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OR DECADES, RESEARCHERS HAVE

demonstrated that arelationship ex-

ists between low academic achieve-
ment and problem behavior (Hinshaw,
1992). Although many researchers have
tried to determine the causal relationship
between the two, the precursor has yet to
be determined. However, it has been
shown that problem behavior has a nega-
tive influence on academic achievement
and that underachievement produces con-
sequences that foster inappropriate behav-
ior (Bower, 1995). Regardless of whether
problem behavior causes poor academic
performance or vice versa, strong evi-
dence suggests that academic under-
achievement and problem behavior en-
gage in a reciprocal relationship that has
ashort- and long-term impact on students’
future outcomes.

One of the criteria for identifying a stu-
dent as having an emotional and behav-
ioral disorder (EBD) is whether he or she
has an inability to learn that cannot be ex-
plained by other factors (Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act [IDEA], 1997).
A deficit in basic reading, writing, and
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This review conducted a comprehensive examination of the current state of the literature on the aca-

demic status of students with emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD). The authors examined the

literature to assess (a) student characteristics, (b) placement settings, (c) academic subject areas, and

(d) measures used to assess academic achievement. Second, when possible, the functioning level of stu-

dents was examined.Third, trends in the research over the past 4 decades were assessed. Although sev-

eral investigators have researched the academic status of these students, significant limitations exist in

the research, including incomplete reporting of student information, inadequate research on specific

academic skill sets,and limited numbers of studies assessing students served in general education settings.

Implications of the findings are discussed.

arithmetic skills, as well as skills related
to other content subjects, significantly im-
pairs an individual’s ability to function
educationally, socially, and emotionally
across a variety of domains. Compared to
other disability groups, students with EBD
have lower graduation rates, lower read-
ing and arithmetic scores, and are less
likely to attend postsecondary school
(Kauffman, 2001). As a result, students
with EBD often experience a lifetime of
problems in education and employment
and are likely to become involved with the
criminal justice system at an early age
(U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, 1999).
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Despite a long history of research
demonstrating that students with EBD per-
form poorly in academics (Coutinho, 1986;
Cullinan, Epstein, & Lloyd, 1991; Kauft-
man, Cullinan, & Epstein, 1987; Scruggs
& Mastriopieri, 1986; Sullivan, 1927),
several questions remain about the spe-
cific student characteristics, academic def-
icits, and assessment measures studied
within this population. For example, pre-
vious research on students with EBD has
primarily focused on young boys within
a single geographic location (Epstein &
Cullinan, 1983). However, several large
epidemiological studies have estimated
that approximately 25% of children with
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EBD are girls (U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, 1999). Understand-
ing the difference between genders is sig-
nificant when we consider that girls typi-
cally record higher rates of internalizing
behaviors, such as depression and anxiety
disorder (Kataoka, Zima, & Dupre, 2001),
which may cause them to perform aca-
demically in a manner different from that
of their male counterparts. Similarly, the
research on students without disabilities
indicates that differences between racial/
ethnic groups (Meece & Kurtz-Costes,
2001) and between individuals from dif-
ferent socioeconomic levels (Dixon-Floyd
& Johnson, 1998) exist in many areas
of academic achievement, including test
scores, grades, and graduation rates. Given
these disparities within the broad student
population, one might expect that differ-
ences in academic achievement among
students with EBD may exist by race/
ethnicity and socioeconomic status (SES).

Little is also known about the academic
status of students with EBD served across
the continuum of academic placement set-
tings. Historically, students with EBD have
been served in restrictive, noninclusive
settings. However, over the past decade,
the trend toward the inclusion of students
with EBD in general education class-
rooms has increased to the point that
nearly 82% of students with EBD are now
being served in regular school buildings,
with almost 26% of those spending less
than one fifth of their day outside the gen-
eral education classroom setting (U.S. De-
partment of Education, 2001). Given the
increasing trend toward including stu-
dents with EBD in less restrictive settings,
the need to better understand their aca-
demic performance, in comparison to their
peers without disabilities, is central to pro-
viding individualized instruction within
the general education setting.

Further investigation of the assessment
methods used to determine the academic
status of children with EBD is also war-
ranted. Traditionally, the dependent mea-
sures used to assess academic perfor-
mance were designed to provide a global
picture of a child’s performance (e.g.,
Wide Range Achievement Test [Jastak &
Jastak, 1978]). Although these measures
provide valuable information about over-
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all ability and allow for general compar-
isons to be made across students, they do
not describe student performance within
specific academic skill sets, such as read-
ing comprehension or mathematical rea-
soning (Epstein, Kinder, & Bursuck, 1989).
Without knowledge of the strengths and
weaknesses that students possess within
specific skill areas, it is difficult to have a
clear understanding as to what interven-
tions are needed to improve educational
outcomes for students with EBD. More
detailed measures for assessing student
achievement, such as curriculum-based
measurements (CBM; Epsteinetal., 1989),
could provide valid and reliable predictors
of student achievement and also afford an
ongoing measure of student learning in re-
lation to the specific content received in
class (Elliott & Fuchs, 1997; VanDerHey-
den, Witt, Naquin, & Noell, 2001). How-
ever, since the introduction of CBM in the
1980s, little has been known about the use
of these and other alternative assessment
strategies used to measure the academic
abilities of students with EBD.

Finally, although research dating back
to the 1960s (e.g., Tamkin, 1960) has in-
vestigated the academic status of students
with EBD, little is known about the trends
in this research over the past four decades.
During this time, several changes have oc-
curred in the law governing special edu-
cation and advancements made in the ed-
ucation and identification of students with
disabilities (e.g., inclusion, diagnostic cri-
teria), federal mandates and emphasis on
early literacy and accountability have
been legislated in the No Child Left Be-
hind Act, and technology has had a sig-
nificant impact on educational assessment
and programming for children with dis-
abilities. We would expect the character-
istics, placement settings, dependent mea-
sures, and academic skill sets studied in
the academic status literature to reflect
these comprehensive changes.

To improve educational outcomes for
students with EBD, it is essential to un-
derstand the specific characteristics and
academic needs of the population. Specif-
ically, we must identify the strengths and
weaknesses in the literature and determine
where additional research is needed. This
review’s purpose was to conduct a com-

prehensive examination of the current state
of research on the academic status and
functioning of students with EBD. Specif-
ically, we examined the literature with
three main goals in mind:

1. to determine the (a) student charac-
teristics (e.g., gender, race, socioeco-
nomic status [SES]), (b) placement
settings (e.g., psychiatric facilities,
resource rooms), (¢) academic sub-
ject areas (e.g., reading, arithmetic),
and (d) measures used to assess aca-
demic achievement (e.g., teacher
ratings, standardized measures) de-
scribed in the status studies on chil-
dren with EBD;

2. to examine the functioning level of
the students, when the results al-
lowed for quantifiable descriptions
of academic status; and

3. to assess trends in the research on the
academic status of students with
EBD over the past four decades.

METHOD

Initial Selection Criteria

A comprehensive review of all published
articles on the academic status of children
with EBD was conducted. For the purpose
of this review, participants were recog-
nized as having EBD if the sample was
(a) identified as having EBD by the school
system, according to IDEA’s definition of
EBD; (b) clinically diagnosed with a con-
duct disorder, based on the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disor-
ders (DSM; American Psychiatric Associ-
ation, 2000); or (c) identified as having
EBD by teachers who used standardized
behavior rating forms. Moreover, as a
large percentage of students served in spe-
cial education programs under the EBD
disability status present coexisting condi-
tions (Cullinan & Epstein, 2001; Kauft-
man, 2001), studies reporting the aca-
demic status of students diagnosed with
EBD and other disabilities (e.g., attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder, conduct dis-
order) were included in the review (e.g.,
Forness, Youpa, Hanna, Cantwell, & Swan-
son, 1992; Levy & Hobbes, 1989). Fi-
nally, studies were included if the sample
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of children and youth were from special
programs for students with EBD, such as
residential treatment facilities or psychi-
atric hospitals (e.g., Grizenko, Papineau,
& Sayegh, 1993; Naylor, Staskowski,
Kenney, & King, 1994). Our decision to
use this broad selection criterion enabled
us to assess the range of students served
under the EBD category and allowed for
a more comprehensive analysis of the lit-
erature assessing the academic status of
children with EBD.

A five-step procedure was used to
identify research published on the aca-
demic status of students with EBD. First,
an electronic database search of the
Electronic Resources Information Center
(ERIC) and PsychINFO from 1974 to
present was conducted. The following de-
scriptors were used: emotional distur-
bance, serious emotional disturbance,
emotional and behavioral disorders, be-
havior disorder, conduct disorder, be-
havior and academic status, academic
achievement, reading, math, arithmetic,
written expression, and academics. Sec-
ond, a hand search was conducted on all
issues of the Journal of Emotional and Be-
havioral Disorders and Behavioral Dis-
orders. Third, an ancestral search on all
identified articles was conducted to obtain
related studies cited in the articles. Fourth,
articles reported in previous literature re-
views were identified and reviewed. Last,
researchers who had conducted previous
research on the academic status of stu-
dents with EBD were contacted via e-mail
and asked if they knew of any current stud-
ies in press or reviews related to this topic.
This five-step procedure resulted in the
identification of 205 articles that ap-
peared, based on their titles and abstracts,
to be related to the academic status of stu-
dents with EBD.

Two graduate students screened the
methods and results sections of all of the
articles to verify that the articles included
a sample of students with EBD and had
reported academic achievement as a de-
pendent variable. In the cases where a dis-
agreement occurred (1 = 6), a third reader
independently assessed the article and a
decision was made to include or exclude
the article. This screening resulted in the
exclusion of 104 articles that did not
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specifically relate to the academic status
of students with EBD. Thus, 101 articles
met the initial search criteria for inclusion
in the review.

Final Selection Criteria

Three graduate students read all 101 arti-
cles obtained during the preliminary search.
For articles to be included in the literature
review, each of the following conditions
must have been met:

1. Articles must have been published in
a peer-reviewed journal between the
years 1961 and 2000.

2. The dependent variable(s) must have
included achievement in at least one
specific academic content area.

3. The sample must have included chil-
dren with EBD between 5 and 21
years of age.

4, The article could not have presented
the results of an intervention study.

Of the 101 articles initially identified for
review, 65 met the final criteria for inclu-
sion in the study.

Several conditions accounted for the
exclusion of the 36 articles. First, a num-
ber of articles (n = 17) failed to provide
data regarding specific academic charac-
teristics of the students. For instance, stu-
dents’ academic status may have been de-
termined by assessing school competence
on behavior checklists. Such information
can be useful in gaining a broad perspec-
tive of a child’s school functioning, but it
does not address specific academic per-
formance in content areas. Second, some
studies (n = 6) only presented subtest
scores from IQ measures such as the
Wechsler Intelligence Scales for Children—
Revised (WISC-R; Wechsler, 1974). Third,
several studies (n =4) used Individualized
Education Program (IEP) goals and ob-
jectives as the dependent variable. In such
instances, specific academic achievement
scores in content areas were not presented.
The final nine studies that did not meet in-
clusion criteria were rejected based on
several criteria, including results from in-
tervention studies, assessment of home-
work, follow-up studies, and studies in
which the academic scores of students
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with EBD were combined with scores
from students with other disabilities.

Coding Protocol

A coding protocol was developed to re-
cord the characteristics of each article so
a quantitative description of the findings
and attributes could be conducted. The
coding protocol included the following in-
formation:

1. demographic characteristics of the
sample(s) studied (e.g., gender, race,
age),

2. how students were identified as EBD
(i.e., school, DSM, or teacher rat-
ings),

3. academic subject(s) investigated
(e.g., reading recognition, written ex-
pression, arithmetic, oral expression),

4. dependent measures used to assess
academic achievement (e.g., stan-
dardized instruments, teacher rat-
ings),

5. placement in which academic status
was assessed (e.g., university/
psychiatric facility, general educa-
tion classroom), and

6. the results and how they were pre-
sented (e.g., mean and standard devi-
ation, grade level).

A manual operationally defining these
areas was written to ensure that all read-
ers coded the articles in a similar manner
(see Note 1).

Review Procedures

Three graduate students independently re-
viewed each of the final 65 articles and
recorded the appropriate information on
the coding protocol. To ensure that the re-
viewers were coding the articles in a sim-
ilar manner, interrater agreement was as-
sessed on 23% (n=15) of the articles. Two
reviewers read and coded the same arti-
cles, then each item on the coding sheet
was compared to determine if both re-
viewers agreed on the items. In instances
in which the coders disagreed, a third re-
viewer read the article, and a discussion
followed to determine how to most accu-
rately code the item. Reliability was de-

VOL. I'l, NO. 4

Downloaded from ebx.sagepub.com at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on September 15, 2016


http://ebx.sagepub.com/

termined by dividing the number of agree-
ments by the number of agreements plus
disagreements and dividing by 100. Reli-
ability ranged from 83% to 100%, with a
mean of 96%.

The 65 coded articles resulted in a total
of 70 data sets (see Note 2). Five of the
articles included in the review (i.e.,
Grizenko et al., 1993; Mattison, Spitz-
nagel, & Felix, 1998; Meadows, Neel,
Scott, & Parker, 1994; Naylor et al., 1994;
O’Brien et al., 1992) compared two
groups of students identified with EBD,
presenting their demographics and results
separately. Thus, for the purpose of analy-
sis, we left the data sets for these five stud-
ies separate, as they were presented in the
original articles. To determine trends in
the research over time, the 70 data sets
were further separated into four decades
(i.e., 1961-1970, 1971-1980, 1981-1990,
1991-2000).

Determining Academic Status

The academic status of students with EBD
was quantified in one of two ways. First,
when academic status data were presented
on only students with EBD, the data sets
(n=16) were coded as the authors had de-
scribed students’ achievement. Informa-
tion was recorded by either (a) percentage
performing below, at, or above grade level
or (b) years below, at, or above grade level.
A total of 35 specific reports (e.g., read-
ing ability, arithmetic scores) on students’
academic status were extracted from these
16 data sets. Second, when the academic
status data for students with EBD were
compared to peers (1 = 23) with (a) no dis-
abilities (ND), (b) learning disabilities
(LD), (c) mental retardation (MR), or
(d) attention-deficit/hyperactivity disor-
der (ADHD), performance was recorded
as less than, equal to, or greater than their
peers. Within these 23 data sets, we dis-
covered 84 specific reports of students’
academic status.

A total of 39 (56%) data sets provided
sufficient information to describe the aca-
demic status of students with EBD using
the criteria established for this review. The
remaining 31 data sets were not included
in the assessment of academic status, as
the descriptions of students’ achievement
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did not allow for quantifiable evaluations.
These data sets were excluded from the
coding and evaluation of academic status
for the following reasons:

1. Only narratives (i.e., performed
poorly, severe academic deficits, re-
tarded from age level) were provided
describing students’ academic status
(n=4).

2. Overall mean scores were provided
without describing students’ mean
grade level or mean age level (n =
25).

3. The results involved correlations
comparing students’ achievement on
two assessment measures (n = 2).

RESULTS

Description of the Literature

The number of data sets presenting stu-
dent characteristics, placement settings,
academic subject areas, assessment mea-
sures, and comparisons with students
without EBD is presented in Table 1. Per-
centages in the table were calculated from
the total 70 data sets and generally ex-
ceeded 100% due to the method used for
coding the articles. In all cases, with the
exception of SES (coded as reported or not
reported), it was possible for a data set to
present more than one of the coded char-
acteristics. For example, when 1Q was
coded, students’ mean, range, and mini-
mum IQs were reported in 54 (77%), 19
(27%), and 2 (3%) of the data sets, re-
spectively. In sum, because several data
sets included more than one subcategory
describing 1Q (e.g., mean and range), the
total number (n = 75) of data sets report-
ing the three descriptives for I1Q was
greater than the total number of data sets
included in the review (n =70). Reporting
each characteristic in comparison to the
total number of data sets allowed for an
indication of how frequently each primary
characteristic and subcategory was re-
ported in the research. In contrast, the per-
centages reported in the text narrative for
subcategories were calculated from the
total number of data sets reporting the
primary characteristic (i.e., gender, age,
1Q, SES, race/ethnicity, placement setting,

academic subject area, assessment mea-
sures, and comparison of student achieve-
ment). For example, of the 57 (81%) data
sets reporting students’ 1Q, 54 (95%),
19 (33%), and 2 (4%) reported students’
mean, range, and minimum IQ, respec-
tively. The percentages in text provide a
description of the subcategories most
frequently provided under each primary
characteristic. Thus, the percentages in
the table may differ from the percentages
reported in the text.

Finally, data on student characteristics
(e.g., gender, race/ethnicity) were only
recorded from data sets if the information
was specific to the students with EBD. For
example, Lee, Elliott, and Barbour (1994)
assessed the academic status of 58 chil-
dren with EBD, 45 children without dis-
abilities, and 51 children with LD. De-
scriptive information, including gender,
race/ethnicity, age, and 1Q, was presented
separately for each of the three groups of
students, allowing for specific descrip-
tions of the characteristics of students
with EBD. However, in some data sets
(n = 12) only overall descriptive charac-
teristics were presented for the students.
For example, Lopez, Forness, MacMillan,
Bocian, and Gresham (1996) presented
only an overall description of the race/
ethnicity for the 48 students with EBD and
102 students without disabilities assessed
in their study. Because the characteristics
were not presented separately, it was un-
clear if the race/ethnicity data were repre-
sentative of both groups of students. In
cases such as this, we chose to exclude the
descriptive characteristics that provided
only group descriptions so the actual stu-
dent characteristics assessed in the EBD
literature would not be misrepresented.

Student Characteristics

Gender. Of the 70 data sets, 55 (79%)
reported gender. No data sets presented
only the academic status of girls identified
with EBD. Specific gender breakdowns
for the 55 data sets were 4,541 (76%) boys
and 1,397 (24%) girls.

Trend analysis revealed that between
1961 and 1970, gender was reported on
285 students. Of those, 204 (72%) were
boys and 81 (28%) were girls. Of the 3
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TABLE |
Trends in the Academic Status Research Over Time

Number of data sets containing characteristic

Category 1961-1970 1971-1980 1981-1990 1991-2000 Total (%)?
Total number of data sets 7 6 26 31 70 (100)
Student characteristics
Gender
Boy 4 3 21 27 55 (79)
Girl 4 3 17 20 44 (63)
Not listed 3 3 5 4 15 (21)
Age
Mean 6 3 19 25 53 (76)
Range 4 I 16 16 37 (53)
Grade placement | 2 7 7 17 (24)
Not listed 0 2 3 4 9 (13)
Age defined by means
< 12 years | | I 13 26 (37)
12—15 years 2 5 12 24 (34)
>|5 years 0 0 3 0 3 4
IQ
Mean 6 6 19 23 54 (77)
Range 4 — I 4 19 (27)
Minimum — — — 2 2 (3)
Not listed | — 6 6 13 (19)
SES
Listed | 3 8 12 24 (34)
Race
Caucasian | | 9 13 24 (34)
African American — — 7 8 15 (21)
Hispanic — — 3 5 8 (I
Native American — — I | 2 (3
Asian — — — | ()
Other — I 6 10 17 (24)
Not listed 6 5 17 18 46 (66)
Placement setting
General education | — 6 7 14 (20)
Resource room — — 6 4 10 (14)
Self-contained — | 6 7 14 (20)
Separate day school — I 4 7 12 (17)
Residential — | — 4 5 ()
University/psychiatric facility 6 I 9 9 25 (36)
Other — — 4 | 5 (@
Not listed — 4 I 2 7 (10)
Academic subject area
Reading recognition 7 6 24 31 68 (97)
Arithmetic 5 5 21 29 60 (86)
Written expression — 5 13 19 37 (53)
Reading comprehension | 2 6 4 13 (19)
Oral expression — — I I 2 (3)
(table continues)
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(Table | continued)

Number of data sets containing characteristic

Category 1961-1970 1971-1980 1981-1990 1991-2000 Total (%)
Listening comprehension — — | — (1)
Science — — | — ()
History/social studies — — | — ()
Other | 2 2 3 8 (I
Learning strategies — — — — —
Assessment measures
Standardized instruments 7 6 22 30 65 (93)
Teacher ratings — — 2 — 2 (3
Survey — — | 2 3 4
CBM-Researcher made — — | — ()
CBM-Teacher made — — — | ()
Comparisons of student achievement
Learning disabilities — 3 7 2 12 (17)
No disability | 2 5 4 12 (17)
Mental retardation — 2 3 | 6 (9
ADHD — — — 6 6 (9
High school dropouts — — — I (1)

3Percentages in table are calculated from the total number of data sets. SES = socioeconomic status; CBM = curriulum-based measurement; ADHD =
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder; dashes indicate “none.”

data sets from 1971 to 1980 reporting gen-
der, 712 students were identified, with 505
(71%) of those being boys. Twenty-one
data sets between 1981 and 1990 reported
gender, resulting in 1,620 identified stu-
dents. Of these, 1,258 (78%) were boys.
Finally, from the 27 data sets between
1991 and 2000 that reported students’
gender, 3,482 students were identified,
with 2,753 (79%) of those being boys.

Age. Students’ age (i.e., mean, range,
and grade placement) was included in 61
(87%) of the data sets. Twenty-six (42%)
of those assessed children under the age
of 12 years, 24 (39%) assessed children
ages 12 through 15 years, and only 3 (5%)
assessed children over the age of 15 years.

Age was not consistently reported over
time. In the first decade (i.e., 1961-1970),
all of the articles (n = 7) reported the stu-
dent’s age. However, for the remaining
three decades (i.e., 1971-1980, 1981
1990, and 1991-2000) the identification
of age was not as consistent, with only
67%, 88%, and 87% reporting age, re-
spectively. Moreover, when the age groups
were assessed over time, the only articles
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including children over the age of 15 were
published from 1981 to 1990.

IQ. Of the 70 data sets, 57 (81%) re-
ported students’ IQ (e.g., mean, range).
Measurement instruments (e.g., WISC-R)
used for obtaining students’ 1Q were de-
scribed in 50 (88%) of the data sets re-
porting IQ. The range of students’ 1Qs
reported was 20 to 165. The median and
mode of the reported mean IQ scores were
94.

The trend analysis revealed that the
number of data sets reporting IQ de-
creased over time, with 86%, 100%, 77%,
and 81% reporting 1Q over the four
decades, 1961 to 1970, 1971 to 1980,
1981 to 1990, and 1991 to 2000, respec-
tively. Of the 6 data sets from 1961 to 1970
reporting I1Q, the range of IQs was 62 to
136, with amedian score of 95 and a mode
of 96. For the 6 data sets from 1971 to
1980 reporting 1Q, the median score was
93 and the mode was 92. Of the 20 data
sets from 1981 to 1990 reporting 1Q, the
range of IQ was 20 to 165, with a median
of 93 and mode of 95. Finally, of the 25
data sets from 1991 to 2000 reporting 1Q,

the range of scores was 25 to 142, with a
median of 96 and a mode of 105.

SES. Ofthe 70 data sets, 24 (34%) re-
ported SES. Across these 24 data sets, the
authors used three different methods (i.e.,
Duncan, 1961; Hollingshed & Redlich,
1958; Warner, Meekr, & Eells, 1949) and
five different terms (i.e., low, low middle,
high to low, varied, and low middle to
upper middle) to describe SES. Trend
analysis revealed that the reporting of stu-
dents’ SES increased over time. Between
1961 and 1970, only 1 (14%) data set re-
ported SES. Over the next three decades
studied, 3 (50%), 8 (31%), and 12 (39%)
data sets included SES in the descriptive
narrative on the students.

Race/Ethnicity. Twenty-four (34%)
data sets reported students’ race/ethnicity.
Only 3 data sets analyzed the academic
status of racial/ethnic groups separately.
Specific racial/ethnic data were reported
for 3,957 students from these 24 data sets.
Of those, specific racial/ethnic break-
downs were as follows: 2,767 (70%) Cau-
casians, 894 (23%) African Americans,
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141 (5%) Hispanics, 8 (0.2%) Native
Americans, 1 (.03%) Asian, and 146 (4%)
students were described as “other.”

The trend analysis revealed that the
number of data sets reporting race/
ethnicity increased over time, with 1
(14%), 1 (17%), 9 (35%), and 13 (42%)
data sets reporting race/ethnicity in 1961
to 1970, 1971 to 1980, 1981 to 1990, and
1991 to 2000, respectively. In the 1 data
set reporting race/ethnicity that was pub-
lished between 1961 and 1970, all of the
students (N = 74) were identified as Cau-
casian. For the 1 data set published be-
tween 1971 and 1980 that described race,
68 (92%) students were identified as Cau-
casian and 6 (8%) were described as
“other.” Of the 9 data sets from 1981 to
1990 reporting race, 672 (64%) were Cau-
casian, 297 (28%) were African Ameri-
can, 37 (4%) were Hispanic, 2 (0.2%)
were Native American, and 41 (4%) were
listed as “other.” Finally, between 1991
and 2000, 13 data sets described students’
race, with 1,953 (71%) students identified
as Caucasian, 597 (22%) as African Amer-
ican, 104 (4%) as Hispanic, 6 (0.2%) as
Native American, 1 (.04%) as Asian, and
99 (4%) “‘other.”

Placement Settings. Of the total data
sets, only 7 (10%) did not define the place-
ment setting of the students participating
in the studies. Eleven (17%) of the 63 data
sets describing placement setting assessed
students across more than one setting.

The trend analysis revealed that over
time the range of placement settings stud-
ied increased. Specifically, from 1961 to
1970, students were assessed in two place-
ment settings, with the majority of the
studies (86%) conducted in highly re-
strictive settings. Between 1971 and 1980,
students were assessed in four placement
settings, although none of these studies as-
sessed children in the general education
classroom or resource room, which are
considered less restrictive settings. How-
ever, over the next two decades students
from the broad continuum of special edu-
cation placement settings were included
as participants in the research.

Academic Content Areas. Academic
content areas were presented in all 70 data
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sets. Most (n = 64, 91%) of the data sets
assessed students’ academic status in
more than one academic area. The trend
analysis revealed that with the exception
of one study that assessed less common
academic areas (i.e., listening compre-
hension, science, history, and social stud-
ies), the academic content areas studied
over time have been remarkably consis-
tent. Specifically, research efforts have
focused on reading recognition (97%),
arithmetic (86%), and written expression
(53%). Moreover, the results revealed
that no studies looked at specific learning
strategies (e.g., outlining, note taking, test
taking), a skill that has been an area of
focus in the special education literature
during the past two decades.

Assessment Measures. All 70 data
sets reported methods of assessing stu-
dents’ academic status. Standardized in-
struments were the most frequently used
assessment tool (n = 65, 93%). The stan-
dardized instruments most frequently used
were the Wide Range Achievement Test
(n=29,45%); Woodcock Johnson Psycho-
Educational Battery—Revised (Woodcock
& Johnson, 1989; n =13, 20%); Peabody
Individual Achievement Test (Markwardt,
1970; n = 10, 15%); California Achieve-
ment Tests (1992; n = 6, 9%); Stanford
Achievement Test (Madden & Gardner,
1972; n =4, 6%); Comprehensive Tests of
Basic Skills (1981; n = 3, 5%); and the
lowa Tests of Basic Skills (1996; n = 3,
5%). Ten other standardized measures
were reported in either one (1%) or two
(3%) data sets.

The trend analysis revealed that for the
first two decades only standardized in-
struments were used to determine stu-
dents’ academic status. During the next
two decades, other assessment tools (e.g.,
CBM, teacher reports) were included in
the studies, albeit to a lesser degree than
one might expect.

Groups Compared. Twenty-three (33%)
data sets compared the academic status of
students with EBD to that of students di-
agnosed with other disabilities or students
without disabilities. Of those, 12 (52%)
compared students with EBD to students
with learning disabilities, 12 (52%) to stu-
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dents without disabilities, 6 (26%) to stu-
dents with mental retardation, 6 (26%) to
students with ADHD, and 1 (4%) to high
school dropouts. In addition, 5 studies pre-
sented the academic status of two separate
groups of students with EBD (e.g., school
refusing students with EBD compared to
students with EBD not refusing school).
Ten (43%) of the 23 data sets used more
than one comparison group (e.g., no dis-
abilities and LD).

Over time, the trend analysis revealed
students with EBD have increasingly been
compared to a broader range of children
with disabilities. Between 1961 and 1970,
students with EBD were only compared
to their peers without disabilities. How-
ever, over the next three decades, students’
academic status was compared to that of
students with other mild disabilities, in-
cluding LD and MR. Finally, over the last
decade (i.e., 1991-2000) several studies
were published (n = 6) comparing the aca-
demic status of students with EBD to that
of their peers with ADHD.

Academic Status

Tables 2 and 3 present the academic sta-
tus of students with EBD, as reported in
the data sets. The results were divided into
two categories: (a) the academic status of
students with EBD and (b) the academic
status of students with EBD as compared
to peers; each will be addressed sepa-
rately. Table 2 presents the results of the
16 data sets that resulted in 35 reports de-
scribing students’: (a) grade-level achieve-
ment or (b) years below, at, or above
achievement. Table 3 presents the results
obtained from the 23 data sets that resulted
in 84 reports of the academic status of stu-
dents with EBD as compared to those of
peers without disabilities or in other dis-
ability categories.

Academic Status of Students with
EBD. Ofthereports obtained from the 16
data sets in which the academic status of
students with EBD was described, none
reported that the students had performed
above grade or age level. Moreover, 32
(91%) of the 35 reported that students with
EBD were academically deficient (i.e.,
below grade level or years behind peers).
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In addition, 16 (89%) of the 18 reports on
reading, 12 (92%) of the 13 reports on
arithmetic, and both of the reports on writ-
ten expression reported that these students
presented academic deficits.

Comparisons to Peers. Academic
comparisons between students with EBD
and other groups were made in 84 cases.
This included comparisons to students
without disabilities (N =23), students with
LD (N = 34), students with MR (N =11),
and students with ADHD (N = 16). In the
23 comparisons to students without dis-
abilities, students with EBD generally (n =
15, 65%) performed less well than their
peers without disabilities. Students with
EBD generally appeared to perform sim-
ilar to their peers with LD in arithmetic
and written expression and similar to their
peers with ADHD across all three aca-
demic domains (i.e., reading, arithmetic
and written expression). Finally, when
compared to students with MR, students
with EBD generally performed better in
arithmetic and written expression.

DiscussioN

This review investigated the literature de-
scribing the academic status of students
with EBD. Although previous reviews
have provided some assessment of the
academic status of these students, ques-
tions regarding the characteristics of stu-
dents studied, placement settings, specific
academic content areas, and measurement
instruments had not previously been ex-
amined. In addition, when possible, we
examined the academic functioning level
of students with EBD. Finally, as several
critical areas affecting the education of
students in this population have changed
over the past four decades (e.g., placement
settings, assessment methods), we further
sought to assess the trends in research over
time. The results revealed several findings
characterizing the strengths and limita-
tions of the academic status research,
helping us identify areas that would bene-
fit from further consideration.

Student Characteristics

The first finding focused on the student
characteristics described in the literature.
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TABLE 2
Academic Status of Students with EBD as Presented in the Literature

Grade level® Year
Subject area Below At <I| Behind [1-2Behind >2 Behind
Reading 8 2 2
Arithmetic 8 | —
Written expression 2 — — — _
Other 2 — — — —

Note. Numbers represent number of reports presented in the data sets describing the status of each
subject area. 3Grade level placement was determined by recording the largest percentage of
students performing below, at, or above grade level. EBD = emotional and behavioral disor-

der; Dashes indicate “none.”

The analysis revealed that researchers
have made an important attempt to assess
the academic status of students represen-
tative of the EBD population. For in-
stance, in the Twenty-Third Annual Report
to Congress on the Implementation of
the Individuals with Disabilities Educa-
tion Act (U.S. Department of Education,
2001), a nationwide breakdown of the
race/ethnicity of students with EBD in the
1999-2000 school year was described. In
the annual report, 61.5% of the population
of students with EBD were identified as
Caucasian, 27.3% as African American,
8.9% as Hispanic, 1.2% as Asian/Pacific
Islander, and 1.1% as American Indian/
Alaska Native. Moreover, a range of 70%
to 75% of students in the nationwide sam-
ple were boys. This review found that the
race/ethnicity and gender of the students
studied in the literature was representative
of the EBD population nationwide.
Although these findings suggest that
researchers have made efforts to assess
samples representative of the population
by gender and race, several limitations re-
garding these studies should be addressed.
First, although students of minority status
identified with EBD have been included
in the research, the number of studies ac-
tually reporting data by race/ethnicity is
relatively small. Thus, conclusions about
the academic status of students in these
populations can only be drawn from the
24 studies that presented students’ race/
ethnicity. Second, few (n = 8) of the stud-
ies assessed the academic status of girls

separately from that of boys, and even
fewer (n = 3) assessed students of minor-
ity status separately from those identified
as Caucasian. Without a separate analysis
of students’ academic achievement scores
by race/ethnicity and gender, it remains
unclear whether race/ethnicity or gender
differences exist within this population.
Third, the IQs reported in the data sets
ranged from 20 to 165. Current criteria for
the identification of special education sta-
tus because of EBD, namely tested 1Q
within the normal range, would have
placed some of the children in different
special education categories (e.g., mental
retardation). Thus, the reported academic
functioning of these students may have
been influenced by the inclusion of stu-
dents with cognitive deficits. Fourth, al-
though 24 (34%) of the data sets indicated
that SES had been assessed, the range in
measures used and the lack of clear des-
ignations of SES does not allow for con-
clusions to be drawn about the SES of the
children studied. Finally, this review re-
vealed other important student character-
istics that were not assessed in the lit-
erature but may be related to academic
achievement. For instance, no studies re-
ported the age of the students when they
were initially identified as having EBD. It
may be expected that early identified stu-
dents receiving services present different
patterns of academic functioning than do
later identified students, either because
they have received more intensive support
resulting from early identification and
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treatment or because they have been
achieving at a lower level, perhaps due to
more severe behavioral and adjustment
problems, prompting early identification.
In either instance, patterns of academic
achievement for students identified at an
earlier age may provide a different picture
than those identified at a later stage of their
academic career, providing critical infor-
mation for programs advocating early
intervention.

Placement Settings

The second salient finding was the notable
trend in the research assessing placement
settings over time. Previous reviews have
revealed that the majority of the research
on the academic status of students with
EBD has been conducted in psychiatric
or residential treatment settings (Epstein
et al., 1989), limiting the extent to which
findings can be generalized to students
served in general education placements
and other placement settings. Patterns
similar to those in the research were found
in this review, with the majority of data
sets assessing students outside the general
education setting. Although researchers
have begun to recognize the importance
of assessing students served in the general
education classroom, resource rooms, and
self-contained settings within the general
education building, a clear understanding
of the academic abilities of students with
EBD served in these less restrictive set-
tings has yet to be reached. Without this
knowledge, our ability to focus and target
academic interventions and accommoda-
tions is limited.

Dependent Measures

The third key issue highlighted in this re-
view is the type of measure used to assess
the academic status of students with EBD.
In their review of the academic status of
adolescents with EBD, Epstein et al.
(1989) found that a number of the studies
used standardized measures to assess stu-
dents’ broad academic achievement. Due
to the restrictions inherent with broad
standardized measures (e.g., one-time
sampling of students’ abilities, few spe-
cific areas assessed), limited conclusions
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could be drawn about specific areas of
achievement. In our review, similar find-
ings were identified, as the vast majority
(93%) of the studies reported student
achievement based on standardized in-
struments. Although the results of the
trend analysis suggest researchers are be-
ginning to assess achievement through
other means, dependent measures, such as
student grades, teacher surveys, and CBMs,
were rarely used to identify students’ abil-
ities in specific skill sets. Consequently,
our view of the academic status of stu-
dents with EBD is limited, as much of the
information regarding specific academic
competencies continues to remain am-
biguous.

Academic Status

The fourth area of focus concerned the
specific skill sets and academic status of
children with EBD. We sought to deter-
mine the academic status of students with
EBD by aggregating the results reported
in the data sets. Generally, status differed
depending on the method used to report
academic achievement. When status was
presented in years behind, at, or above
achievement, there were no reports of stu-
dents with EBD attaining above average
or average scores. However, when stu-
dents’ scores were reported by grade lev-
els (i.e., below, at, or above grade level),
3 (13%) data sets reported that the stu-
dents were performing at average ability.
These findings may have implications for
how students’ scores are reported or bring
into question the accuracy of using differ-
ent methods to report achievement.
When the academic status of students
with EBD was compared to that of their
peers without disabilities or with other
categories of disabilities, several findings
that may be pertinent to the future research
and educational programming of students
with EBD were revealed. For example,
previous studies assessing the academic
status of students with EBD, ADHD, and
LD, such as the one conducted by Lopez
and colleagues (1996), have sought to
determine inappropriate placement deci-
sions through the analysis of students’
academic ability. Suggesting that inap-
propriate placement has effects on the pre-

vention of EBD, Lopez and colleagues
found that many children with ADHD and
EBD were being misidentified and inap-
propriately served in programs for stu-
dents with LD. This review further high-
lighted their findings, as the performance
of students with EBD was often found to
be equal to that of their peers with LD, pri-
marily in arithmetic and written expres-
sion, and equal to that of their peers with
ADHD across subject areas. These results
may affect both placement and program-
ming decisions for students with EBD.

Trends

Finally, this review sought to determine
the trends in the research over time. Over
the past 40 years, the number of articles
assessing the academic status of students
with EBD has dramatically increased
from 7 publications between 1961 and
1970, to 26 publications between 1991
and 2000. However, despite an initial surge
in research productivity, a steady and sig-
nificant decline in the number of publica-
tions assessing this topic has occurred
within the last 10 years. Specifically, from
1991 to 2000, the number of articles pub-
lished annually was 2, 5,4,4, 3,3,0,2,2,
and 1, respectively. Given the obvious
academic deficiencies of students with
EBD and the significant questions that
have yet to be answered, we find this de-
cline to be disconcerting.

Limitations

Issues regarding the search and coding
procedures used in this review reveal lim-
itations that may have had an impact on
the results. First, specific descriptors were
used to locate articles from two electronic
databases. Due to the considerable num-
ber of possible descriptors that could be
used to describe our target population, it
is possible that some articles were unin-
tentionally overlooked and left out of the
review. Second, only two journals were
hand searched. Because 33% (n = 23) of
the data sets included in the review were
retrieved from the hand-searched journals
(i.e., Behavioral Disorders and Journal of
Emotional and Behavioral Disorders), we
suspect that additional hand searches of
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other journals in the field of EBD would
have revealed articles not obtained through
either the database search or the ancestral
review. Finally, the academic status of stu-
dents with EBD described in this review
was reported only if the authors provided
a quantifiable description of the students’
achievement level in relation to peers;
grade level; or years above, at, or behind
achievement. Thus, only 39 (56%) of the
data sets could be coded for status and de-
scribed in this review.

Future Research

Despite the significant amount of research
published over the past four decades on
the academic status of students with EBD,
several questions regarding student char-
acteristics, developmental pathways, and
specific academic skill sets remain largely
unanswered. To answer these questions, a
number of areas are in need of additional
research. First, although many studies as-
sessing the academic status of students
with EBD have made attempts to include
nationally representative samples, few
studies have examined academic perfor-
mance of these samples across race/
ethnicity, gender, and SES. Given the
increasing recognition of cultural and
gender-related differences among chil-
dren (e.g., Dixon-Floyd & Johnson, 1998;
Meece & Kurtz-Costes, 2001), the need to
understand the impact of these character-
istics on academic achievement is central
to providing the individualized instruction
called for in special education law. Sec-
ond, few studies have examined the aca-
demic performance of students with EBD
over time. Longitudinal studies would in-
crease our understanding of the develop-
mental pathways of underachievement,
help target interventions, and allow for an
assessment of service utilization and the
outcomes of treatment. Moreover, longi-
tudinal studies would allow for greater ex-
amination of treatment resisters and the
multitude of variables (e.g., problem be-
havior, truancy, placement settings) that
may significantly affect students’ aca-
demic achievement. Third, the majority of
studies examining the academic status of
students with EBD were conducted in re-
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strictive settings (e.g., residential treat-
ment facilities, university hospitals). Given
the increasing trend toward the inclusion
of students with disabilities in the general
education classroom, understanding the
academic performance of these students
is critical for accommodation planning,
implementation, and ongoing evaluation.
However, to date, only 20% of the data
sets addressed the academic status of chil-
dren served in general education class-
rooms. Fourth, few studies examined the
specific academic skill sets of students
with EBD. For instance, it is apparent that
students with EBD underachieve in read-
ing, but to know what specific skills they
lack (e.g., comprehension, word identifi-
cation) in the general academic areas and
across more advanced academic domains
(e.g., history, geography, specific learning
strategies), we must conduct additional
research. If we are to tailor academic in-
terventions to meet the needs of students,
we need to first understand exactly where
those deficits exist. Finally, future studies
should attempt to address arange of marker
variables to better define the specific char-
acteristics of the students assessed in the
studies. For example, descriptive marker
variables such as the number of stu-
dents categorized by (a) gender, (b) age,
(c) grade level, (d) geographic location,
(e) race/ethnicity, (f) placement settings
(e.g., public school, institution), (g) SES,
(h) primary language, (i) educational his-
tory (e.g., frequently changes schools),
(j) educational placement (e.g., with peers
without disabilities), and (k) physical and
health status or comorbidity (e.g., EBD
and ADHD; Keogh, Major-Kingsley,
Omori-Gordon, & Reid, 1982) should be
included to allow for more accurate de-
scriptions of the students assessed. Simi-
lar efforts have occurred with students
with LD (e.g., Keogh et al., 1982).

Implications

The results of this review primarily high-
light the specific characteristics of stu-
dents, placement settings, academic sub-
ject areas, methods of assessment, and
academic achievement assessed in the
EBD literature. Generally, although the
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academic status of a broad range of stu-
dents with EBD has been assessed, this re-
view draws attention to the areas that con-
tinue to lack sufficient research. Diverse
academic subject areas and specific skill
sets within the primary academic domains,
specific student characteristics, and spe-
cific ongoing measures of students’ aca-
demic abilities warrant further study.

Of central importance, however, is that
this review further supports the notion that
students with EBD are often academic un-
derachievers. Academic accommodations,
adaptations, interventions, and individu-
alized program plans for students with
EBD need to provide additional assis-
tance to students’ displaying coexisting
academic deficits. Interventions focused
solely on social behavior that ignore stu-
dents’ academic deficits may have lasting
detrimental effects on students’ academic
achievement and contribute to the lifelong
pattern of social deviancy often represen-
tative of children with EBD.
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