required to make every effort possible to ensure that the data collected each 

year represent the views of all parents with students with disabilities in the state.  This means that states 

must collect data each year from a range of parents living in different districts whose children are of 

different ages and receive services for different types of disabilities.  The accountability system requires 

states to submit an Annual Performance Report or APR each year at the beginning of February.  These 

reports are available on your state's Department of Education website.  The state must also report 

publicly on the performance of each school district in the state. 

The US Department of Education Office of Special Education Program which is responsible for 

overseeing the accountability system allowed each state to determine how it would collect data for 

Indicator 8 of the State Performance Plan.  At the same time, since no appropriate tools were available up 

until that point, OSEP supported the development of the survey that states could use for the purposes of 

accountability data collection and reporting.  This survey called the Schools' Efforts to Partner with 

Parents Scale or SEPPS was developed and validated by the National Center for Special Education 



Accountability Monitoring or NCSEAM in 2004.  I was one of the consultants responsible for developing 

this survey tool. 

The SEPPS was developed through a comprehensive process involving exhaustive stakeholder input.  

First, NCSEAM conducted focus group interviews with stakeholders primarily parents of students with 

IEPs in six different states.  The items suggested by these stakeholders were then reviewed by parent 

groups, experts on parents' involvement, and school and district representatives.  A final set of 78 items 

was piloted in a survey sent to parents with students receiving special education services in eight different 

states.  Over 2,600 responses were received and analyzed.  The final survey recommended for state use 

consists of 25 items selected from the 78 items that were validated in the national pilot study that I just 

mentioned.  The items are all in the form of statements. 

So, the task for a parent who completes the survey is to indicate how strongly he or she agrees or 

disagrees which each -- with each statement.  The response choices for all the items are identical, there 

are six of them, and they range from very strongly disagree, to strongly disagree, to disagree, to agree, 

strongly agree, and very strongly agree.  The NCSEAM team conducted multiple analyses of different 

subsets of items.  The 25-item version of the SEPPS that we are recommending for state's use was found 

to have very high reliability which means that when it's used as a measurement tool, the measurements it 

yields are very consistent from one measurement time to the next.  That is, there is very little random 

fluctuation due to unreliability of the instrument. 

This means that even small changes in the state's percent on the indicator can reliably be interpreted as 

representing real change in school's facilitation of parents' involvement.  Here are four items from the 

survey.  What we know from the analyses of the national pilot data is that parents' level of agreement is 

not the same for all of the items.  That is, the items have different levels of difficulty or agreeability.  Also, 

the difficulty order of the items turns out to be virtually the same for all subgroups of parents whether we 

compare parents by state, or ethnicity, or their child's age, or child's disability, or in fact any other factor 

that we were able to analyze. 

So, I want to invite you to take a few seconds and try to guess which item of the four of these parents 

agreed with most and which of the four items parents agreed with least.  I'll give you just a moment to 

think about that.  Have your answer?  Here we go.  This is the order of difficulty that we actually found for 

these four items.  The item of the four the parents agreed with least was the top item which is the school 

explains what options parents have if they disagree with the decision of the school.  The item that parents 

agreed with most was the item on the bottom.  Teachers are available to speak with me.  The two other 

items showed intermediate levels of agreement.  The consistent difficulty order of the items suggests that 

no matter where schools are or what children they serve, who their parents are, schools in general are 

better at some aspects of parent engagement than they are at others.  For example, schools appear to be 

better at making staff available to parents and providing parents with information than in soliciting parent 

input, offering parents choices, or providing parents with supports for their participation.  The survey I've 



been describing is actually a rigorous measurement scale.  This means that it can be scored using 

mathematical formulas that take into account the difficulty of the items that I just described and the 

meaning of the various response choices which I'll illustrate further in just a moment.  When the surveys 

are analyzed, a measure which for our purposes you can think of as the same as the score is calculated 

for each survey.  These measures can range from 100 to 900. 

As you might expect, a measure between 100 and 200 indicates very little if any effort on the part of the 

school to facilitate parents' involvement.  On the other hand, a measure of 800 to 900 indicates a very 

high level of effort on the part of the school to facilitate parents' involvement.  We then have to pose the 

question, what measure on the survey counts as fulfilling the indicator?  That is, how much effort does the 

state expect schools to be extending to meaningfully engage parents and students receiving special 

education services?  To address this question, NCSEAM convened a nationally representative 

stakeholder group to engage in what we call a Standard-Setting Process. 

The group was asked to come to a consensus on the level of engagement efforts that parents deserve 

and should expect from schools and to select the measure that represents this minimum standard.  The 

stakeholder group recommended that states adopt a measure of 600 at the standard for meeting the 

Indicator 8 requirement.  Pennsylvania and 17 other states decided to adopt the stakeholder group's 

recommendation.  Other states adopted more lenient standards.  This is why some states have reported 

much higher percentages on Indicator 8 than the State of Pennsylvania.  So, what does it mean for a 

parent's responses on the survey to meet the Pennsylvania standard? 

To answer this question, let's take a look at response percentages for the 25 survey items from the most 

recent parents survey which was administered in 2013.  In the next slide the percentages you are going 

to see and they are going to be small on the screen reflect the percent of parents who responded to each 

item in one of the stronger categories of agreement.  That is either strongly agree or very strongly agree.  

I'll let you take a moment to look over the items and the percentages.  Let's look first at the item at the 

very top of the list.  This is the most difficult item in the survey, that is, the one that parents agree with 

least.  This item is I was offered special assistance such as child care so that I could participate in the 

Individualized Educational Program IEP meeting. 

Last year only 25.8 percent of parents in Pennsylvania expressed strong or very strong agreement with 

the state.  Now, let's take a look at the item at the very bottom of the list which was the most agreeable or 

easiest item in the survey.  This item is teachers are available to speak with me.  Last year over 64 

percent or Pennsylvania parents expressed strong or very strong agreement with this item.  In order to 

achieve a measure of 600, parents have to express strong or very strong agreement with the majority of 

items in the survey starting from the most agreeable one that we just saw at the very bottom up through 

the item that reads -- this is the fifth one -- one, two, three, four, five, down from the top, the school 

explains what options parents have if they disagree with the decision of the school. 



The stakeholder group felt that unless parents express strong or very strong agreement with this subset 

of items, the school could not be considered to have fulfilled the intent of the indicator.  On the other 

hand, if parents express weaker agreement or even disagreement with items higher on the list.  For 

example, if their response indicated that the school did not offer parents training about special education 

issues that would not prevent the state from counting the parents' responses as indicating that the school 

met the state's standard.  Many parents, school staff, and community stakeholders have questioned the 

stringency of the stakeholder groups recommended standard.  It is in fact a very high standard. 

Why many people ask isn't a simple agree response with the items sufficient to indicate that the school is 

facilitating parents' involvement.  There are several answers to this question.  First, research has shown 

that respondents when responding to a survey are more likely to agree than to disagree with survey 

statements regardless of the content of those statements.  Also, research suggests that when people are 

asked for their level of agreement with a survey statement, and there's no neutral option, many use the 

agree response as a default.  So, the consensus of the stakeholder group was that only the more 

confident responses of strongly agree and very strongly agree should be accounted as affirming that the 

content of a particular item is consistently being accomplished. 

This concept is something I'm going to illustrate in the following slide.  Here you see the response choices 

for each item arrayed in a way that reflect how they appear on the survey form.  As you can see there is 

equal distance between each of the response category.  On this side, I have left the spacing the same, 

but have provided some alternative wordings that captures more colloquially the meaning of the six 

response choice.  So, here on this scale we see that a one represents awful or very bad up to six which 

we represent as a wow, reach [inaudible].  And on this side you see the actual distances between the 

response choices based on the probabilities that we calculated from thousands of parents responses.  As 

you can see the simple agree response is really in the middle of the scale. 

It's not even off to the right on the agree side.  This is a position that is halfway between the most 

negative and the most positive, so what really represents a rather lukewarm or so-so response.  The 

standard recommended by the NCSEAM stakeholder group and adopted by Pennsylvania incorporates 

the notion that when schools do a good job of facilitating parents' involvement in some way.  For example, 

by encouraging them to participate in the decision-making process, the experience is positive enough and 

memorable enough for a parent to respond with a responsive strongly agree or very strongly agree 

meaning yes, I definitely experienced this.  In contrast, if a parent responds only with a simple agree, this 

may not mean much more than, "Hmm, I guess so," which the stakeholder group did not consider to be a 

strong enough response to be counted as fulfilling the indicator. 

Finally, we need to know how the state calculates the percent on the indicator that it reports in its APR.  

This is relatively straightforward.  The state counts the number of parents whose survey have measures 

of 600 or above and divides this number by the total number of parents who responded to the survey 

times 100.  So, if there are total of 1,000 completed survey and 500 of these have a measure of 600 or 



above then we divide 500 by a thousand, we get 0.5, we multiply that by a hundred if you can follow the 

math and we get 50 percent.  That was a hypothetical case.  In point of fact, in 2012-13, Pennsylvania's 

percent on indicator was 42.3 percent.  This percent has actually gone up approximately eight percentage 

points since 2005-2006. 

Here you see the trend overtime since 2005-2006 when Pennsylvania and other states began collecting 

this data.  What you see here is a small relatively incremental increase, but it does represent real and 

substantial improvement overtime in the extent to which Pennsylvania schools are facilitating parents' 

involvement for parents and students receiving special education services.  On this screen you see a 

screen from the PaTTAN website on which you can access further information about family initiative in 

Pennsylvania.  Here you see the links if you go to the top bar and click on Educational Initiatives, under 

that you can click on the option Family Engagement, and to the right you will see a page devoted to 

content you made it to Indicator 8 which we've been discussing in this call. 

And finally, we encourage anyone with questions or a request for further information to contact your 

regional representatives whose contact information is on this page.  Thank you very much for your 

attention. 


