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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The evidence is persuasive and consistent that parents play a critical role in nurturing their 
children’s educational growth. Multiple, comprehensive reviews of parent involvement have 
found that when parents are involved in their children’s education, the students benefit (Fan & 
Chen, 2001; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Jeynes, 2003). Parent support for learning is important 
for all students, but it may be particularly important for the families of children with disabilities 
(Council for Exceptional Children, 2001; Turnbull & Turnbull, 2001).  

The parent-school relationship for families of students with disabilities is more clearly 
prescribed by law than is the relationship for families of other students. The cornerstone of this 
relationship is the Individualized Education Program (IEP), specified under the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), as amended in 2004. One of the main tenets of IDEA is 
parent participation in decision-making related to their children’s education.  

The Modified Consent Decree (MCD) represents the “commitment of the Board of Education 
of the Los Angeles Unified School District (‘District’) that the District’s special education 
program will be in compliance with…the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act”  
(Case No. 93-7044-LEW [GHKx] Modified Consent Decree, 2003).1 The Office of the 
Independent Monitor (OIM) for the MCD in the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) 
initiated a research project to systematically gauge the participation, satisfaction, and knowledge 
of parents of students receiving special education in LAUSD. The OIM contracted with SRI 
International (SRI) to conduct a large-scale survey over 2 years of LAUSD parents of students 
receiving special education. The information from this Parent Survey will contribute to a 
determination of whether the District has achieved substantial compliance with IDEA. The 
survey has focused on the following research questions:  

• To what extent are LAUSD parents of students with disabilities aware of special 
education rights and responsibilities and the special education reform process associated 
with the MCD? 

• To what extent do LAUSD parents of students with disabilities participate in the special 
education process, including IEP meetings, mediation, and hearings?  

• To what extent are LAUSD parents involved in IEP decisions about their children’s 
services and placements, and what are LAUSD parents’ perceptions of their involvement 
in the IEP process? 

• To what extent are LAUSD parents of students with disabilities satisfied with the special 
education programs and services their children receive? 

                                                 
1 The LAUSD special education programs have been under a federal consent decree since 1996 as a result of a class 
action lawsuit. The original consent decree Chanda Smith vs. LAUSD was modified in 2003 and is now referred to 
as the Modified Consent Decree. 
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To address these questions, SRI conducted two large-scale telephone surveys as well as focus 
groups of LAUSD parents of students who receive special education services. The first survey 
and focus groups (Wave 1) were conducted in spring 2005; the second survey and additional 
focus groups were conducted a year later in late winter to spring 2006 (Wave 2). Survey research 
is a cost-effective and efficient approach for reaching a large number of respondents and 
obtaining a broad representation of parents’ views and responses (Bickman & Rog, 1998; 
Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Because the survey research has focused on aggregate data, it 
has provided comprehensive information that can be generalized across the District. With 
appropriate sample selection and weighting strategies, survey responses represent the broad 
spectrum of parents of students receiving special education in LAUSD.  

Highlights from the information obtained from these interviews are presented below. 

Parents’ Awareness of Special Education Rights  
Parents demonstrate a range of knowledge about LAUSD policies and resources:  

× 83% of parents report having received one or both of the information booklets The IEP 
and You and A Parent’s Guide to Special Education Services, published by LAUSD 
about special education services and programs. However, 17% report that they have not 
received these informative publications.  

× To gauge parents’ awareness of their special education rights and LAUSD resources to 
support parents of students with disabilities, parents were asked a series of five questions 
about the following: the office to call with concerns or questions about special education 
services, the availability of trainings and workshops in LAUSD, protection under federal 
law of the rights of parents of children with disabilities, the right to disagree with 
LAUSD about their children’s services or programs, and LAUSD’s attempts to improve 
programs to meet the requirements of the class action lawsuit:  
Á 80% of parents are aware of the District’s office to call about concerns, questions, or 

complaints that they may have about their children’s special education services and 
programs.  

Á 51% of parents demonstrate a medium level of awareness, having knowledge of three 
to four of the items asked.  

Á Parents who have received LAUSD published booklets are more likely to 
demonstrate greater awareness of their special education rights and knowledge of 
LAUSD resources, scoring in the medium to high ranges on the awareness scale. 

× 83% of parents report being satisfied with how well the school keeps them informed 
about their children’s behavior and academic performance.  

Parents’ Participation in the Special Education Process  

Many parents of LAUSD students with disabilities participate in their children’s IEP process 
and have received a copy of the IEP:  
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× 85% of parents of students with disabilities report participating in at least one IEP 
meeting in the current or prior school year.  

× Of those parents who attended an IEP meeting, 85% report having received a written 
copy of their children’s IEP at the end of the meeting.  

× 36% of parents report they have disagreed with the school in the past 2 years about their 
children’s special education programs and services.  

× 23% of parents report having considered participating in informal dispute resolution, 
mediation, or hearings.  

× 10% of parents report having participated in dispute resolution proceedings.  

Parents’ Satisfaction with the IEP Process  

Two-thirds to three-quarters of LAUSD parents report active participation in IEP meetings:  

× 75% of parents report being involved in the development of their child’s IEP goals.  

× 64% of parents report having been given a choice during the IEP meeting about the 
various placement options available for their child.  

LAUSD parents report mixed levels of satisfaction with the IEP process:  

× 62% of parents of students with disabilities in LAUSD report being fully treated as an 
equal and important member of the IEP team, whereas 15% report feeling that they are 
only somewhat or not at all treated in that manner. 

× Although 62% of parents report being comfortable with their level of participation in 
decisions about their children’s services as well as in overall IEP decision-making, 37% 
say they would like to be more involved. 

Parents’ Satisfaction with Special Education Services 

Parents have evaluated the adequacy of LAUSD’s special education services and their 
satisfaction with those services overall:  

× 58% of parents feel their children are obtaining all or most of the services specified in 
their IEPs.  

× 62% of parents feel that their children are receiving enough special education services, 
whereas 38% feel their children are not receiving enough services. 

× 25% of parents report being very satisfied, and 57% tend to be somewhat satisfied with 
the services their children do receive. 

× Securing the special education services specified in their children’s IEP requires 
considerable effort on the part of many parents, with 30% of parents characterizing the 
process as requiring a great deal of effort. In contrast, 22% report that the process 
requires almost no effort.  
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Implications of Children’s Type of Disability for Parents’ Involvement and 
Satisfaction  

Parents of students with low-incidence disabilities tend to be more aware and involved than 
parents of students in high-incidence disability categories (i.e., learning disabilities and 
speech/language impairments):  

× Parents of students in low-incidence disability categories are:  
Á More likely to report having received a copy of LAUSD information booklets.  
Á More likely to attend IEP meetings. 
Á More likely to have disagreed with the school about their children’s special education 

program or services; to have considered participating in informal dispute resolution, 
mediation, or hearings; and to have participated in these types of proceedings.  

× Parents of students in the high-incidence disability categories are: 
Á More likely to report feeling that their children receive sufficient services.  
Á More likely to report that their children are making a lot of progress toward their IEP 

goals. 

Parents’ Involvement and Satisfaction as a Reflection of Language Differences 

Parents’ experiences in the awareness, involvement, and satisfaction of their children’s 
special education programs and services vary by primary language—English, Spanish, and 
Other-language (i.e., Armenian, Chinese, Korean, Russian, Tagalog, and Vietnamese):  

× English-speaking parents are: 
Á More likely to report having received LAUSD information booklets. 
Á More likely to feel that their children are receiving all of the services specified on the 

IEP and to describe that securing services at the IEP meeting took almost no effort.  

× Spanish-speaking parents are: 
Á More likely to describe their involvement in the overall IEP decision-making as 

positive.  
Á Less likely to be aware of the federal law that protects their children’s special 

education rights and of their right to disagree with the District about their children’s 
services.  

× Other-language speaking parents are: 
Á Less likely to be aware of the LAUSD office that parents may call with concerns, 

complaints, and/or questions regarding their children’s special education services and 
programs.  

× One important action to help ensure parents’ understanding of the IEP proceedings is the 
provision of interpreters at meetings:  
Á 67% of parents for whom English is not their primary language have requested an 

interpreter for their IEP meeting. 
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Á An interpreter has been present at the IEP meetings for 96% of parents who requested 
one. 

Á 50% of parents report that interpreters frequently translate only those conversations 
directed toward the parents and do not provide the parents with translations of 
conversations among other IEP team members.   

Á Of those parents for whom English is not their primary language, Spanish-speaking 
parents are more likely than others to request translation services, including an 
interpreter for the IEP meeting and translated copies of the IEP.  

Parents’ Involvement and Satisfaction as a Reflection of Ethnic Differences 

Several differences in the awareness, involvement, and satisfaction of parents are noted 
among racial/ethnic groups—White, Latino, African-American, and Other race/ethnicity.  

× Parents of White students are: 
Á The most likely to report having received the District’s information booklets that 

explain their children’s special education rights. 
Á More likely to demonstrate higher levels of awareness of their right to disagree with 

their children’s school and of federal special education rights.  

× Parents of Latino students are: 
Á The least aware of special education rights and resources, in particular that IDEA 

protects their right to special education for their children and their right to disagree 
with the District about special education services.  

Á Less likely to attend IEP meetings than White and Other race/ethnicity parents and 
least likely to participate in due process proceedings. 

Á More likely to report that their children are receiving enough services.  

× Parents of African-American students are: 
Á Less likely to attend IEP meetings than White and Other race/ethnicity parents.  
Á More likely to state that their children are not receiving enough special education 

services. 
Á More likely than Latino and White parents to want greater involvement in the IEP 

process.  

× Parents of students in the Other race/ethnicity category are: 
Á More likely than all other groups to be knowledgeable about the special education 

trainings and workshops for parents offered by LAUSD.  
Á More likely than Latino and White parents to want greater involvement in the IEP 

process.   

Parents’ Involvement and Satisfaction as a Reflection of Household Income 
Differences 

Household income data were collected during the Wave 2 telephone survey. Income 
categories included in the survey were selected to correspond with those used by two national 
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studies of youth with disabilities, the Special Education Elementary Longitudinal Study (SEELS) 
and the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS2), to enable comparison of LAUSD 
data with national findings. Families were asked to identify the income category range that best 
described the total income of all persons in their household in the past year.  

Parents’ experiences in LAUSD differ by household income level. When compared with 
parents with household incomes above $25,000, parents with household incomes of $25,000 or 
less are:   

× Less likely to be aware of several education rights and services, including knowledge of 
the LAUSD office to call with concerns and questions, the federal education law, and 
their right to disagree with LAUSD about their children’s services and programs. 

× Less likely to be satisfied with how well the school keeps them informed. 

× Less likely to attend an IEP meeting. Those who attend are less likely to report being 
involved about the right amount in IEP decision-making. 

× More likely to report their children receive sufficient services, although they are less 
likely to report their children receive all of the services specified in the IEP. 

× More likely to report that securing services for their children took a great deal of effort. 

Parental Involvement as a Reflection of Student’s Grade Level 

Parents of pre-school and elementary school students are more involved in special education 
processes than parents of middle and high school students. Parents’ evaluations of how their 
children are doing in their special education programs are generally more positive for those with 
children in pre-school and elementary school than for those with children in higher grades: 

× Parents of pre-school and elementary school students are: 
Á More likely to have attended IEP meetings.  
Á More likely to be satisfied with their level of involvement in IEP decisions. 
Á More likely to be satisfied with the level of communication from the school. 
Á More likely to have a positive view of special education programs. 

× Parents of high school students are:  
Á Less likely to report having received LAUSD information booklets. 
Á More likely than parents of pre-school and elementary school students to report 

wanting greater involvement regarding their children’s services.  

LAUSD Parents’ Involvement and Satisfaction Compared with Parents Nationally 

Parents of students with disabilities in LAUSD are somewhat less likely to participate in 
special education processes, such as attending IEP meetings and participating in dispute 
resolution activities, than are parents of students with disabilities nationally, especially at the 
secondary school level:  
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× Fewer LAUSD parents of students 13 years and older attend their children’s IEP 
meetings than do parents of same-age students nationally.  

× LAUSD parents are less likely than parents nationally to have participated in dispute 
resolution processes, such as mediation and hearings.  

When compared with parents of students with disabilities nationally, LAUSD parents tend to 
be less satisfied:  

× LAUSD parents are less satisfied with the amount of information they receive from the 
school about their children’s performance.  

× LAUSD parents are less likely to feel they are involved the right amount in IEP decision-
making.  

× LAUSD parents are more likely to report that it requires a great deal of effort and less 
likely to say it requires almost no effort to obtain services for their children.  

× LAUSD parents are less likely to be strongly positive regarding special education 
services. Approximately one in four LAUSD parents are very satisfied with special 
education services compared with more than half of parents nationally reporting a high 
level of satisfaction.  

× LAUSD parents or high school students are less likely to report that their children receive 
sufficient services. 

× LAUSD parents of elementary school students are less likely to report that their children 
are making progress toward their IEP goals. 

These findings indicate that LAUSD parents’ experiences significantly differ from those of 
parents of students receiving special education services nationally. Examining these differences 
raised the question of whether they are due to actual differences in experiences and perceptions 
between the two groups of parents or whether differences are associated primarily with 
demographic differences between LAUSD families and families nationally. Parents in LAUSD 
differ from those in the nation as a whole in several ways, including differences in income and 
racial/ethnic breakdown. Analyzing LAUSD and national findings within race/ethnicity and 
family income categories has allowed within-category comparisons, thereby diminishing 
demographic differences between the two groups.     

Overall, most of the differences in involvement in and satisfaction with special education 
processes noted between parents nationally and LAUSD parents as a whole are evident within 
racial/ethnic and household income category comparisons as well. This finding suggests 
differences are not a reflection of demographic differences between the two parent populations, 
but instead are differences in experiences and satisfaction of parents of students with disabilities 
nationally and in LAUSD. For example: 

× Parents in most income and racial/ethnic categories in LAUSD are less likely than 
parents in the same categories nationally to say they are very satisfied with how well the 
school keeps them informed about their children’s behavior and academic performance. 
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× Parents in LAUSD with incomes of $25,000 or less are approximately half as likely to 
have participated in mediation or hearings as parents with similar incomes nationally. 
Parents of Latino students nationally are more than five times as likely as LAUSD 
parents of Latino students to have participated in these types of proceedings. 

× Within income and racial/ethnic categories, IEP goal development is more frequently a 
joint parent and school responsibility in LAUSD than nationally. For example, parents of 
Latino students age 13 and older in LAUSD are almost four times as likely as parents of 
older Latino students nationally to report joint parent-school IEP goal development 
responsibility. 

× LAUSD parents of secondary-school-aged students in most racial/ethnic and household 
income categories are much less likely to report that almost no effort has been required to 
secure their children’s services. For example 18% of parents with incomes of $25,000 or 
less report that securing services took very little effort compared with 37% of parents 
nationally in the same income category. 

× Across income and racial/ethnic categories, parents in LAUSD consistently are less likely 
to be very satisfied with the services their children receive than parents nationally. For 
example, parents of secondary school students in LAUSD with incomes of $25,000 or 
less are less than half as likely to say they are very satisfied with the special education 
services their students receive than parents nationally in the same income category. 

Parents Who Did Not Attend the IEP Meeting 

Some LAUSD parents have not attended an IEP meeting in the year prior to or the year of 
Wave 2 survey.  

× 15% of all parents did not attend their child’s last IEP meeting. Of those who did not 
attend the meeting, 61% are aware of one having been held.  

× Parents cite several reasons for not attending the meeting. Having schedule/work 
conflicts is the most frequent reason given for not attending the IEP meeting.  

× Slightly more than one-third (38%) of parents report that the school has tried to find ways 
to help them participate in the IEP meeting. 

Some differences are noted by demographic variables: 

× Parents of students with high-incidence disabilities are more likely than parents of 
students in low-incidence categories not to attend IEP meetings. 

× Parents of African-American and Latino students are less likely to attend an IEP meeting 
compared with parents of White students and students in the Other race/ethnicity 
category. 

× Parents of high school students are less likely to attend IEP meetings than are parents of 
pre-school, elementary school, and middle school students. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

The evidence is persuasive and consistent that parents play a critical role in nurturing their 
children’s educational growth. Multiple, comprehensive reviews of parent involvement have 
found that when parents are involved in their children’s education, the students benefit (Fan & 
Chen, 2001; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Jeynes, 2003). Parent support for learning is important 
for all students, but it may be particularly important for the families of children with disabilities 
(Council for Exceptional Children, 2001; Turnbull & Turnbull, 2001).  

The parent-school relationship for families of students with disabilities is more clearly 
prescribed by law than is the relationship for families of other students. The cornerstone of this 
relationship is the Individualized Education Program (IEP), specified under the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), as amended in 2004. One of the main tenets of IDEA is 
parent participation in decision-making related to their children’s education.  

The Modified Consent Decree (MCD) represents the “commitment of the Board of Education 
of the Los Angeles Unified School District (‘District’) that the District’s special education 
program will be in compliance with…the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act”  
(Case No. 93-7044-LEW [GHKx] Modified Consent Decree, 2003)1. The Office of the 
Independent Monitor (OIM) for the MCD in the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) 
initiated a research project to systematically gauge the participation, satisfaction, and knowledge 
of parents of students receiving special education in LAUSD. The OIM contracted with SRI 
International (SRI) to conduct a large-scale survey over 2 years of LAUSD parents of students 
receiving special education. The information from this Parent Survey will contribute to a 
determination of whether the District has achieved substantial compliance with IDEA. The 
survey has focused on the following research questions:  

• To what extent are LAUSD parents of students with disabilities aware of special 
education rights and responsibilities and the special education reform process associated 
with the MCD? 

• To what extent do LAUSD parents of students with disabilities participate in the special 
education process, including IEP meetings, mediation, and hearings?  

• To what extent are LAUSD parents involved in IEP decisions about their children’s 
services and placements, and what are LAUSD parents’ perceptions of their involvement 
in the IEP process? 

• To what extent are LAUSD parents of students with disabilities satisfied with the special 
education programs and services their children receive? 

                                                 
1 The LAUSD special education programs have been under a federal consent decree since 1996 as a result of a class 
action lawsuit. The original consent decree Chanda Smith vs. LAUSD was modified in 2003 and is now referred to 
as the Modified Consent Decree. 
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To address these questions, SRI conducted two large-scale telephone surveys as well as focus 
groups of LAUSD parents of students who receive special education services. The first survey 
and focus groups (Wave 1) were conducted in spring 2005; the second survey and additional 
focus groups were conducted a year later in late winter to spring 2006 (Wave 2). Survey research 
is a cost-effective and efficient approach for reaching a large number of respondents and 
obtaining a broad representation of parents’ views and responses (Bickman & Rog, 1998; 
Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Because the survey research has focused on aggregate data, it 
has provided comprehensive information that can be generalized across the District. With 
appropriate sample selection and weighting strategies, survey responses represent the broad 
spectrum of parents of students receiving special education in LAUSD.  

Surveys have been implemented in other class-action cases focused on special education 
reform. For example, the Office of the Felix Court Monitor in Hawaii contracted with the Center 
on Disability Studies (CDS) to assess how schools and other complexes were achieving 
compliance under the Felix consent decree. The Felix consent decree stemmed from the 1993 
case Felix v. Waihee (now Felix v. Cayetano), in which the U.S. District Court found that the 
State of Hawaii was in violation of Section 504 of the U.S. Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and of 
IDEA (Higa, 2001). Under the Felix Court Monitor, the CDS assessed compliance of the school 
or complex through three data collection components, one of which included a survey of parents 
(Groves, 1999). Parents were interviewed about their engagement and participation in, and 
satisfaction with, the services their children were receiving. 

Surveys have long been used at the national level to provide a national picture of the 
experiences of parents of students with disabilities. Currently, the U.S. Department of Education 
is implementing a portfolio of longitudinal studies that span the age range of children and youth 
with disabilities to help evaluate the implementation of IDEA; those studies include the National 
Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS2), the Special Education Elementary Longitudinal Study 
(SEELS), and the Pre-School and Early Elementary Longitudinal Study (PEELS). All these 
national studies include telephone surveys of representative samples of parents of students with 
disabilities.  

Telephone Interview Design 

The LAUSD telephone interview questionnaire was developed in the first year of the survey 
and slightly modified in the second year on the basis of the informational needs of the OIM, 
issues identified during focus groups and individual interviews conducted with parents of 
LAUSD students receiving special education services, and items from national surveys that 
would allow a comparison of LAUSD results with national findings.   

Four focus groups were conducted during the questionnaire development phase in 2005: one 
group with Spanish-speaking parents (9 participants), two groups with English-speaking parents 
(13 participants), and one group with parents who spoke Korean, Chinese, Tagalog, or 
Vietnamese and who could participate in a focus group conducted in English (9 participants). In 
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addition to the focus groups, an individual interview was conducted with one Russian-speaking 
family. The study also was designed to include an interview with an Armenian-speaking family, 
but none of the 32 Armenian-speaking families contacted were willing to participate in the 
interview. 

When the instrument was developed, it was translated into Spanish and field-tested with 
parents of 10 LAUSD students with disabilities—5 English-speaking and 5 Spanish-speaking 
students. Field-test parents were selected to include those with children ranging from early 
elementary school grades to high school grades, from varying racial/ethnic backgrounds, and 
with children in high- and low-incidence disability categories. A structured field-test interview 
was completed, and respondents were interviewed to learn their perceptions of the interview, the 
ease of responding to questions, whether they understood the meaning of items, whether 
response categories were unambiguous and mutually exclusive, and whether item wording was 
appropriate.  

Following the field test, a revised instrument was developed in English, finalized, and 
translated into Armenian, Chinese, Korean, Russian, Spanish, Tagalog, and Vietnamese. The 
translated interviews were reviewed by those fluent in the language to ensure that the wording 
was appropriate and reflected the intent of the original English wording.  

Wave 2 Focus Groups 

As described above, parent focus groups were conducted in the initial survey year (Wave 1) 
to help guide the telephone interview questionnaire design. Wave 2 focus groups were conducted 
in February 2005 to obtain feedback from parents on the findings from the Wave 1 parent 
telephone interviews. Three focus groups were conducted with parents of students receiving 
special education services in LAUSD—one with English-speaking parents, one with Spanish-
speaking parents, and one with parents of Asian students. Focus group participants included 
parents of students with high- and low-incidence disabilities; parents of students across 
elementary, middle, and high school grade levels; and parents from a range of locations in the 
LAUSD. 

Wave 2 Parent Survey 
Sample Selection 

The OIM provided SRI with a data file of all LAUSD students who were currently receiving 
special education services. SRI stratified the LAUSD file to represent six strata, which 
combined:  

• Three groups of primary language—English, Spanish, and “Other.” (The Other 
languages consist of Armenian, Chinese, Korean, Russian, Tagalog, and Vietnamese.)  

• Two categories of disability—high-incidence (i.e., learning disabilities and 
speech/language impairments) and low-incidence (i.e., all other disability categories).  
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Using this sampling frame, in Wave 2 SRI selected a random sample of 2,000 students from 
the file who were representative of the LAUSD population of students receiving special 
education services. As a result of initial mailings to parents (described below) and updated data 
files received from LAUSD before the start of the interviewing period, 124 students were deleted 
from the sample, with an additional 124 students selected from the file as their replacements 
before the start of the interviewing period. (The replacements were selected from the same strata 
as those in the initial sample.) The 124 students required replacement for the following two 
reasons:  

• According to the updated LAUSD data file, 68 students had moved out of LAUSD. 

• LAUSD data file had incorrect contact information, determined in part by reviewing 
information from tracking mailings (56 students).  

Fielding the Interview 

After the sample was selected, an initial tracking letter was created, translated, and mailed to 
parents in the sample to describe the upcoming interviews and to help identify respondents who 
had moved after their information was entered into the LAUSD data file. (Appendix A includes the 
tracking letter.) The mailing envelopes were marked “address service requested,” which instructs 
the Post Office to forward the letter if the family has moved and left a forwarding address, and to 
inform SRI of that new address. Included with this mailing was a postage-paid “contact update” 
postcard that recipients could use to report changes in addresses or telephone numbers.  

A lead letter, describing the importance of the interview and including a toll-free number that 
parents could call if they had questions about the study or wanted to arrange an interview at a 
specific time, also was created and translated. (Appendix A sets forth the lead letter.) These 
letters were sent in batches, each mailed about a week before the interview start date for that 
group of interviewees. 

An interviewer training manual was then developed; the manual included background 
information on the study, question-by-question specifications for each item in the interview, 
probing instructions, and other information interviewers needed to successfully conduct the 
interviews. All interviewers were trained using a combination of lecture, role-playing exercises, 
question and answer sessions, and demonstration and practice interviews.  

Parent interviews were conducted from January 11 through March 31, 2006. To capture the 
diversity of LAUSD, interviews were conducted in eight languages—Armenian, Chinese, 
English, Korean, Russian, Spanish, Tagalog, and Vietnamese. Computer Assisted Telephone 
Interviewing (CATI) programs were developed for the English and Spanish versions of the 
questionnaire. The interviews for all other languages were conducted using hard-copy versions 
of those languages with responses entered electronically during the interview using an English 
version CATI program. Before the start of interviewing, the CATI skip logic was programmed 
and fully tested in English and Spanish.  
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Although the CATI program controls the flow of the questionnaire by assuring question 
presentation order, skip sequences and eligible responses, as an additional step to assure 
complete accuracy of the data, a second computer program was written that similarly inspects the 
data for internal consistency and completeness. If inconsistencies were found, the respondent 
was recontacted for clarification. The only inconsistencies found were three “other specify” 
responses that required callbacks for clarification.  

Quality control procedures, including monitoring of calls and coaching of interviewers, were 
implemented during the telephone data collection period to ensure that data of the highest 
possible quality were collected. Interviews lasted approximately 11 to 12 minutes, although the 
length varied somewhat depending on the language in which the interview was conducted. The 
interviews were conducted on weekdays and weekends between 9:00 AM and 9:00 PM. To 
maximize the likelihood of contacting parents, households were contacted up to 30 times over a 
range of times (mornings, afternoons, and evenings on weekdays and weekends) that were varied 
as to the day of the week; this was an increase over the 25 call attempts per household in 
Wave 1. For parents with secondary contact information included in the LAUSD data file, that 
information was used to attempt to reach parents if they could not be reached at the primary 
contact number.  

Wave 2 also consisted of additional efforts to contact and complete interviews. Beginning in 
February, a separate program was implemented in an attempt to complete interviews with 
households that had previously refused to be interviewed. Interviewers specifically trained in 
converting refusals into acceptances called these households and were able to convert 55 
previous refusals across all languages into completed interviews. In early March, to further 
increase the completion rate, reminder postcards were sent to households that had not yet been 
interviewed. In addition, cases that had been identified earlier in the interviewing period as 
having inaccessible telephone numbers because initial attempts had reached a “privacy/blocked” 
phone were reactivated in an effort to complete interviews. The use of a different calling 
approach resulted in reducing 43 households that had been identified as “privacy/blocked”  
to 1 household.  

From the information gathered during the interviews and from updated data files received 
from LAUSD after the interviews began, 21 families were identified as not eligible for an 
interview because the student was deceased, the family had moved out of the District, or the 
family spoke a language other than one of the 8 interview languages (Table 1-1). The sample 
was not augmented because interviewing had already begun. An eligible sample of 1,979 
families resulted. Of these 1,979 families, 1,417 participated in the telephone interview, for an 
overall response rate of 72%. 
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Table 1-1 
Response Rates for the Parent/Guardian Telephone Interviews 

 Number Percent 

• Total sample 2,000  

Student deceased 1  
Language barrier (not one of the eight interview languages) 5  
Moved out of LAUSD 13  
Other reason for ineligibility 2  

• Total eligible sample 1,979 100 

• Respondents   

Completed the telephone interview 1,417 72 

• Nonrespondents   

Refused 50 3 
Unable to locate 196 10 
Located but unable to contact 316 16 

 
Response rates varied by language and disability incidence, ranging from 64% for English-

speaking families to 84% for Korean-speaking families, and 70% for families of high-incidence 
disability category students to 74% for families of students with low-incidence disabilities 
(Table 1-2). 
 

Table 1-2 
Response Rates for the Parent/Guardian Telephone Interviews,  

by Language and Disability Incidence 

 
Number in 

Eligible Sample 
Number of 

Respondents Percent 

• Primary language    

Spanish 765 575 75 
English 704 453 64 
Other  510 389 76 

Armenian  154 109 71 
Chinese  58 43 74 
Korean  88 74 84 
Tagalog  142 113 80 
Russian  37 28 76 
Vietnamese  31 22 71 

• Disability    

High incidence 1,029 716 70 
Low incidence 950 701 74 
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High response rates help to ensure that survey results are representative of the target 
population. As indicated in the Handbook of Applied Social Research Methods, well-conducted 
telephone surveys typically have response rates of 60% to 70% (Bickman & Rog, 1998). The 
response rate achieved by this survey of LAUSD parents is consistent with those experienced in 
NLTS2 and SEELS, the two national studies of parents of students with disabilities, which have 
response rates ranging from 60% to 80%. The overall response rate of 72% achieved for this 
study is especially strong, considering that “California as a whole, and the state’s urban areas in 
particular, are among the most difficult parts of the nation in which to conduct telephone 
interviews” (Center for Health Policy Research, UCLA, 2005).  

Achieving a high response rate is only one aspect of ensuring that survey findings are 
representative of all parents of youth with disabilities in LAUSD. To assess whether those who 
were interviewed differ from the universe of parents of students in LAUSD receiving special 
education services, SRI used information from LAUSD databases to help identify possible 
differences between respondents and other parents in LAUSD. Respondents to the telephone 
survey were compared with all students receiving special education services in LAUSD in regard 
to the following variables: 

• Primary language 

• Disability incidence 

• Type of disability 

• Student gender 

• Student race/ethnicity  

• District 

• Parent IEP meeting participation status 

• Free and reduced-price lunch participation status 

• Student grade level. 

Respondents were representative of the full population on many of these variables, but some 
differences were found. For example, the telephone survey respondents include proportionately 
fewer parents of students with emotional disturbances than does the full LAUSD universe of 
students receiving special education, resulting in those parents being underrepresented.  

These nonresponse analyses have been used to determine the weights to be applied to the 
sample so that interview responses accurately represent the universe of LAUSD students 
receiving special education. For example, because a larger proportion of the LAUSD universe 
consists of parents of students with emotional disturbances than the proportion in the respondent 
sample, larger weights have been applied to each respondent family with a student with 
emotional disturbances.  
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Because findings are weighted to represent the universe of students in LAUSD, percentages 
included in this report are free of biases that would otherwise be associated with differences in 
response rates for any of the student characteristics listed above. When sample sizes are included 
in tables in subsequent chapters, they are identified as unweighted sample size; in contrast, the 
percentages in the tables are estimates of the percentages of all parents of students in LAUSD, 
and not percentages of those who responded to the telephone interview.  

Appendix B provides a complete description of comparisons between interview respondents 
and the full population of LAUSD parents of students with disabilities, and of the weighting 
analyses.  

Technical Notes 

Readers should remember the following issues when interpreting the findings in this report:  

× Descriptive findings are weighted. This survey has been designed to provide a 
District-wide picture of the experiences of LAUSD parents of students who receive 
special education services. Therefore, all the statistics presented in this report are 
weighted estimates of the population of students receiving special education in LAUSD. 
Each response for each sample member is weighted. Appendix B includes a description 
of the weighting process.  

× Standard errors. For each mean and percentage in this report, a standard error is 
presented that indicates the precision of the estimate. For example, a variable with a 
weighted estimated value of 50% and a standard error of 2 means that the value for the 
total population, if it had been measured, would, with 95% confidence, lie between 
48% and 52% (i.e., within plus or minus 2 percentage points of 50%). Thus, smaller 
standard errors allow for greater confidence to be placed in the estimate, whereas larger 
ones require caution.  

× Small samples. Although these data are weighted to represent the entire LAUSD 
special education population, the size of standard errors is influenced heavily by the 
actual number of youth in a given group. Groups with very small samples have 
comparatively large standard errors (in fact, findings are not reported separately for 
groups that do not include at least 20 sample members). Therefore, readers should be 
cautious in interpreting results for groups with small sample sizes and large standard 
errors. 

× Significant differences. Only differences among groups that reach a level of 
statistical significance of at least .05 are mentioned in the text. Appendix B outlines a 
method for using standard errors to calculate the significance of differences between 
groups of interest.  
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Organization of the Report 

The chapters in this report generally correspond to the research questions posed. The findings 
of the Wave 2 survey are presented in Chapters 2 through 9. Chapter 2 presents overall findings, 
Chapter 3 focuses on findings by disability incidence, Chapter 4 describes findings by the 
students’ primary language, Chapter 5 presents findings by race/ethnicity, and Chapter 6 includes 
findings by household income. School-level findings and comparisons with national data make 
up Chapters 7 and 8. Chapter 9 presents findings for parents who did not attend their children’s 
last IEP meeting. The final chapter summarizes parents’ experiences with special education 
programs and processes in LAUSD. Appendix A includes examples of letters and presents the 
interview instrument. Appendix B provides details of the design, sample, weighting, measures, 
and analysis approaches. Appendices C through H include the complete set of results by 
disability incidence, primary language, race/ethnicity, household income, and school level, as 
well as national comparisons.   

 

 



 


