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Research on specia education needs: what and how to investigate in Special Education

Abstract

The following discourse seeks to characterize and to outline research from the field of
Specid Education. The research tradition in this fidd is ample, both a theoreticd and
epecidly practical levels, but unbaanced in terms of research and meta-research.  Such an
imbalance can be dtributed to (among other posshilities) the lack of agreement on research
criteria or gpproaches. postivig, interpretive and critical.  As has occurred in other areas of
socid and human sciences, in Specid Educetion it is pressng that we reach ether an
acceptance of the diversty of gpproaches, or, that a globa, comprehensive approach emerges
which can integrate dl the pergpectives or ways of seeing and investigating this redity. The
need for diverse gpproaches or for an emergng globa gpproach is judified due to the inherent
complexity of the object under study: educetional response to sSudents with specid
educationd needs.  This involves not only andyzing the dudents themsdves but dso
resources at the human, spatid, maerid, technologicd and functiond levels as wdl as
whatever rdationships are established between them and between the school, family and
social contexts.

Keywords: Specia Education Research / Research topicsin Specia Education / Research
goproachesin Specid Education / Research methodology in Specid Education
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Introduction

When asked about research objectives in Specid Education (SE), we might respond in
a generic sense that such research seeks to improve the educationd attention received by
those students who have specid educationa needs (SEN). But this is a teleologica objective
which requires fragmenting, a great number of operationd objectives or sub-objectives can be
derived from it, and these in turn can be subdivided further. Two or more researchers might
agree about the initid formulation of the objective, but presumably they would differ when it
came to a closer look, delving into concrete issues about such an ontological optimization of
the individua with SEN (as a consequence of improvement in his or her overdl intervention
and dimulation of development) — ranging from the possble SE “customers’ and methods of
working with them, to avalability of technologicd, human, materid, spatid, functiond,
indructiona and economic resources. The disparity of opinions, impressons and even
investigative methodologies (desirable, of course, since they enrich us) should not surprise
any researcher familiar with the complexity of the redity under investigation: the breadth of
the SE fiedd and the variety of pupils with SEN. Nor has the higtorical course of research in
this fidd sarved to make criteria more uniform; the research higory is both brief and
extendve, and not free from collatera circumstances which aggravate the controversy. A
prime example is the indefiniteness of science itsdf (naturd science vs socid and human
sciences), which until recently ressted the incluson of many disciplines — SE among them —
as bdonging to scientific knowledge.  Similarly, the former paradigm dominance (related to
the above controversy), has led to dmultaneous coexistence of different agpproaches,
something we accept and consider gppropriate.

Therefore, to shed light on concepts directly linked to our fidd of study, we must gart

inevitably with abrief review or retrospective andlyss, covering severd arguments:

“He who forgets his history is condemned to repeet it.” As much as we do not wish to
repeat but rather to advance in our discipling, or a least to delve deeper into aspects and
not to raterate them, we must be familiar with what has been investigated and how it was
done. In my opinion, ressance to this is the reason why replication sudies (which
replicate other work) are not well received; in fact, they encounter certain disdain in the
research community. | do not share such a feding, since these are laudable efforts to

refute or corroborate research, theories, sequences, etc., towards an objective of
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genegdization. Confirmation or refutation of hypotheses has aways been a high priority
in research (Chamers, 1984).

A familiarity with the origins of former aspects adlows or facilitaetes knowledge of where
these are headed and what their immediate purposes are. Ortega y Gasset put it quite
dearly: “ the substance of man is his history, all antihistoric behavior acquires a suicidal
nature” . It is not in van that the research tradition, whether its contexts and/or individua
ressarchers, determines to a large extent what results will be obtained, though naturdly
the direction of these results cannot be inferred. Certainly there is little to surprise the
rescarcher in the fidd of education, unlike what can presumably occur in other fidds like
medicine, where trestments thought to counteract or relieve certain pathologies end up
improving others, or even haming more than they hdp (collatera secondary effects).
Perhgps there will never be a case in educationa research like what happened to
Chrigopher Columbus who, atempting to discover an dternative spice route, towards
India, sumbled upon the immense American continent. Carbondl (2004: 5) expresses it
planly: “We are always reelaborating, reorganizing, reinventing based on what is

already known. Let’s not fool ourselves: at least in Pedagogy, very littleisinvention” .

This sad, when memory is activated and dudied, it contains more seeds for the future
than remains from the past. So it is that new research topics arise from recadling the
contributions of former researchers. This does not mean anchoring oursaves in the padt,
which would be counterproductive since society changes and research needs aong with it.
It does imply a commitment to the padt, kesping it in mind and updeting it with each
invedtigation.  This is the reason why dl research should begin with an intensve and
extensve bibliogrephic review. They say tha higory is cydicd; persondly | think it is
though it does not dways follow the same orbit. In any case, the researcher who is not
aware of the activity which has gone before him runs the risk of going out of orbit. The
newvness which is to characterize the research vanguard requires a familiarity with

traditiona research, and is spawned by one’ s understanding of past research approaches.

After passng briefly through the history and research techniques of Specid Education,
we will be prepared to make new progress in this discipline.  Obvioudy, each researcher must
a0 have a brave, persevering attitude, keeping in mind that the person who trips but does not

fdl is moving forward. One must be daring in order to face new chalenges, but this does not
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mean a legp into the void, ingtead, one dives into science having a full knowledge of it.
Condder as a dmile that, when faced with dippery ground, every ressarcher mudt try to ether
get around it, jump over it, build a bridge or some device that gets him over it, and without
having to come back. The unsuitable researcher or pseudo-researcher would test his or her
luck by stepping on this ground, hoping not to snk, knowing full well, or even worse, not
knowing, that others have dready gone down there. One of the most credible Spanish
proverbs applies here: “ Man is the only animal that trips twice over the same stone” . The
good researcher will encounter different barriers, and through trids leading either to error or
to success, scientific progress is produced. In any case it is preferable to make a respectable
withdrawa from the path being pursued, even if it means retracing one's steps — to regret
something we have done -- than to regret something we failed to do, not because we didn't
think of it, but out of cowardice. Investigative work is never entirdly fruitless.

Both research topics and research methodologies have been notably linked to
paradigms. Thus, the following discourse is unavoidably a synopss of conceptud paradigms
and research and their acceptance among the research community in the fidd of Specid
Education (SE). The discusson is therefore sructured aong the different paradigms that
have existed and coexisted over the course of history.

1. Research in SE from the functionalist approach

This is the traditiond research framework. It has been known as functiondid,
postivis, technica-bureaucratic, empirica-andytica, technologica, rationd, efficient, etc.
From this paradigm research is conceived as a universa activity, quantifisble, objective,
disnteresed and aseptic, not being contaminated by the researcher's values, bdiefs
assumptions, pregudices, knowledge and podtions.  This is the modgt traditiond concept of
Science, closdly linked to assumptions in natural sciences, with Physics as the example par
excdlence.  The theoreticd pillars which underlie postivis research come from behaviord
psychology, specificaly, from andyss gpplied to behavior.

Along these lines, there is an attempt to make classyoom research equivdent to
laboratory research.  This is indeed a tough business, since it requires totd control of the
wide range of classoom variables perceved as extraneous, mediaing and/or intervening,
responsible for the difference between them. In practice, followers of this gpproach do not

Electronic Journal of Research in Educational Psychology. No. 5 - 3 (1), pp. 97-112. -101-



Research on specia education needs: what and how to investigate in Special Education

exhibit such a concern, or they play down its importance, consdering these variables
controllable and not determinant in the didactic process (teaching-learning process). Research
from this gpproach certainly looms large over the researcher, requiring a good deal of research
ill and tdent in order to mantan objectivity, make adequate use of research indruments
and interpret the numerica data obtained.

Methods used in this approach have been diverse. To pargphrase Salvador Mata
(2001), the following methods stand out:

Experimental method, being the functiondis method par excdlence: the mogt utilized
and mogt vaued. It sems in essence from use of the experimental design pretest-
posttest, thus involving application of tedts, scdes, questionnaires, etc. (Buendia,
Colas & Hernandez, 1997).

Caz andyds, condgding of an in-depth sudy of concrete individuds using the
unique random case desgn. This desgn is ussful because of peculiaities or
differences among different groups with specia educationa needs.

Longitudind method, consding of a long-term follow-up over time in the dudy of
one concrete aspect. This method has been the least used in Specid Education.

Regarding data andyss techniques, only grictly quantitative analyses are used. These
can be corrdaiond analyses for discovering relationships between two or more variables, or
quas-experimenta anadlyses, whose purpose is to quantify the incidence of one or more

independent variables in another dependent variable or variables.

Findly, research topics that predominate in this approach have mainly had to do with
the effectiveness of a given intervention (known as a treatment, in this point of view) for
optimizing cetan cognitive, daffective, moativationd, socid, professond and academic
abilities, by means of acquiring or modifying observable, measurable behaviors. In effect,
researchers from this gpproach have produced a multitude of desgns and evauations of
different programs or trestments for optimizing some ability within the relevant spheres
These programs try to overcome “learning disability” in generd — those associated with some
deficiency, dysfunction or handicap — or they address some specific area, such as
methematics.
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This gpproach dso tries to offer a causd explanation for learning disabilities, shedding
light on ther etiology and possble concomitant factors. As a complement to this, it inquires
into the different classfications of students who suffer from disabilities, as well as gppropriate
techniques for ther diagnoss and intervention.

Other agpects that have been the object of research in this panorama are as follows
(Salvador Mata, 2001):

Transference and persistence of the acquired behavior
Behaviors which influence academics
Incidence of certain skills in academic performance

Effectiveness of sudent involvement in learning.

Our fidd of research has not assessed this gpproach very postively, and perhaps it
does not do justice to the enormous quantity of work generated from this approach, even if
practical dgnificance of results has not corresponded to proportionate problem solving in
practice (Savador Mata, 1999). The worst aspect is that, given the radica postulates of this
paradigm, our field of research could hardly be consdered scientific, given that the exclusve
use of the experimentd method, for the purpose of generdizing facts, is nether viable nor

appropriate.

2. Research in SE from the inter pretive approach

This approach emerges as a critique of and as compensation for the previous approach,
though 4ill seeking to address the problem of classic philosophical perspectives which the
functiond approach clams to be unscientific, snce they do not make use of the empirica-
Quantitative method. This second paradigm has been cdled interpretive, symboalic,
ethnographic, descriptive, phenomenologica, ecologica, anthropologica, hermeneutic, or
some combination of thesee.  Among the characteristic features of this SE paradigm we can
mention its concern with discovering the meaning that individuds attribute to facts and to
ther own disbility, as wdl as its emphass on deals which may seem supeficd or
unimportant at first glance. In contrast to the prior gpproach’s random quantitative sampling
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and pretensons of making generdized laws, from this gpproach one adso accepts as
stietificaly legitimate the intentiond choice of research subjects (according to their
deficiency, location, availability, etc.), usng methods of case dtudies which are characterized
by precisely such an intentiond sdection (Buendia, Colas & Hernandez, 1997). The number
of individuds being invesigaed becomes less important than the depth of andyss of the
corpus, snce the concern is with understanding, explaining and optimizing the particular case,
more than any possble generdization — while continuing to concelve of this gpproach as
sientific.

This quditative methodology is caried out through action research and quditaive-

interpretive or descriptive research.  We highlight the following methods as gppropriate for
meaking possible this type of investigation:

Participant observation. As its name indicates, the researcher is not required to be
purely objective, as had been thought earlier, but in fact participates in the context
under investigation at the same time that he or she isinvestigating.

Ethnographic observation. More radical than the above, this method depends on
sharing in the beiefs, context, vaues, needs and perceptions of the research
dtudion, snce only in this fashion can plentiful, vdid information be obtaned,
auiteble for modifying redity. Here researchers are convinced that it is impossble
to become familiar with a context from a supposedly objective, but hardly
functiona, externd observation.

Interview. This is used under the condition tha it be openended, or semi-
dructured, with depth, as compared to the rigidly structured, closed interview
which is more smilar to a questionnaire or ordly gpplied test. The interview

pertains to descriptive narrative research.

Anayss of materid. For example, diaries, “the folder method”, schoolwork,
photographs, audiovisud logs, dl are collected for research or evaudive purposes
(of academic and school performance).

As for techniques of andyzing data obtained, these will be eminently quditative,
largdy based on the andyds of content. Having sad this, mathematical andyses aso can and
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should be used, since there is no exclusvity, nor is exclusvity recommended, when it comes
to data andyss techniques for one agpproach or another. Put another way, andyss techniques
are not the property of the approaches, but are at their service (and not the other way round).
The research objectives and the data themsdves are what will determine usage of one or

another, aswell as, obvioudy, the researcher’s own skill, training and attitude.

Work areas that have been developed from this paradigm are linked to interpretation
of the disdbilities themsdves “placing emphasis on understanding what it means to be
disabled in society and encouraging practitioners to listen to the voice of those they claim to
serve’” (Savador Mata, 1999). Studies seek to understand how students and professionas in
education perceive the disability and learning dysfunctions, as well as ther own competence,
performance, successes, professona chalenges and needs for training and for resources, be
they human, materid or spdid, for intervention with sudents having specid educationd
needs.

On the other hand, another set of research has been caried out with reation to
interpretation and transformation of practicee  Proposals for didactic improvement in
addressng dudents with SEN  have incduded desgn and implementation of teaching
techniques, such as teaching drategies to pupils, commonly refered to as “learning to
learn”; and mediated indruction, a mediaion that takes place between the learning content
and the cognitive dructure of the learner, encompassng, a the least, prior acquired
knowledge and cognitive strategies which have been devel oped.

To peaform dudies which fal into the above topics, researchers draw  from
information about the dudents themsdves, from the parents, from teachers and from the
context, in addition to data collected by the researcher (the latter being the exclusve drategy
within the functiondist gpproach).

This gpproach has been widdy welcomed by researchers in socd and human
disciplines who demand dentific daus dfter ther near excduson or margindization
according to postulates of the earlier paradigm. Guerrero Lépez (2001, 69-73) makes this

more explicit below:

“From my point of view, there exists among scientific rationalists (functionalists) a
definition claiming that only that which is wrapped in numerical “liturgy” is truly
science, and all therest are “ inferior” forms of knowledge. ...Nonetheless, | am more
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worried about SE not taking on the possibility of being science — not logical, but
ultimately science, from an epistemological viewpoint, and coherently with this
premise, to feedd proud and not fedl inferior to logical science, just because
investigation is not only quantitative but also interpretive or qualitative
ethnographic...it is very difficult to state general laws, but SE is no less scientific on
that account. ... | would distinguish between logical-epistemological disciplines,
epistemological disciplines and disciplines of magic ... Epistemological disciplines
would be those having a rigorous research method, but whose “ rules of the game’
(credibility criteria) are coherent with their purposes (the study of man, not of the
object), with a high level in terms of the sociological factors of science (publications,

conferences, specialties, fields of study, etc...).

Notwithstanding, the results do not spesk for themsdvess  Compared to the
proliferation of research studies and results from the pogtivist gpproach, from the interpretive
approach we find timid contributions with limited dgnificance and functiondity for SE.
Some authors (Sdvador Mata, 1999), though they postively vaue this new view of
educational research, warn againg the risk of radicadizing the researcher’s subjectivity or the
subjectivity of what is being researched.

3. Research in SE from the sociocritical approach

We mug begin by warning that, though there are important differences among
researchers who dedicate their work to one of the two previous views of educdiond redity
(followers of one gpproach or another), these differences grestly increase when it comes to
this find representative paradigm. This is not something negetive, but on the contrary, the

variety of postures enriches research work and its results.

Prestigious researchers have provided this daium about the heterogeneity of
sociocritical perspectives.  As an illugtration, condder reflections from Garcia Pastor (2001)
and Sdvador Maa (1999). The firgd author was right in naming one of her contributions
“Critical perspectives in Special Education”, a title which certainly suggeds diversty. The
second specificaly presents a taxonomy to darify the critica approach, anchoring it on one
end to a radicd dructurdist gpproach and on the other to a radicad humanigic one, a
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classfication which other authors have taken on and have defended in other contexts (Burrdll
& Morgan, 1979).

In any case, and in stark contrast to the first approach, dl representatives of this
approach agree that research activity is inevitably influenced by the socid, politicd and
economic context; as much as are the researchers themselves, persons who are marked by

these structures themsdaves.

Thus, the cdassoom is far from a controllable, neutrd Stuation (laboratory classroom
as indicated by the podtivis paradigm), but is conceived as a dructure which represents the
society (with its different socid drata, vaues, principles, expectations, etc.) The schoadl is an
inditution which serves society, and therefore serves the interests of public ingtitutions or
powers that dominate that society and that wish to continue doing so, such that the status quo
is assured of being passed on. In this context, SE responds to economic, politicad and socid
control assumptions, seeking to reproduce the established society, and thereby maintaining
the established powers.

Disability is an aberrant term since it has to do with characterigtics intrindc to the
pupil, worth avoiding if we conceve of learning disabilities or N as a failure of society, or
of other drata, in the educationa intervention (and not as the dudent's lack of dhility).
Schools and competent administrators have tried to dude such falure by emphasizing the
limitation or disability inherent in the students as a consequence of their deficit, disdaining
ther red intrindc characterigics, meking the dudent totaly and uniquely responsble,
something clearly seen in the indiscriminate use of labels thet:

“ ... place them invariably in the realm of the deviant, abnormal, taking on all the
negative aspects associated with this situation ...labels were not so neutral as they
claimed to be, but rather ...when the subject is assigned a label, it has an identifying
power, the subject is no longer himself, but becomes what the label itself declares he
must be” (Garcia Pastor, 2001).

With this panorama, the only viable research methodology according to this paradigm
is action research.
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Having made clear that this gpproach does not assgn direct responghility to the
dudent for educationd falure, the questions for inquiry ae therefore those that are
considered to be responsible, and which the researcher seeks to optimize. These come down
to the socid, economic and politicd sructures (dong with dl their “underling” inditutions,

such as, in our case, the schoal).

Now then, one point in common with pogtivig research is the inherent difficulty of
this activity, Snce it requires the researcher to be “liberated” from socia and politica ties that
might cortaminate the research. Thus, while in the traditiond (functiondist) approach, the
difficulty was controlling dl externd variaddles in this goproach the chdlenge lies in requiring
that the researchers themselves be freed, an emancipation that keeps them from clouding the
research with ther prgudices, vaues and assumptions. This emancipation is not only caled
for on the part of the researcher, but dso for the results themsalves, as well as on the part of

teachers and teacher candidates, who are to receive the impact of research conclusons.

4. By way of conclusion

Once we are familiar with the most rdevant contributions and perspectives of each of
the approaches, as well as criticism they have drawn, that is, once we know the more or less
immediate past of our research activity, we are in a podtion to move forward in the present

and to make awager for the future. Thisisthe purpose of this section.

Criticd andlyds of the above-mentioned research perspectives revedls gaps in each of
the approaches, and dso the potential of each. Moreover, by further reflection we dso easly
discover that the gaps in each approach are covered by the other approaches (one approach
emerges from criticism of another). However, none of them gives much regard to the benefits

of the others.

At this point, the logic of our discourse takes a different turn, a condructive critica
perspective enables us to percelve that dl the gpproaches have their benefits (potentia) and
their errors (gaps). All are pogtive, since instead of teking a perspective which distances one
gpproach from another, we can decide to bring them together, consdering the benefits of
each, and how these cover for errors in the other gpproaches. Just as if we were sdlecting a
nationd team of ahletes (for footbal or some other sport), we would put in the best eements,
for a given time and for a given research objective (a the discretion of the “sdector”, in our
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case the researcher), so0 as to obtain the best competitive results (for us, research results), by
combining for this purpose different techniques and drategies which higtoricaly have been
linked exdlusvely to asngle paradigm.

This is the direction we perceive recently in some research authors, if only timidly,
though in generd this integrating perspective is being welcomed.  Others legp ahead and
have labded this incipient view an emerging paradigm, integrating, holistic, comprehensve,
ecologicd or contextual, absolutey convinced of its goodness. Certanly its theoretical base
resdes in the complementary nature of the previous gpproaches and concepts, drawing out
what is redly vauable from each of them -- to my way of thinking, the best way to remember
and give consderation to prior approaches, our best tribute to te efforts of our predecessors.

Any research effort of current relevance in the fidd of SE can find its place within this
approach. Thefollowing topics sarveto illudrate this:

Methods of schooling appropriate to pupils with SEN, badancing acquisition of
academic knowledge with deveopment of the whole individud (socidization,
autonomy skills, etc).

Human resources appropriste for addressng diversty (specidized teachers vs.
genadigs), teking cae to neglect nether initid teacher training nor ongoing

teacher development (needs of teachers).

Materids and indructiona resources most gppropriate for working in SE,
encouraging in-house development of such resources based on students prior
knowledge and especidly on student needs, mativations, and indinations.

Technologicd resources and their adaptation as needed for each pupil with SEN,
and the mogt suitable way to effectivdly integrate these (functiond use) in the

classroom.

Acquistion and generdization of socidly acceptable behaviors, to the detriment of
other behavior manifestations, gestures or postures which are inappropriate.

Development of basc autonomy and independence <Kkills, personal care and
hygiene, dress, socid relationships, €tc.
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Devdopment of academic skills, to the extent that our pupils show adequate
cagpacity for apprehending them.

Identification of common SENSs in different groups of students who share the same
pathology, and detecting as wel other individua SENs, thus judtifying the need
for persondized psychopedagogica evauation.

Intervention proposals or guidelines gppropriate to certain groups of pupils, useful
for producing intervention programs.

Devdopment and implementaetion of gpecific programs for detecting ther
effectiveness in developing certain skillsin certain pupils.

This lig could easlly be extended were it not for space condraints, however, research
efforts cannot be channded through externa requests, but must arise from reflections on
practice or the intringc motivations of the researcher. The research attitude requires knowing,
being able and wanting to. As for knowing, | do not cast doubt on the good training which is
generdly characteristic of current researchers, and | hope that this discourse will make its
contribution there. As for being able, the resources and possihilities for accessing classroom
redity often do not make the task easer but rather just the opposite.  Findly, wanting to is
wha we most cae about a present: the researcher must fed motivated and fully satisfied
with his line of research in order to guarantee a certain continuity and perpetuity. Thus we
encourage SE researchers, once they have read this text, to reflect on the question we pose in
our titte: What and how to investigate in Specia Education?
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