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Dempsey (this issue) has provided a commentary on our study
(Carter, Stephenson, & Strnadova, 2011) examining the reported
rates of use of instructional practices by Australian special educators.
Examining this commentary, it is evident that on many issues we are
on the same page and agree on many of the fundamental conclusions
to be drawn from the study. Nevertheless, Dempsey did express
concern regarding several aspects of the reporting of the study, which
were suggested to have the ‘potential to mislead’ readers. In essence,
these criticisms revolve around four substantive points and these will
each be addressed.
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All Effective Instructional Approaches Should
be Used With the Same Degree of Frequency

In relation to the suggestion that all effective instructional approaches should be
used with the same degree of frequency, Dempsey stated that ‘while I expect that
Carter et al. do not believe this, one could forgive some readers for coming to this
conclusion after reading their article’ (p. 221). This point is illustrated with the
example of mnemonic instruction, which, it is noted, has much narrower applica-
tion than strategies such as applied behaviour analysis. In response, we would note
that Dempsey is correct in asserting that we do not hold to this belief. We would,
however, disagree that readers are likely to come to this erroneous conclusion after
reading the article. In fact, a paragraph of the Discussion was dedicated to making
exactly the point that instructional approaches would be expected to be employed at
different frequencies, using mnemonics as an example of a technique that has
relatively restricted application. Dempsey also noted that ‘this is a plausible explana-
tion for the comparatively lower use of mnemonics in Carter et al.’s research findings
and is no cause for concern’ (p. 221). In relation to practices with substantial empiri-
cal support, we would agree that the lower level of use of mnemonic training is not
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of concern and is to be expected, given its more narrow potential application.
Mnemonic instruction, however, was also used at comparable or lower levels than some
strategies (perceptual-motor and modality training) that are demonstrably ineffective
based on extant research evidence. This, on the other hand, clearly is of concern.

All Instructional Approaches are Equally Effective
Across Groups of Students

The exact nature of this criticism was a little opaque but we assume that the intent was
to rebuke us for implicitly inferring that interventions are equally effective across
instructional groups. Dempsey argued that diagnostic groups have different distinctive
characteristics but also that ‘it does not necessarily follow that effective instructional
techniques will be markedly different across these groups’ (p. 222). There is no dispute
that diagnostic groups often have distinctive characteristics. In the case of autism, for
example, it is axiomatic that individuals will have distinctive behavioural characteristics
because the disorder is explicitly defined by its behavioural symptomatology. Similarly,
we agree with Dempsey that it does not follow that instructional techniques will neces-
sarily be substantively different across different diagnostic groups. In fact, the history of
special education has been littered with attempts to develop such diagnostic-prescriptive
interventions, which have been consistently unsuccessful (Kavale & Forness, 1999;
Kavale & Mostert, 2004; Vaughn & Linan-Thompson, 2003).

Dempsey concluded noting that ‘the sample size and the nature of some demo-
graphic questions used in both the Carter et al. (2011) and the Burns and Ysseldyke
(2009) studies permitted no conclusions to be drawn in this area’ (p. 222). Again, we are
forced to agree — the studies were not designed to address questions regarding the
effectiveness of instructional strategies across diagnostic groups and could not reason-
ably be expected to do so.

The Desirable Instructional Approaches Included
in Carter etal.’s Article are the Only Desirable Approaches

Dempsey argued that ‘we can draw no conclusions about the extent of the use of the full
set of effective instructional strategies by special education teachers because a very selec-
tive set of practices were examined in both studies’ (p. 223). This is quite correct, but we
did not imply at any point in the Carter et al. (2011) article that a full range of practices
was being examined, although we would comment in passing that the practices selected
by Burns and Ysseldyke (2009) do represent several approaches that have been promi-
nent over the past several decades in special education literature. Clearly, there are many
other strategies employed in special education, with varying degrees of supporting
evidence and it would be valuable for other researchers to examine the use of these
practices. In addition, broad instructional approaches, such as applied behaviour analy-
sis, encompass many specific instructional strategies and applications. More detailed
examination of the use of these specific strategies by teachers would be informative.

Selecting Instructional Strategies

An issue that recurred at several points through Dempsey’s commentary related to how
special education teachers should select instructional strategies. If our interpretation is
correct, Dempsey’s central argument was that in making instructional decisions, teach-
ers should consider the specific needs of the learner, their own professional judgment,
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research evidence, as well as data collected on student progress. It would be very difficult
to argue against any of these points and the final consideration, regular formative collec-
tion of data on response to instruction, is worthy of particular emphasis. Nevertheless,
when making decisions regarding instruction, teachers can be presented with options
that have diametrically opposite levels of empirical support (e.g., perceptual-motor
training and ABA-based strategies). While individuals can certainly respond differently
to instruction, we would argue that teachers should, in the first instance, select strategies
with high probabilities of success based on available research evidence.

We concur with Dempsey’s conviction that research on instructional practices in
education is far from flawless and that randomised controlled trials (RCTs) do not
represent the only way of validating educational practices. For example, the overreliance
of the What Works Clearinghouse on often trivial numbers of RCTs, while ignoring
large numbers of other well-conducted studies, has resulted in anomalous recommenda-
tions and well illustrates the problem (Carter & Wheldall, 2008). On the positive side,
however, the What Works Clearinghouse has recently released evidence standards for
single-case research studies (Kratochwill et al., 2010), clearly a step in the right direction.
Regardless of the flaws, we do have a reasonably well-developed research base in special
education, which provides us with the information to make educated guesses about the
types of interventions that are most likely to be effective (Heward, 2003). We also know
that some strategies, such as perceptual-motor training and modality instruction, are
unlikely to be effective.

Dempsey argued that some instructional strategies that lack supporting research
evidence may have positive effects on student learning and, while probably not our first
option, should not be discarded automatically. Again, there is little to disagree with in
this assertion, providing educators understand that when selecting interventions that do
not have a reasonably solid empirical foundation, they bear additional professional
responsibility to systematically monitor the outcomes of intervention and make adjust-
ments if student learning is not evident. It should be stressed, however, that such
judgments should be based on hard data on student performance rather then the
perception of the practitioner or parent. Human perception is fundamentally flawed
when making judgments under conditions of uncertainty (Yates, 2008) and there is
ample evidence of popular support for interventions that in controlled evaluation are
patently ineffective, facilitated communication being a case in point (see Mostert, 2010).

It is also important to carefully consider how interventions are employed by teach-
ers. Dempsey uses the example of sensory—motor techniques such as trampolining or
swinging, which cannot be justified on the basis of research evidence but may be ‘enjoy-
able for the student and lead to improvements in motivation and attention’ (p. 224). If
such activities are used to attempt to alter underlying perceptual processes in order to
improve learning, we would strongly argue that this is an inappropriate use of instruc-
tional time and almost certainly a waste of resources. The use of an activity, such as
trampolining or swinging, as a reinforcer in the context of an evidence-based communi-
cation program, for example, is a different matter and in absolutely no way equates to
the delivery of a perceptual-motor program.

Conclusion

For the sake of brevity we have focused our response on the issues identified by
Dempsey as points of disagreement, perhaps obscuring the fact that we concur on many
of the fundamental issues raised in the study. Moreover, while we would argue that there
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are some misinterpretations in Dempsey’s commentary, on detailed examination many
of the apparent disagreements simply reflect differences in emphasis. There appears to
be agreement that special educators should use empirical evidence to inform selection
of instructional practices. In addition, we appear to concur that practitioners should
collect data on student performance to assess the efficacy of teaching and guide
decisions regarding instructional changes.

The fundamental message from the Carter et al. (2011) study was that special educa-
tion teachers report using some empirically supported practices in combination with
practices that appear to be demonstrably ineffective based on current evidence. While
there are some positive signs, there clearly remains more to be done before special
education becomes an evidence-based profession.
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