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ABSTRACT
Anita M. Hawkins: Perceived Causes of Ethnic Disproportionality in Speciakidnc
Consideration of Factors for the Purpose of Professional Development
(Under the direction of Steven Knotek, PhD and Jennifer Hiemenz, PhD)

The issue of ethnic disproportionality in special education has been a focus of much
research. The purpose of the present study is to add to the current dial@gdmgethe
perceived causes of the disproportionate numbers of African-American sturdeots the
mild to moderate intellectual disability and behavioral/emotional disabditygories. For
the current research, 424 Exceptional Children’s Services (EC) directoesabeducation
teachers, special education teachers, and school psychologists were raetkstdyg from
20 counties across North Carolina and asked to complete an online survey regartling wha
they perceive to be the primary cause(s) of ethnic disproportionalitynwtiitéi
aforementioned disability categories. Additionally, the influence ofiallcompetency
training on the primary cause endorsed was also examined. Results of thereggarch
suggest that the perceptions of the 103 school personnel, who completed the survey,
regarding the primary cause of ethnic disproportionality in special educedioias
disparate as was originally hypothesized indicating factors relastddent and family
characteristics. In addition, results also suggest that cultural compétanayg did not
have the effect on the primary cause endorsed as was initially hypothesized.ti@i
current results, factors for professional development and training are@ausas a means

of decreasing the ethnic disproportionality that currently existsmétihool systems.
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Perceived Causes of Ethnic Disproportionality in Special Education: Conmderhat
Factors for the Purpose of Professional Development

CHAPTER |: INTRODUCTION
Problem

The disproportionate numbers of African-American students identified witheircer
special education categories continues to remain a prevalent problem in'sgcietpls.
Despite the Reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities EducatiorfiBEA, 2004),
which sought to remediate the problem of overrepresentation of African-Amettickmts
within special education, the phenomenon continues to remain. The number of African-
American students referred, and subsequently identified as in need of speciabeducat
services, has likely resulted, at least in part, from the continual focus on theatoneok
the academic achievement gap that purportedly exists between them andubagi&a
peers.

Although African-American students have made significant acadenris gathe last
30 years, an academic achievement gap persists between these studeniis@agctmsaan
peers. Much debate continues regarding the cause or causes of the achigapraadt
continued research into the topic tends to elicit more questions than answers or solutions.
Previous research has focused on causes ranging from society in gegeratdreotype
threat, marginalization, etc.) to family characteristics (e.qg., tsireicsocioeconomic status,
values) to more specific individual characteristics (e.g., locus of contrdbugibn theory,

disidentification/ disengagement, motivation). Results of the previous reseaileh, w



occasionally contradictory, often provide additional factors to consider agrdhoffel ways
or support for existing ways to remediate the problem. Based upon the manyactoss
that have been researched regarding the academic achievement gap, ittisdilaly
combination of these factors account for its existence and maintenance.

Such focus on the cause(s) of the achievement gap, in combination with legislation
such as the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) and the Reauthorization of IDEA, tids le
the implementation of solutions that have, subsequently and unfortunately, led to a
disproportionate number of minorities, specifically African-Americansigomisidentified
and mislabeled as in need of special education services. Considering the wealth of
information regarding the achievement gap and disproportionality, the preseamtcirestudy
seeks to further clarify and offer new information regarding the perceptidbsceptional
Children’s services directors, general and special education teachers, and school
psychologists that may contribute to and maintain the disproportionate numbersahAfri
American students within certain special education categories (i.e. miloderate
intellectual disability and behavioral/emotional disability).

Rationale

While previous research has focused on such prominent causal factors adrsociety
general and individual characteristics specifically, Bronfenbreri®877() posited that a child
lives within an ecology that includes macro-systems and micro-systenasgttd that the
relationship between a child and his/her ecology is bi-directional or reaipmfluencing
and being influenced in many ways. Research has shown that these macro- and micro
systems have a direct or indirect influence on a child’s ability to succedun\tfiese

systems are risk factors, contributing to the likelihood of the child’s failumesdience



factors, often mitigating the effects of risk factors. One importandifaathin the child’s
ecology is the school or academic domain. This context has a vast, direct inuethee
likelihood that a child will fail or succeed.

Within the academic domain, research has shown that family characdesisth as
family structure, values, beliefs, parenting style, and socioeconomic ctatisve a
significant effect on a child’s academic achievement, motivation, or fatlueational
attainment (Halle, Kurtz-Costes, & Mahoney, 1997). Examining these fanahacteristics
in light of race/ethnicity has revealed that differences exist betwiaad-Americans and
Caucasians. With respect to academics and achievement, it is importanttt@ahote
racial/ethnic differences exist in defining what achievement meanghbroli this, the
perception of the achievement gap may be skewed, with minorities in general, i@ad-Afr
Americans specifically, questioning the existence of the gap and to what xteeds to be
remediated, if at all. The achievement gap is often defined and measured hyattigia
that compares the standardized scores of African-American studentsabttiet
Caucasian peers. The standard of achievement may be relative to a childi$ leve
functioning as in the case of students with disabilities. If a child is in need citenhat
modifications and accommodations, and has simply not been “diagnosed” with a glisabilit
that would affect his/her learning, and subsequent achievement, these accaoamaodat
would not be available to aid in supplementing the child’s abilities to succeed and achieve

With such a zealous focus on remediating the achievement gap through educational
modifications and accommodations, the issue of ethnic disproportionality in special
education has, unfortunately, itself become a problem in need of remediation.eBeictnes

history of African-Americans in American society and the statishiosvgg that a



disproportionate number of African-American students are over-refereghatied, and
placed in special education services (and underrepresented in academlédigtiirat |y
gifted services) (Salend, Duhaney, & Montgomery, 2002, and Daniels, 1998), ityshiael
those individuals and systems involved in remediating these problems have misjudged and
misidentified African-American students in need of special education irr &ngndope of
making amends for societal inequalities (e.g., racism, poverty) or out of ignoraace of
culture that they fail to understand how to interact with or perceive. Based upon this
hypothesis, it is important to examine the perceptions of the causes of ethnic
disproportionality in special education from the perspective of Exceptionalré
services directors, general and special education teachers, and schoalogsstsh who are
integrally involved with placement and eligibility decisions in special atinc.
Research Questions

In order to help provide useful insight into perceived causes of disproportionality in
special education that result from the efforts of school systems to remédiatadting
academic achievement gap, the present study will examine the perceptamspartinent
groups involved in the referral, assessment, and identification process fanidetgr
eligibility for special education. The four groups surveyed consisted op&owal
Children’s services directors, general education teachers, special educatimrseand
school psychologists employed in public school districts in the state of Northn@arol
Exceptional children’s services directors oversee the special educatimaliegfssessment,
and identification process and work to ensure that all legal requirements areldadhmréhe
school. General education teachers provide the daily educational curriculum and are

responsible for general classroom management. They also have the prapansiaility of



referring students they perceive to be in need of special education se®pieesl education
teachers personally interact with students and provide the daily educationatatiodis

and accommodations deemed necessary and appropriate. Traditionally, school gsgsholo
develop an assessment plan and administer the appropriate standardized atidegualita
measures based upon the stated reason(s) for referral. This role has beerdexymritie
years and currently involves not only the assessment aspect, but also includety afvari
responsibilities within the pre-referral process as well. Accordinigeggdbrth Carolina

Department of Public Instructiohtfp://www.ncpublicschools.ordownloaded on March 31,

2008), school psychologists are involved in such processes as consultations and trainings
with educational personnel, program development, and direct interventions with students.
Such tasks often include working to implement positive behavioral support programs and
providing basic mental health services (e.g., crisis intervention, support fetyaand
depression, etc.) within the school setting. While each school district mag thi role of

the school psychologist in various ways, the rationale for providing such preireferra
interventions is to reduce the number of students referred for assessmentiébr spec
education, which subsequently and directly or indirectly affects the ratdmaf e
disproportionality.

Specifically, the study will examine the differences in perceivedesanfsethnic
disproportionality among these four groups. The current study seeks to examine if the
primary causal factors of ethnic disproportionality endorsed differs amosg fiigr groups
of school personnel given their differing and varying roles within the referdal a
determination for eligibility process. Additionally, based on previous resaaddating that

when there is a “cultural mismatch” between students and teachers, i@ateashers often



misunderstand the African-American student’s culture, behavior, or definitions of
achievement thereby leading to referral, another issue to be addressed aisedlisctine
present study is whether or not cultural competence training affectsierypgausal factor
endorsed by school personnel.

While general systemic issues may have an effect on rates of dispoaglj it is
also important to examine possible individual causes as well. Referral toalsgmication is
primarily subjective, based upon a teacher’s perception of a student’s academic and
behavioral needs. It is important to note that although special education teachets are
typically directly involved in the referral process (as are general edadaachers), they
work with those students found eligible for special education based on this procedsreher
the perceptions of these teachers will be an important factor in the presgnAdthunligh
the present study seeks to include an examination of the perceptions of speciareducat
teachers as well, who may not be directly involved in the referral processtaaelsers
work closely with a variety of general education teachers and have indthawledge of
the skills and achievements of the students they serve. Given this, their opinions and
perceptions would help provide valuable insight as to why they believe studentfeaszire
for special education.

Related to the referral from teachers, there is a process by whidteatss
determined as eligible or in need of special education. This process involves not only the
teachers, but the exceptional children’s services director and the school psytiasiogell.
Once a student has been identified, by a teacher, as having academic angiordbeha
difficulties within the classroom setting, a referral is often made tattidest assistance

team process. Within the team process, a problem-solving approach is utilizecess dlder



student’s difficulties and teacher’s (or parents’) concerns. This prowasgvolve

identifying and quantifying the problem(s), brainstorming solutions, developing and
implementing the most appropriate evidence-based solutions, and monitoring the student’s
progress (through data collection). The school psychologist often participdbesstudent
assistance team process through completion of classroom observations, provision of
consultation, and assistance with the development and implementation of evidence-base
solutions. When interventions are deemed unsuccessful (through a review of theatollect
data), or meet with limited success in addressing the student’s difficaltiefgrral for a
standardized assessment may be made to the school psychologist. The schotwgsyc

must provide an appropriate standardized assessment of an individual student, in conjunction
with more subjective measures such as observations and clinical intervievagritoor
determine the learning needs of the student and offer appropriate recommendagdns ba
upon the results of the assessment. The exceptional children’s services direrdees this
entire referral, assessment, and determination process, works to ensutdeialt a
requirements are met, and offers a recommendation to the team as a whold when al
appropriate information has been gathered. Despite standardized assestmae
recommendation of the team may subsequently become subjective. Given the individual
subjective aspects of this process and the varying roles that each group playsiahe pr
guestion to be addressed in the present study examines whether or not the perceptions of
these four groups differ as to the primary cause(s) of ethnic disproportonagecial
education. Related to this, it will be important to also determine whether orinotgria

cultural competence has any effect on the perceptions held by these four groupsiakly



hours of training and how long ago training was received will be an important a§gast
secondary question to be addressed.

Because attempts to remediate the academic achievement gap haveesuhseq
contributed to the issue of disproportionality in special education, it is impartbotk
briefly at this overarching issue of the achievement gap and examineiis noéintaining
disproportionality. Therefore, the present study will discuss briefly thetezgpachievement
gap within the selected counties in North Carolina in order to examine if therg is
relationship between the magnitude of the achievement gap and the ovesalf ettenic
disproportionality. It may be that counties with a larger academic\ashent gap between
African-American and Caucasian students have higher rates of ethnic disrogdiytiand
until the former is redefined or remediated, the latter may continue to be aasdsng as

the process remains subjective and in the hands of those groups herein surveyed.



CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW

Legislation

Within recent years, the passage of such federal legislation as thieilN €5t
Behind Act of 2001 (Public Law 107-110) has brought the issue of the academic
achievement gap to the forefront of public policy once again. Such focus on the achievement
gap has, in turn, likely led to a renewed focus on the issue of disproportionality wittial spe
education as well. The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) seeks to promote equity of
outcomes and provide a quality education to all disadvantaged children (Donlevy, 2002). The
impact of NCLB will affect not only those who have been defined as “disadvantaged
children,” but also children with disabilities. Historically, research hasva that poor and
minority children tend to be at risk for poor academic achievement (O’Connerr&afdez,
2006), and NCLB seeks to promote high standards of education and achievement for all
students despite race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status (SES), or disadtilisy st

“The overall goal of NCLB is to increase academic success for all ehitdr that
each and every child can learn in a supportive and safe school environment” (Donlevy, 2002,
p. 258). According to NCLB, low achievement is affected by many variables andnghadte
result of exposure to inferior program quality and inadequately trained otitieder
teachers. Specifically then, with respect to education, the purpose of NCLB mstie ¢hat
all children have a fair, equal, and significant opportunity to obtain a high-qualitateaiu
and reach, at a minimum, proficiency on challenging state academic awbrv&andards

and state academic assessments” (20 USC 6302 § 1001 cited in Faircloth, 2004, p. 35).



In order to determine whether or not these goals are met as set forth in NCLB
standardized assessments must be utilized to measure student achievemesesbnecats
must be aligned with each state’s standards and the results are used to ddteatime
individual school makes Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). Beginning in the 2005-2006
school year, all students in grades 3-8, including those with disabilitieshbmassessed
each year in reading/language arts and mathematics. Students in grades€-te
assessed at least once. Beginning in the 2007-2008 school year, students walbdedams
least once in grades 3-5, 6-9, and 10-12 in the sciences. By 2013-2014, the ultimate goal is
that all students will reach proficiency in reading, mathematics, andscieroficiency is
measured and then reported at both the school level, and at subgroup levels (e.g., poverty
levels, races, ethnicities, disabilities, and limited English proficgs)¢Faircloth, 2004). It is
the reporting of the proficiency levels by subgroups that seems to have spawneded
interest in closing the academic achievement gap that appears to exestrbatinority
students (African-Americans in particular) and their Caucasian peers.

Although the No Child Left Behind Act seems to have brought the academic
achievement gap to the forefront once again, it cannot be viewed separately from the
Reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDE&Sjnte 1976-

1977, the U.S. Department of Education has collected and reported on an annual basis the
number of students, ages 6-21 years, with disabilities who receive semnitsgsthe IDEA”
(Bullock & Gable, 2006, p. 8). Since its inception, the number of students receiving services
has grown to over 5 million. With several revisions to the original law through thg ylear

most recent reauthorization of IDEA in 2004 is closely aligned with the pringptdsrth in

NCLB for students with disabilities (Congressional Digest, 2005). NCLB, as an

10



accountability system, would help to ensure that students with disabilitiesheier to
appropriate academic standards that would promote relative high achievement. The
Reauthorization also aims to reduce the over-identification and misidetrgificd non-
disabled children as needing special education services, which would includeynyiootit
and more specifically, African-Americans and students with Limitegli&im Proficiency.
School districts with a significant over-identification of minority studergsrequired to

work to reduce this phenomenon, hopefully, by eliminating the outdated 1Q-achievement
discrepancy model and incorporating a Response-to-Intervention model in igentifyi
specific learning disabilities (Congressional Digest, 2005).

It is important to include the 2004 Reauthorization of IDEA here when speaking of an
academic achievement gap and disproportionality primarily for two reasestfrall, the
guestion must be answered as to whether or not the academic achievement ggeaisisall
based on the notion that African-American students have been over-identified or
misidentified as being in need of special education services. This seems tedudiezl from
the use of standardized assessments of intelligence and achievement andiyHed tike
feelings of cultural mistrust by African-American families v tassessment, treatment, and
overall education of their children. The use then of standardized assessmentaite meas
achievement for the purposes of NCLB and to measure intelligence for the purposes of
determining the need for special education seems to reiterate thiamssagain, begs the
guestion of whether or not the academic achievement gap truly exists ahéwdratot a
student is truly in need of special education services.

Second, the question is if the achievement gap does exist and if African-americ

students are correctly identified as needing special education, arenAmcarican students

11



with disabilities receiving (educationally and culturally appropriategiapeducation
services in order to meet the standards of relative high achievementfoiighdveth the
Reauthorization of IDEA and NCLB have had an impact on the education of African-
American students with and without disabilities. For the purposes of this presenitsgidy
important to consider the issue of the academic achievement gap and its rel&goissae
of disproportionality, as well as to examine and consider the perceptions of and response
African-American students, with a suspected disability, by teachdretaers involved in
the special education process and further clarify the perceptions as toaemgxist
disproportionate numbers of African-American students represented withim cpeaial
education categories.
Historical Perspective

Prior to focusing on the primary issue of disproportionality, it is important to conside
its origins in standardized intelligence and achievement testing. The twotdze viewed
separately for it is the combination of the two that has been historically usddrnmide the
need for special education services. While racial/ethnic differencetelligence are an
important factor to consider, it is racial/ethnic differences in achieveimansets the stage
for disproportionality. In other words, a student may have low IQ scores, butkigiva
above what would be expected based on those scores. It is only when low 1Q exists in
conjunction with low achievement does it become obvious that intervention may be
necessary. It is in light of these facts that the historical and current gerep®f both 1Q
and achievement are subsequently discussed.

Previous research regarding racial/ethnic differences in intelligethwedre African-

Americans and Caucasians dates back many decades. There have been a nannres of ¢
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cited as to these differences ranging from biological (e.g., the ideAftien-Americans
are genetically inferior in terms of intelligence) to ecologiea., a history of oppression,
marginalization, and an uneven distribution of wealth and power). Early reseastioias
that intelligence testing was considered quite controversial in that ilseaisto support
“outrageous racial policies” by attempting to confirm, among other ideas, hatitnes
were less intelligent than their Caucasian counterparts (HerrnsteMuarray, 1994, p. 5).
With such a history, the utilization of intelligence testing, and subsequehigvament
testing, may be called into question as to whether or not it represents alécteoredf an
individual’s abilities, particularly those of African-Americans whomythmetially sought to
marginalize. It is, unfortunately, from standardized testing in thesertag #éhat the issue of
racial/ethnic disproportionality in special education has surfaced.

As stated previously, the racial/ethnic differences in intelligeneeatée viewed
separately from differences in academic achievement; therefore, indoatkine academic
achievement gap as it exists today, it is important to consider the history sktlesas well.
Although there are studies cited as early as the mid- to late-1920s, itasldiffifind such
studies in print today. However, one of the earliest dated studies on raci@mdiéfenn
academic achievement found in print was completed by Doxey Wilkerson in 1934. Long
before the desegregation of schools and the Civil Rights era, the notion of réerahdiés
in academic achievement emerged. Because of the limited informatiorudgdisiitations,
the reliability of some of the earlier studies is questionable; howevegesuksrare still quite
pertinent today.

In the review of studies completed by Wilkerson (1934), several issues acketinaise

remain relevant to the existence of the current academic achievermpeh”bgaxample,
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results indicated that although the general achievement level of Aficesnican students is
seen to be lower than that of their Caucasian peers in each school system, ftbere is
evidence of a constant degree of disparity between the two groups in differemssyg.

460). The results indicated that the disparity between the races varied ameremntgthool
systems and between rural and urban schools within the same system. Somme Africa
American students achieved as high as their Caucasian counterparts wkil€aarasian
students achieved at a level as low as that of their African-Americas peem the studies,
Wilkerson found that the degree of the disparity depended largely upon the school system
studied and that it could be assumed that some other factor, other than race, produced the
variation.

Other factors were considered that may have had an effect on the achievement of
African-American students, namely, socioeconomic status (including hame)sand the
school environment. Wilkerson'’s review of the data from several studies indicatéuetha
socioeconomic status of children has a significant influence on their schotdséiceament.
Chauncey (as cited in Wilkerson, 1934, p. 469) through his study of the socioeconomic factor
and its effect on achievement concluded that “inferior homes tend to retard, and superior
homes tend to accelerate, the progress of children through the schools.” Since then, the
majority of African-American families at that time had a socioeconotatas markedly
below that of Caucasian families, the disparity in achievement in favor of Sauciudents
would be assumed logical. The school environment was noted as being one of the most direct
influences to condition scholastic success. Although the studies reviewed by Wiliense
conducted before the desegregation of schools, not only were differences found between

African-American schools and Caucasian schools, but also between rural and hdmds sc
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as well. He posits that the “racial differences in scholastic achievementay result largely
from racial differences in educational opportunity” (1934, p. 472) and may, in some school
systems, be a function of the quality of instruction the students receive | as wehool
resources (p.475). According to Wilkerson (p. 475) “if school environment is, in factylarge
responsible for the relatively low educational accomplishment of the avidegge child,

then it very probably offers the chief explanation of increasing racial dispath

increasing time spent in school.”

It is important to examine from Wilkerson’s review of the current literatutbadf
time several key aspects. First of all, the results of such a histoudglrsimain fairly
accurate to-date, some 70 years later. It brings into question whahateplseen taken to
remediate the issues and their subsequent success and/or failure in régudisgdrity
between the races in academic achievement. Secondly, such a study supmetsthet
forth in NCLB and has implications for where resources and interventions should be
allocated and focused (i.e., funding, early intervention programs, and changaghathi
school environment and perceptions of teachers). The question remains as to whatsas or ha
not changed over time to remediate such issues and what factors remaih kizatesan
affect on the academic achievement gap that exists today.

Additional studies surfaced again in the 1970s, perhaps as a consequence of the Civil
Rights era and a focus on ethnic/cultural pride. One study to note, completeddayd¥lar
Gordon (1976), found that “overachievement” and “underachievement” among children with
similar I1Q scores was related to race, as well as class situatichgl{(ing the social mobility
situations of their parents). In studying African-American and Caucasdudierclass and

working-class girls and boys, Gordon found that the results were indicative oflthérig:
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“(1) on the average, whites have higher scores than blacks and have higher sodrleskisa
of similar socioeconomic status; (2) middle-class children have higher ave@gs than
working-class children of the same race; (3) girls tend to have higher aws@gs than
boys; and (4) there is a marked similarity in the scores of black middleacidsshite
working-class children” (pp. 6-7). The results also indicated that racialatiffes were
found at all 1Q levels and at the higher levels of IQ, class differense®alerged. This
study, as well as others, seemed to reiterate some of the key issues@adtded in
previous studies and served to further clarify the importance of socioeconatugatd
class differences in the existence of the academic achievement gap.

During the 1970s, a number of thoughts and theories developed as to why there were
racial/ethnic differences in intelligence and achievement. Again, sussiss the
desegregation of schools (Brown v. Board of Education 1954), the Civil Rights Era of the
1960s, and a focus on ethnic/cultural pride in the 1960s and 1970s, may have contributed to
the renewed focus on the academic achievement of African-American studathieen
Burlew (1979) posited that the notion of self-fulfilling prophecies was a factbei
motivational dynamics of and ultimate manifestation of the educational perfoeraad
accomplishments of African-American children. Due to the history (e.gersland
oppression) of African-Americans in the United States, Burlew believed theai:
Americans had been left with little hope of achieving their ambitions; threrghany
African-American students who may want to pursue an education may have lowaggpsc
of achieving those goals, hence the self-fulfilling prophecies analerd. Even when new

opportunities become available, the thought was that the expectancies of-Afmesitans
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would remain unchanged due to past realities and life histories. This expectamgycthdd
then also be applied to the performance issues of the poor as well.

Burlew (1979) addresses the issue of expectancy as it relates todeaxpectations
of students, as well as, the student’s expectations of him/herself. McDoneitk s
Burlew, 1979, pp. 166-67) “cautioned psychologists to distinguish among ‘want,” ‘can,” and
‘try’.” Although “want” tends to represent one’s desires for a certain goal‘try” one’s
goal-directed behavior, these two are often mediated by “can” or one’s smppens of
his/her ability to acquire or reach the desired goal. Because teaclyehavegpreconceived
notions about the abilities of minority students or students of lower socioeconoms; stat
these lowered expectations may be directly or indirectly (subtly bepsmot so) be
communicated to students. Students, then, may internalize and incorporate other’s
expectations and evaluations into their own and likely perform at a level cahsigtethese
evaluations and expectations. Along with teachers’ and others’ perceptions, a stadent ha
expectations and perceptions of him/herself. According to L’Abate, Oslin, and (3848,
“positive expectations are directly related to scholastic achievementyvbownore negative
expectations have been observed among blacks, particularly the black boys” (p. 845). If
student is “strong” enough to overcome the low expectations of others, he/she muspéen c
with the dilemma of expecting more of him/herself than others expected of thelewB
1979). In either case, it is important, according to expectancy theory, foetseaas well as,
parents to avoid communicating low expectations to students, especialgnAfmerican
students as the majority will merely achieve as high, or in this case aad@ne would

expect them to achieve.
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Other thoughts and theories, along with expectancy theory, as to why an academi
achievement gap exists between African-Americans and their Caucasisihg@ezincluded
family factors, the desegregation of schools and the school environment in general
socioeconomic status, and self-concept and locus of control. Roberts and Horton (1973)
noted that while some believed that education should assume the responsibilitgmigredu
the achievement gap, others believed that factors brought into the school environrtient, by
student, were the keys to reducing the gap. It should be noted that such viewpointgcurrentl
continue, but both must be addressed in order to affect the most thorough and complete
change in the situation. With respect to family factors, historically, stindiee found that
the total environment of a disadvantaged learner must be enriched through tlaiéedlic
upgrading of the parents” (L’Abate, Oslin, & Stone, 1973, pp.328-29) in order to improve the
achievement of disadvantaged children. With regards to the desegregation of schools and the
overall school environment, it should be noted that the previous study by Wilkerson in 1934
was conducted prior to the desegregation of schools. Studies conducted in the 1970s,
however, focused on the achievement of African-American students after the Br8oard
of Education 1954 decision that desegregated schools. The results of some of the studies of
the 1970s indicated that when factors such as 1Q and socioeconomic factorentredéed,
segregation-desegregation did not provide a significant difference iraAfAmerican or
Caucasian achievement. L'Abate, Oslin, and Stone (1973) indicated, however, thas“there
some basis for suggesting a significant segregation-desegregétoandie for such
variables as antisocial tendencies, self-concept, anxiety, self-egteaot of attendance,
standardized tests, teacher grades, dropout rate, and overall ability” (p. 34&)s Asted

previously by Burlew (1979), self-fulfilling prophecies may be operatigetan the
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expectations of teachers within the school environment especially for magthalinorities
(e.g., African-Americans). The quality of teachers/teaching was attbex important issue
raised in the studies of the 1970s (L'Abate, Oslin, & Stone, 1973), as was indicated by
Wilkerson in 1934. Because socioeconomic status has previously been addressed by
Gordon’s study (1976), it will be mentioned here only to reiterate that studenévaciant
scores are also affected by the socioeconomic status and social molileyfarnily

(parents). With regards to self-concept and locus of control, it has been noted thave posit
self-concept has an impact on achievement. Related perhaps to self-cortepbiton of
locus of control. It was noted in the studies of the 1970s that until a student sees Him/herse
as the one in control, rather than a helpless victim of external circumsteaiske will not
acquire academic mastery.

The thoughts and theories that developed, as to why the achievement gap exésts, cam
about as early as the late 1920s and throughout the 1970s and have remained prevalent issues
and factors into the early 2000s. Factors that were important to consider then (i.e
socioeconomic status, family influences, school environment, self-concept and locus of
control, teacher/instructional quality and expectancy) remain so todayustdenaddressed
if the disparity in achievement between the races, and subsequent disproportisrialibe
reduced. Reflecting on the timeline of research on this issue, as wellkey tissues and
factors that were found to be relevant will help guide current research and¢hgpdeent
of interventions/preventions in the field.

Before delving into the achievement gap more specifically, it is impoddook at
two historical landmark cases cited as having an impact on the use of standpdizgting

with African-American students for the purpose of determining special #oluedigibility,

19



the Larry P. vs. Wilson Rilesase and thBASE vs. Hannooase. Both cases alleged that due
to standardized 1Q tests that were racially and culturally biased agéicsin-American
students, these students were placed in Educable Mentally Retarded (E84R)artzs.

Upon reexamination of the same students irLdrey P. vs. Wilson Rilesase, using the

same tests, but varying procedures to establish rapport, it was found that noneuofethis st
named in the suit were “mentally retarded.” Tlaery P. vs. Wilson Rilesase came to trial

in 1977 and was decided in favor of the plaintiffs in 1980. The case had implications that
resulted in a California ban on the use of IQ tests as a means to placa-Afmeaican

children in EMR classrooms. This meant that new ways for determining EMRmpénts
would have to be developed (Hilliard, 1992).

With such issues already a reality in the state of California, it is iauutcid
reexamine the issue of racial/ethnic differences in 1Q, and more spibgiachievement
(also based on standardized testing), in order to determine whether or not thenaahieve
gap that we seek to remediate truly exists or if it is a byproduct ofesthned assessments
that have led to disproportionality and may be racially or culturally biaseddbgen
based on Caucasian, (upper) middle-class standards. It is in light of recent feggation
such as NCLB and the 2004 Reauthorization of IDEA predicated upon such a historical
perspective presented here that the issue of disproportionality as an indirequente of
zealous remediation of the academic achievement gap is once again examirtktiogns
such additional factors as the perceived causes of disproportionality and admpeatence
held by EC directors, general and special education teachers, and schoolgggstshol
involved in the special education referral and determination process.

Academic Achievement and the Educational Achievement Gap
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In viewing the issue of disproportionality as an indirect consequence of attempts t
remediate the academic achievement gap, it is important to first definertbept of
achievement and examine the theories that purport to explain why the achiegament
exists. Research has shown that although African-Americans have madflessigni
achievement gains in the last 30 years, and that the achievement gap between some ethnic
and racial groups have narrowed, the average standardized test scoresaafAhericans
remain well below Caucasian students (Meece & Kurtz-Costes, 2001; MaoMz2i003).
Phillips, Crouse, & Ralp(iL998, as cited in Meece & Kurtz-Costes, 2001, p. 2) indicated that
“disparities in achievement appear early in school, widen in the elemgetas; and then
remain fairly fixed during the secondary years.” In addition, Hedges & N¢¥898, as
cited in Meece & Kurtz-Costes, 2001) noted that the greatest disparities spbeaat the
top of the achievement distribution. According to Meece and Kurtz-Costes (2B dind
ethnic differences in achievement are found in test scores, grades, coulgeeenybigh
school graduation rates, and college enrollments and completions” (p. 2).

The cause(s) of these differences in achievement between AfricaneAmseand
Caucasians have been researched and debated for decades, which oftende#dmtd a
factors that must be considered. The limitations to prior research ar Vemreever, one of
the most pervasive issues is the difficulty in untangling the confounding fatt@se and
ethnicity from socioeconomic status (Meece and Kurtz-Costes, 2001). This haslgrart
implications for African-Americans as they tend to be overrepresented iovibedéconomic
classes and, therefore, must contend with not only the effects of poverty, but also that of
navigating in a society that favors the mainstream culture which has a lostpgressing

and discriminating against them. That being said, “economic disparities ationg
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groups, combined with institutionalized racism and a long history of discriminationdst
minority ethnic groups . . . has led to a deficit model in which ethnic minority groeps ar
perceived as inferior to the majority group” (Meece and Kurtz-Costes, 2001, p. 4).

For most intents and purposes, the academic achievement gap is viewed in terms of
this deficit model in which the majority culture defines a standard from which itnsor
often fall short. Continuing efforts to “fix” ethnic minorities so as to close theeaement
gap sends the message that there is something “inherently problematiatientdabout
being an ethnic minority, specifically African-American, and that #has, fin and of itself, is
the cause of the documented differences in achievement (Romney, 2003). Achiegvement
according to Romney (2003), is context dependent, culturally defined, and, as cited by
additional research, is also domain specific. With this in mind, remediation of therproble
seems unattainable; however, changing how achievement is defined and medklikety w
be an important part of the process.

McCombs (2000) has stated that in order for “educational systems to serve the needs
of all learners, it is essential to have a focus on the individual learnell @s\aa
understanding of the learning process and the essential knowledge and skills to 0& learne
(p. 31). “Thus what must change are the cultures of schools as well as it@wursuch
that the knowledge systems, ideologies, perspectives, and behaviors of diverseatiahi
cultural, social class, and language groups are institutionalized atmhizggl” (p. 32). In
essence, when examining how children learn and their overall experiences with isehool
important to consider the role that the child’s ecology, including ethnic and clialiefls
and values, plays in motivation and the definition of achievement.

Existing Definitions
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Prior to continuing to address the issue of the achievement gap, it is importesit to f
define what it is. When speaking of the achievement gap, it is often defined and supported by
empirical data that documents differences between minorities and thefitynaeers in
grades, test scores, or the types of courses taken. It is also important, wkergsyen
achievemengap,to define what achievement is/means. “Achievement is usually defined in
terms of a particular type of learning outcome, specifically performantestsand grades
achieved in courses taken” (Romney, 2003). Existing definitions include both cultural
differences as well as social class differences. The existingtaefs of achievement
indicate that minorities tend to define achievement differently than CansaBiar
Caucasian students, achievement primarily focuses on performance on tdsts, gpang to
college, and having a career. For African-Americans and Latinos, althocadénaic success
matters, studies have shown that there are other factors upon which these groups define
achievement (e.g., making a contribution to their communities, keeping a connection to
family, being happy, and learning about other cultures) (Romney, 2003). Such défenenc
definitions have implications for how the achievement gap is perceived by African-
Americans and whether they think it “worthy” of remediation.

Defining achievement based on social class differences must also be cahsidere
Research has shown that poor children tend to achieve below their peers in adugher
class (regardless of race/ethnicity). As early as 1966, the Colepwn (fequality of
Educational Opportunity) indicated findings that “the background factors tméficagtly
affect student achievement are not limited to racial classificationsatbhet y include social
class” (Wong & Nicotera, 2004, p.132). However, this SES variable is often confounded with

race/ethnicity (Garland et al., 2005) as the majority (and disproportionatelytbosefwho
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are considered poor by societal standards are African-Americanshendronorities. Ceci
and Papierno (2005) noted that targeted interventions that seek to reduce group esfferenc
between “advantaged” and “disadvantaged” groups result in significizst lgya
“disadvantaged” children such that the gap is closed entirely or a major portion of i
However, they also found that when these targeted interventions were universatize
“advantaged” children as well, the gap is either maintained, or in some cases, wildreed a
gains of the two groups are linear. Ceci and Papierno (2005) state that “disaelyayntags
may fail to benefit from interventions, not because of any innate deficienciesthoert r
because of a long history of power differentials, racism, and more subtle forms of
institutional discrimination that moderate the effectiveness of inteoresit(p. 152). Thus it
seems that although it may be that the achievement gap exists betwelketiassaa rather
than ethnic/racial groups, with the majority of the lower social classeg bemprised of
minorities, the results suggest that race/ethnicity continue to be a factor.

The definition of achievement from a standpoint of social class differendedasac
the value placed on education, and in turn, the amount of time and resources spent and type
of instruction provided to students. Students from higher SES groups may view a@nevem
as going to college and having a good-paying career while those from lowgr@mpsS may
view achievement as finishing high school, learning a trade, or being able to provide the
necessities for a family. As stated previously, the correlation betwe®aid race/ethnicity
suggests that the majority of those in lower SES strata will likely be masorThe
differences in defining achievement from a social class standpoint tltebdek to the

cultural differences in definition previously stated.
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Related to social class differences in defining achievement, it is imptotaxamine
the effectsof social class on the achievement of minority students. Studies have shown that
social class differences have had an effect on teacher expectations ofsstwtiech have
led to self-fulfilling prophecies, and lowered student achievement. Dusekefhl¢$983,
cited in Alvidrez & Weinstein, 1999, p. 732) stated that “teacher expectations far ethni
minority children or children from lower socioeconomic groups are generalbyr lthan
those for other children” (also Hauser-Cram, Sirin, & Stipek, 2003; see alsot¥iektsal.,
2004). Baron, Tom, and Cooper (1985, cited in Alvidrez & Weinstein, 1999, p. 732) found
that “teacher judgments about White and middle-class students were moablkavoan
those for Black and lower SES students, despite comparable achievement.”

In a study conducted by Alvidrez and Weinstein (1999), the authors found that
teachers tended to overestimate and underestimate the abilities of childrémginemand
lower SES backgrounds, respectively. They also found that the discrepancgrbetacher
judgments and IQ scores at the age of 4 revealed that SES was a sigiaifitman?Although
some suggest that teacher perceptions/judgments based on group stereoiygesiisior
the external reality of an SES-IQ relationship in our society” (Jussimcie&,c1995a cited
in Alvidrez & Weinstein, p. 740), reflecting them back to students can be detrirtetial
educational success of those affected by such stereotypes leading todheagion of self-
fulfilling prophecies. Hauser-Cram, Sirin, and Stipek (2003) noted that young children fr
low-income families and young children of color seem to be particularly \aldlesto
negative effects brought about by teacher expectations. This tends to be edsathat
research that has focused on locus of control and its effects on achievement. Finnkand R

(1997) cited research indicating that African-Americans tended to have a&rtereal locus

25



of control and that the locus of control “accounted for a significant proportion of variation i
Blacks’ school achievement” (p. 224). Although teacher perceptions, expectations, and
judgments regarding social class differences (and in effect race/gthhave such a
profound and significant effect such that future achievement is influenced bydbess
(Alvidrez & Weinstein, 1999; Hauser-Cram, Sirin, & Stipek, 2003) other theories ag/to wh
the achievement gap exists must also be explored.
Existing Theories

Just as there are varying definitions as to how achievement is definedl! (@s the
gap), there is also a variety of theories proposed as to why it exists. Asughg\atated,
although research has shown that, over the past 30 years, racial and ethmic gaps i
educational achievement have narrowed, substantial gaps continue to remain, primarily
between less advantaged (e.g., African-Americans) and more advantaged (eas|dDa)
groups (Kao & Thompson, 2003). A theoretical overview as to why the gap existetwas
forth by Kao and Thompson (2003) and indicated that most recent theories fall into two
general categories: “how cultural orientations of certain ethnic groopsope/discourage
academic achievement” and “how the structural position of ethnic groupssdffect
children’s (parent, peer, and school) environments” (p. 419). The first categorpiéshe
posits that ethnic groups hold cultural orientations that will either benefit orthamodds
of economic (or, in this case, educational) success relative to other groupshetsécond
category suggests that it is the societal position of ethnic groups (includiafjctass) that
primarily affects the educational outcomes and achievement of theirech(ldao &

Thompson, 2003).
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Within this first category of theories, it is important to discuss the poote
educational aspirations, although currently a more controversial topic than in the past
Although some believe that these aspirations were an important predictor, goméhat
they are merely “a report of students’ likelihood of attending college andmotizating
factor per se” (Alexander & Cook, 1979 and Jencks et al, 1983 cited in Kao & Thompson,
2003, p. 422). For minorities, including African-Americans, reports of higher aspirations
were much higher than would be expected given the socioeconomic status of thékamily
& Tienda, 1998). Although it has been reported that most children self-reporhektieigh
educational aspirations, subsequent attainment of these aspirations is mucKémn&r (
Thompson, 2003).

Related to educational aspirations and attainment, family background is also an
important factor to consider. Mare & Winship (1988 cited in Kao & Thompson, 2003, p.
425) noted that “for all groups except Asians, family background explains a large mmoport
of the differences in educational attainment between white and nonwhite ethalic-rac
groups. In many cases, family background explains one half to two thirds of tremtt.”
White and Kaufman (1997) noted that there are ethnic differences in not only school
performance, but also in terms of expectations that lead to differences in droppofdpight
school and Velez (1989 cited in Kao & Thompson, 2003) found that family background
(high SES) reduced this likelihood for all students. Kao and Thompson (2003) noted that
related to family income, parental education is likely the “best predicevesftual academic
outcomes” among young people and this factor helps to explain a substantial portion of the
variance in educational outcomes (p. 431). This being said, the conclusion then would be that

within this category of theories as to why the achievement gap existsjlthe as a whole,
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and family factors in particular, affect not the desire to achieve and attaigher levels, but
rather the positive, concrete attitudes and resources regarding the obtairtedaees that
educational achievement purports to provide.

The second category of theories looks primarily at the societal position af ethni
groups and how this position affects educational achievement and outcomes. Negative
stereotypes regarding minorities, especially African-Americansl to exist on a
systemic/societal level and “members of ethnic-minority groups, n@ntaitv able or
motivated, cannot improve their position in society because barriers impede theesweat
of certain social groups” (Schmader, Major, and Gramzow, 2001, p. 99). Within this societal
position lies the socioeconomic status of the family, which has been found to have a
significant influence on the educational outcomes of the child. Kao and Thompson (2003)
posit that the SES of the parents is then associated with parental paoticigaglity of
instruction, school peers, teachers, and other influences. They state tlsatliftémences are
manifested through varying parental practices and schooling opportunities, which i
favor more advantaged students” (p.419).

If societal position is to be considered as to why the achievement gay) ixsst
important to discuss the notion of tracking in schools. According to research ckea by
and Thompson (2003) “studies have shown that poor children and racial and ethnic
minorities are disproportionately placed in low-ability groups early in tlleicaional
careers and in non-college-bound groupings in junior high and high school” (p. 423). This
tracking of low income and racial/ethnic minorities will lead to diffeedrdutcomes in
comparison to more advantaged, majority students. Studies have shown that tracking has a

negative effect on the achievement of those students in the lower track and a\wealest
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positive effect on those in high tracks. The conclusion then of this category of thveauids
be that, if the achievement gap exists, it exists because of the effécesthiafrom society’s
devaluation of the minority as a whole rather than from the minorities’ devaluatibe of
attainable outcomes of education and achievement in particular.

Disengagement and Disidentificatiofrom a review of the literature, several
prominent theories emerge that could be placed within one of the previously mentioned
categories. One theory suggests that the academic achievement dfyrsinoents is
affected as a result of their psychological disengagement or disidetifievith academic
performance (Schmader, Major, and Gramzow, 2001). Psychological disengagesment ha
been defined as “a defensive detachment of self-esteem from one’s outcomes ima doma
such that self-esteem is not contingent upon one’s successes or failures in that dom
(Major & Schmader, 1998; Major et al., 1998 cited in Schmader, Major, and Gramzow,
2001, p. 94). Related to disengagement, according to Steele (1992, cited in Cokley, 2002),
academic disidentification is “a process whereby the general self-cdresaphes
increasingly less identified with academic performance the longer aysistschool (p.

379).” Thus, as a coping strategy, the theory of disengagement/disidewtifisaggests that
in order for minority students to maintain a high, stable level of self-esteepitedasch
outcomes as poor grades or test scores, they must psychologically diseogatie f
academic process. This, in turn, over time can lead to academic disideatifesat way of
protecting self-esteem due to low academic performance.

Major and Schmader (1998, cited in Schmader, Major, and Gramzow, 2001) define
psychological disengagement in terms of two psychological processes: dg\ldi

discounting. According to the authors, when a domain (e.g., education) is devalued, “the
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outcomes received in that context are no longer viewed as relevant or important to how a
person defines or evaluates the self” (p. 95). The question of why one would devalue
education incorporates the notion that the individual does not view the outcome as wlevant
important in defining or evaluating oneself. Historically, African-Aitens were not

allowed to be educated and when education did become a reality, conditions were often
substandard and financial support lacking. African-Americans were “foocgaf necessity

to find alternative ways to define and achieve their own definition of success ity soat
treated them as inferior and less than human. From such a historical contex, thespit
many achievements that were accomplished by African-Americangjveegi@reotypes

were generated and perpetuated. When an evaluation or feedback (e.qg., gratissanet®

is discounted, the validity of the evaluation is called into question and deemed a poor
indicator of an individual’s academic ability.

For minority students, especially those who have been negatively stereotyped, the
two processes may have an effect on academic motivation and, in turn, academic
achievement. Schmader, Major, and Gramzow (2001) believe that “perceptions of ethnic
injustice ft the systemic leigbredict processes of psychological disengagement among
ethnic minority students” (p. 99). Although there is limited empirical support ®isgecific
hypothesis, the impact of ethnic-minority injustice is well documented in a&yafiareas.
Perceived ethnic-minority injustice likely activates coping strageguch as discounting
and/or devaluing in order to help buffer the effects of the injustice on one’s teafres his
psychological disengagement (as a coping strategy), in turn, could lead toguaatemic
performance, thus perpetuating the ethnic group differences in acadéamiearent

(Schmader, Major, and Gramzow, 2001).

30



Stereotype ThreatNegative stereotypes regarding ethnic minorities remain quite
prevalent in today’s society and, unfortunately, continue to be perpetuated. Bediese of
historical issues regarding African-Americans in this country, suchivegdereotypes
continue to wield power. What emerged out of the prevalent existence of negative
stereotypes was the theory that has been termed “stereotype threat,malgiblelp to
explain the difference in the academic achievement of African-Anmsri@ad their
Caucasian peers. Stereotype threat was termed and defined by Steslensod and
suggests that “the existence of such a [widely-known, negative] ster¢albype one’s
group] means that anything one does or any of one’s features that conformke thma
stereotype more plausible as a self-characterization in the eyes of atieeperhaps even in
one’s own eyes” (Steele and Aronson, 1995, p. 797).

Stereotype threat is a situational threat and is not confined to African-@gemsrand
achievement, but rather can affect anyone with a group identity about which negative
stereotypes exist (Suzuki and Aronson, 2005). The notion that stereotype threat hast an eff
on the academic achievement of African-Americans is reasoned by Stedleomson as
this: “whenever African-American students perform an explicitly schiolasintellectual
task, they face the threat of conforming or being judged by a negative ssta@etakype . . .
about their group’s intellectual ability and competence. . . . And the self-thraasé<. . .
may interfere with the intellectual functioning of these students, particdianing
standardized tests” (p. 797). Steele seeks to include the interfering padsstereotype
threat within a long list of other pressures that have long been shown to disrgrhacad
performance such as text anxiety, choking, evaluation apprehension, and tokeiSttatas

1997).
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Results of studies conducted by Steele and Aronson (1995) suggested that, in
situations where a negative stereotype is applicable, one is at risk of conftorthieg
stereotype as a self-characterization (see also Stangor, Camang, Ki998), therefore
negatively affecting performance. More specifically related to Afridanericans and
achievement, Steele and Aronson found that those participants who were vulneralsie to the
negative stereotypes about their group’s intellectual abilities showeelsdedrstandardized
test performance relative to their Caucasian counterparts (SteelearsbA, 1995 and
Steele, 1997). Steele goes on to argue that stereotype threat only gifatisreof the
stereotyped group, and in the case of academic achievement, only more confakntsst
are likely to be the greatest affected (Steele, 1997). Perhaps this issbsteaestype threat
is situational and likely affects those (“confident students”) who recogimaef their
actions/abilities conform to negative group stereotypes, it makes thetygberenore
plausible as a self-characterization. Steele’s argument is thatcth@gent students remain
identified with the domain of academics and are thus motivated to do well so as not to
conform to the negative stereotypes; however, stereotype threat in situatitarslafdized
testing will likely lead to the daunting task of attempting to disprove the stpeeatich, in
turn, may lead to depressed performance to some degree thus proving the stereotype they
sought to disprove (Steele, 1997).

If stereotype threat affects primarily engaged and identified swidefacks then the
ability to wholly explain the academic achievement gap between AfAcaericans and
their Caucasian peers. It does not appear to provide a plausible reasoninggeabass
who are disidentified from the academic domain although the notion of disiderdificat

offers a likely and plausible explanation. Unfortunately, as well, the tlid@tgreotype
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threat has come under scrutiny due to the number of misinterpretations of thegekaihi
found by Steele and Aronson in 1995. According to Helms (2005), the question of whether or
not stereotype threat could generally account for the academic achievyapégas defined
by standardized test score disparity) between African-Americans ammagians was not
addressed in the original Steele and Aronson study. Sackett, Hardison, andZ00W)
report that the results of Steele and Aronson’s original study indicate bs&iitsstereotype
threat, the two groups [African-Americans and Caucasians] differ to theedigt would be
expected based on differences in prior SAT scores” (p. 7). Therefore, eliminateafype
threat (through eliminating negative stereotypes, etc.) will not elimithattest score gap
between African-Americans. Eliminating stereotype threat may, hoywedrrce the gap to
what would be expected based on previous test score differences. The theapobfste
threat is important, however, in that it helps to identify additional information whichbaus
considered as society struggles to close the academic achievement gape Bem@otype
threat is not the one answer to achieving such an undertaking, other theories (and
interventions) must also be considered which address “potential contributing,factdras
differences in educational and economic opportunities of African-American arid W
youth” (Sackett, Hardison, & Cullen, 2004, p. 11).

Cultural-ecological PerspectiveOne such theory that addresses additional
contributing factors to the academic achievement gap is Ogbu’s cultotagieal
perspective (Sanders, 1998; Norman et al, 2001). Much research has shown that children
from disadvantaged minority groups tend to receive poorer academic outcomieleasesl
by lower grades, lower standardized scores, higher dropout rates, and loage godldes.

While most research tends to lump all disadvantaged minority groups together,rQuisi a
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that not all minority groups are the same (Osborne, 1999; Ogbu, 2004). According to Ogbu’s
perspective, there are two types of minorities: those who come into a sadiettarily
(voluntary minorities) and those who have been brought to a society against their wil
(involuntary minorities). It is this status, as voluntary or involuntary, that ofteaslto
different social realities and outcomes. Osborne (1999) noted that “involuntarytragori.
tend to develop social or collective identities that are in opposition to the soci#lidént
the dominant group (in the case of the United States, Whites)” (p. 558). According to Ogbu
(2004), the collective identity formed among African-Americans (duliengesy) is rooted in
a collective experience of oppression and exploitation. He states that “. . .@sgafdtocial
class and gender, Black Americans tend to code their experiences withAftteticans and
with social institutions in terms of race, and not class or gender” (p. 8) fipkcrelated to
academics and schooling, Ogbu’s perspective would purport that “African-Amesticdents
tend to view education as a system controlled by the group that subjugated and oppressed
them and their ancestors. School, for them, is seen as an inappropriate aspecthafywha
deem ‘proper’ African-American identity” (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986 cited in Osborne, 1999,
p. 558). School, then, for African-Americans would be affected by anticipated drsation
which would likely cause them to withdraw from academics (Ogbu, 1991, cited in Kao &
Thompson, 2003; Sanders, 1997).

From this notion, Ogbu termed the concept of “cultural inversion” in which African-
American children are encouraged to value other aspects of society timbdppesition to
what would be considered Caucasian values. Fordham and Ogbu (1986, cited in Osborne,
1999) also suggest that those African-American students who do succeed in schdbl are sti

not truly accepted or rewarded commensurate with their Caucasian coustenparthis
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combined with peer pressure and the cultural pressure to not “act white,” psestsulents
to disidentify with academics and schooling. Ogbu’s solution to such an issue would be to
alter the way in which involuntary minorities view academic achievementdngaig
community and family norms and celebrating those who do well in academics valcilegpl
pressure on those who do not perform well (Osborne, 1999). Another strategy related to this
is what Ogbu would refer to as “accommodation without assimilation” in which invojuntar
minorities are able to “participate successfully in two cultural frafioregdifferent purposes
without losing their own cultural identity or undermining their loyalty to thamority
community” (Osborne, 1999, p. 558).

Cool Pose.Ogbu is not alone in his oppositional perspective involving the effects of
social issues on how African-Americans view and respond to their place in s&omiar
to the perspective of Ogbu, Majors and Billson termed what they called the “cool pose”
theory in which African-American males tend to develop a ritualized approaclstulngy
as a coping and survival mechanism in “an environment of social oppression and racism,
including that found within U.S. schools” (Osborne, 1999, p. 558). “Cool pose” has been
defined as “the presentation of self many black men use to establish theidemdils.i Cool
pose is a ritualized form of masculinity that entails behaviors, scripts, phgssturing,
expression management, and carefully crafted performances that deingleagitical
message: pride, strength and control” (Majors and Billson, 1992, p. 4 cited in Hatchett,
1993, p. 234). According to their theory, African-American males learn and engage in such
behaviors early in life in order to counter the damage caused by being a member of a

subjugated minority group. Like Steele, Majors and Billson believe that thredss become
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the victims of their own coping strategies and, eventually, begin to disidesttify
academics leading to a devaluing of academics and education as a whol&éD$999).
“Acting White.” Both Ogbu’s and Majors and Billson’s theories rest, at least in part,
on the notion that African-Americans tend to disidentify with academics asshi of their
difficulty in existing within two cultural frames of reference. In oth@rds, to identify with
(and perform well in) academics suggests that one has been “disloyal” to or nofldigger
identifies with their minority status. Ogbu (2004) argues that it is not makiog) grades
that is deemed “acting White,” but rather the “White attitudes and behaviors conttucive
making good grades” (Ogbu and Simons, 1998 cited in Ogbu, 2004, p. 28). This, in turn, is
what has likely led into the theory of “acting white” and the resultant disfoetion with
academics experienced by those who have been deemed as such. Accordingctonthe “
White” theory, there is an assumption that there is “a positive associatiorehdtiga
achievement and high Eurocentric values (i.e. performing well in school isassoeith an
extreme White salience belief system, or high Eurocentrism)” (SpeévakrStoltzfus, and
Harpalani, 2001, p. 25). Those deemed by their peers as “acting White,” basedesuiltise r
of performing well academically, tend to lose not only their peers within thearity
group, but also cross-racial friendships as well, thus adding to the stigmaird Attite”
(Douthat and Poe, 2005). This may, possibly, lead to decreased academic effoiddlyespe
during such a critical time of identity formation. It is important to note &lab“acting
White” may not refer to a “homogeneous phenomenon” in that there are additional
contextual variables that must also be considered, such as socioeconomic statuasathey

relevance of ethnicity, religion, and other affiliations.
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Family Influences.Related to the notion that other factors must be considered when
referring to the heterogeneity of the term and consequences of “actitg,'Véther factors
outside of those previously discussed must also be considered when examining théories a
why the academic achievement gap exists. Each of the aforementioned tloeoises f
primarily on the child’s race/ethnicity as the most salient factor to dengihen addressing
the issue as to why the academic achievement gap exists. However, much freggalso
focused on the influence of the family in the academic success of childrear&ebas
shown that the structure of the family can have an impact on the child’s suctesschool
environment. For example, Mulkey, Crain, and Harrington (1992, cited in Bankston and
Caldas, 1998) reported that students from single-parent households tend to havarsignific
lower grades and test scores than those from two-parent households; howevenydidser s
have not produced commensurate results. Single-parent households are likely to Bave few
economic resources, and if education is not viewed as a priority, less timavend fe
resources would be spent by the family in this area, thus validating the supposition that
family structure, inclusive of SES, may indeed be a contributing factor tcthevement
gap. The U.S. Bureau of the Census (1992, cited in Bankston and Caldas, 1998) has indicated
that “the poverty rate of families headed by women is six times that of othdiefain the
U.S.” (p. 716). Based on this information, and the knowledge that approximately 43% of
African-American families are single-parent households headed by women

(http://www.census.godownloaded on March 31, 2008), this will have a profound effect on

the academic outcomes of African-American children. Bankston and Caldas (1998) note
that, based on their review of the literature, “research suggests that $émndiyire can have

a strong, direct effect on school performance, independent of socioeconomic status and on
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behavior and attitudes relevant to school performance” (p. 716). They found in theiofstudy
this issue that coming from female-headed families tends to contributegtofecant

negative relationship with school achievement perhaps due to inadequate socialization or
inadequate supervision and social control. Regardless of the reasoning, sucldddolts

the theory that the family is likely a significant factor in the academnicess (or lack

thereof) of the child.

As stated previously, socioeconomic status has played an important role in the
academic success of children and, unfortunately, many African-Ame(&ans
disproportionately so) find themselves in the lower income classes. Howesadiag to
Halle, Kurtz-Costes, and Mahoney (1997, p. 527) “although economic hardship and social
discrimination provide difficult obstacles to overcome, parents’ behaviors,detafudes,
goals, and lifestyles may circumvent the detrimental effects of poveetglty fostering not
only achievement striving but also academic success in some disadvantaged ¢hiluey
found as a result of their study that the parents’ achievement-related abbetsheir
child(ren), including their eventual educational attainment, were “monegtyronked with
child outcomes than were parents’ achievement-oriented behaviors” (eegtimstyle,
helping with homework, school involvement) (Halle, Kurtz-Costes, and Mahoney, p. 527).
They further posit that having the family maintain a positive attitude about fdéschi
academic abilities may be one of the most important family chardictenslated to the
child’s future success.

Although each of the presented theories as to why the academic achievement gap
exists offers compelling insights into the phenomenon, no one theory alone presents an all-

inclusive presentation of the many variables and factors that must be cahdideze
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“problem” is to be remediated. It is likely that a combination of components faomad
them offers the best explanation as to the existence of the achievement gapnkue eone
cannot discuss an academic achievement gap between African-Americans aaxiabauc
without discussing the influence of race/ethnicity. Race and ethnicity icammarn, be
viewed separately from the history of minorities in this country, specifiealit relates to
African-Americans and the years of oppression, stereotyping, and margiicalithat they
have endured. As a result then, one cannot neglect that this oppression and mai@mnaliza
has led to a disproportionate distribution of wealth and power and has relegated many
African-Americans to the lower socioeconomic statuses. In an efforiio eetd regain a
sense of identity, some African-Americans have then developed coping and survival
mechanisms that have, unfortunately in many cases, led to a devaluing of whahhas bee
deemed “Eurocentric (White) values” including the importance and benefit cdtexhyc
which has caused many to disidentify with academics and, in turn, has led to thei@cadem
achievement gap. This being said, the resulting achievement gap may only be sebrifas s
the gap truly exists, primarily since it appears to be based on a deficit mbdes, tive
deviation from Caucasian, (upper) middle-class norms has been set as the standar
How the Academic Achievement Gap is Measured

For most intents and purposes the achievement gap is defined using empirical data
that has been collected and analyzed through standardized tests/measuresEsdebia
Grade or End-of-Course tests, California Achievement Test, etc.), with fxus on
grades, school performance, and attrition (school-drop out rates) (Romney, 2@0&s-Pee
Wilkins, 2005). How a student performs on standardized tests and/or in school is affected by

a variety of factors which are often not taken into consideration when using sastrese
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Spencer, Noll, Stoltzfus, and Harpalani (2001) stated that “when analyzinghtbeemsent

gap between African-American and White youth, attention is given only to theiebjec
magnitude of the gap, rather than to the diverse ways that youths respond to conflicting
messages concerning the nature of the self as an individual and as a membeicflar par
cultural unit” (p. 23). Such information would be important to consider when attempting to
determine the most appropriate and effective course of remediation.

As stated previously, the achievement gap is often measured through the use of
standardized test scores, and perhaps even more so since NCLB was enacted in 2001.
Although the use of empirical data often defines the existence and extenaohieement
gap, teacher perceptions and individual work samples/portfolios also affect howsardent
treated in schools with regard to their ability to achieve higher standartisth&iinception
of NCLB, achievement has been reduced to a single test score and is no longer inclusive of
portfolios, projects, and teachers’ evaluations; however, these additional taxtorsie to
affect the academic achievement gap in other ways. The difficulty in redgisgandardized
tests is that questions remain as to what the tests actually measuretaststtend to be
associated with a significant margin of error (Elmore, 2002). That being thescah
critical decisions as grade promotion and graduation should not be determined based on a
single test score, yet the standard of achievement of many margimaiizerities has rested
upon their performance in relation to this single score.

Although the existence and extent of the achievement gap is based primarily on
empirical data, schools tend to also examine other factors related to how aemeigeem
defined within the mainstream culture (i.e. grades, courses taken, goadaatis). Although

school performance, in general, is often defined by a student’s work and overalbbghavi
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is nevertheless, evaluated by teachers, introducing the notion of subjectuetienahnd
self-fulfilling prophecy. The issue of teacher perceptions offers impartiortmation in
measuring achievement as these perceptions often lead to judgments, which ffettrn, a
curricular and instructional decisions and “are used as proxies for standardasadesef
achievement or psychopathology” (Alvidrez and Weinstein, 1999, p. 731). According to
Alvidrez and Weinstein (1999), “teacher judgments are strong predictors of future
achievement” (p. 732; see also Jussim et al., 1996 and Kuklinski & Weinstein, 2001 cited in
Hauser-Cram, Sirin, & Stipek, 2003). For example, Baron, Tom, and Cooper (1985, cited in
Alvidrez and Weinstein, 1999, p. 732) “found that teacher judgments about White and
middle-class students were more favorable than those for Black and lowstusigsts,

despite comparable [standardized] achievement.”

Much evidence has shown that students are often assigned different educational
pathways, including ability-based instructional groups and educational {tackses of
study) that often are reflective of teacher judgments regardingathiéiy. An awareness of
low teacher expectations is often associated with decreased motivatiosidedtdication
with academics, likely leading to decreased academic achievement atehingyiof the
academic achievement gap (Alvidrez and Weinstein, 1999). Jussim and Eccles (2895, ci
in Alvidrez and Weinstein, 1999) offer a compelling argument regarding teaghentattons
that must also be considered. As stated previously, they suggest that “teaciesiqes
that are based on group stereotypes may be accurate. . . . [Their] use of sacial clas
information in formulating their expectations for child intelligence maypgimirror the
external reality of an SES-IQ relationship in our society” (p. 740). If thisei€ase, then

there must be, at some point, an implementation of interventions aimed at unlinking these
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two factors so as to change the perceptions of teachers and the resultivg ist@dént
outcomes. Reducing negative outcomes and improving academic resilience gdibdikel
fostered by [supportive] home environments that encourage cognitive effongdréxl and
Weinstein, 1999, p. 733).

Taking all of these additional factors into consideration may widen, perhaps even
reduce, the gap that reportedly exists. However, it is likely that onlyrieadpata will be
the standard by which achievement is judged so as to fulfill the requiremen@.Bf N
justify its enactment, and systematically measure progress. I$ isettewed focus on
standardized testing and empirical data that has, as an indirect consequenbejembbd
the issue of racial/ethnic disproportionality within select special educeditegories. The
results of low 1Q and low achievement scores, as measured by standarstinggl has
contributed to referrals for special education in disproportionate numbers. Although the
determination of necessity for special education services is a te@mdgmclusive of
exceptional children’s (EC) directors, general and special educatmretsaand school
psychologists, this team process, based on subjective perceptions and refeorglsction
with standardized testing, has undoubtedly, and unfortunately, led to this issue of
racial/ethnic disproportionality.
Perceptions of Disability

Prior to examining perceptions of disability, it is important to discuss whyauc
examination is necessary, especially as it relates to the achiegapeartd subsequently,
disproportionality. With the enactment of NCLB in 2001, the resulting outcome data has
been utilized as the means for defining and measuring the extent of the academic

achievement gap between African-American and Caucasian students. The outeome da
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provided through the NCLB Act is aggregated into subgroups including race/ethnitity a
disability groupings. A review of this data, along with current research, has shatithere
are disproportionate numbers of minorities, particularly African-Amesicaapresented
within certain disability categories (i.e. mild to moderate intellectsaldiity and
behaviorally/emotionally disabled).

Those students within this disability subgroup are often afforded educational
modifications to address their academic needs and the standards of achievqraeeted are
relative to the disabilities of these students. The supposition is that school peasertade
trained in identifying those students at risk for failure and those who are achioalow
what would be expected. The training and expertise in recognizing and identlgise
students in need, in conjunction with the referral to the special education process, have
unfortunately become subjective and based on factors unrelated to true risk fadiors a
achievement. As a result, there have been a disproportionate number of AfricEname
students, especially male students, who have been referred for and placediin speci
education, and therefore, the cycle of undiagnosed and misdiagnosed disabiliies re

Referring to the concept of “disability” often evokes a variety of defims, causal
theories, and intervention strategies (based on the former two issues). &lsHues are
based, however, on the perception of disability. In other words, how one perceives a
disability will influence how the disability is defined, what factors angbaited to its cause,
and which interventions will be most (culturally) appropriate. Wright (1988, cited i
McCaughey and Strohmer, 2005, p. 90) noted that in dealing with attitudes regarding persons
with disabilities, “if a salient feature of a person is regarded as negaitilvthe context

surrounding the individual is sparse, the negative view will guide the observer’ptpmrce
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thoughts, and feelings about the person.” It is assumed then that perceptions ghdes, att
which in turn, shape subsequent behaviors (McCaughey and Strohmer, 2005).
Generally, there does not seem to exist a significant difference betagaiethnic
minorities and Caucasians with respect to the perception of medical diagisadmkties.
Perhaps this is because medical or physical disabilities have much more “pbbjeatve
symptoms” that are consistent across races/ethnicities, socioecondusestand cultures.
Typically, there are “clearly defined eligibility criteria and methotldiagnosis” upon
which to base medical disabilities (e.g., visual or hearing impairmene)iBtt, 2006, p.
25). Perceptions of mental health symptoms are much more varied across cultates, whi
may help to explain why African-Americans may not perceive behaveradtional, social,
or learning difficulties as problems in need of remediation. According to tbaroks
conducted by McCaughey and Strohmer (2005, p.96) examining the prototypes (Veognit
representations of characteristics that define an object or person”) heeldinggoeople with
various disabilities, “core prototype characteristics of a person with hnetaedation . . .
werehelplessandslow learner: Taking this into consideration, the stigma attached to such a
label may help to explain why families, especially African-Amaniéamilies, are less likely
to perceive a child’s school difficulties as a problem. Since the Africaari&an culture has
historically achieved success despite such misapplied labels of inteligad achievement,
it may be that behavioral, social-emotional, or learning problems would have to be much
more obvious and severe before being perceived as a “disability” in need ofakomedi
Perceptions of disability may then be a factor in understanding the chuatesda
made by families, students, and teachers when presented (or confronted) withewha

school has deemed a “problem” in need of a solution. Understanding these perceptions may
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be viewed in light of one theory that has been cited as aiding in the understanding of the
social and academic motivation of African-American children and adolesceénkbsiten
theory. Attribution theory provides a conceptual framework for addressing rites el
responsibility in self and others. Some of the issues that have been citeithascetsrin the
social and academic motivation of African-American children and adolescerntsthe
areas of cognition, socialization, perceived causes of success anddagah®ol, and belief
about others’ responsibility for negative outcomes. In connecting this withsiharch and
work that has been conducted regarding the achievement gap, it is important to look at the
principles of attribution theory to help explain not only the differing perceptions aifitiy,
but also whose responsibility it is to help “fix” the problem. Depending on what the
difficulties are attributed to, differing courses of action must be takenwitigely have
an effect on the types of prevention and intervention strategies that should beantpbbm
and utilized in order to achieve the greatest effectiveness.

Specifically, attributional style has been defined as “a generalriende make
internal (versus external), stable (versus temporary), and global (vpesifsc3 attributions
for positive and negative events, [and] has been bound to be related to a number of variables”
(Belgrave, Johnson, and Carey in Burlew et al. [eds.], 1992, p. 173). When applied to the
academic domain, Graham (1997, p. 22) noted that “success and failure oftembaredttr
to an aptitude or ability factor, an effort factor that includes both short-tadrfoag-term
exertion, the difficulty (ease) of the task, luck, mood, family background, and help or
hindrance from others.” Research has shown that ability and effort tend to besthe m
prevalent of these factors (Graham, 1997; Clark, 1997). From this, it is important tbatote

ability is typically seen as internal, stable, and uncontrollable, while éfiwds to be seen as
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internal, unstable, and controllable. To this end, academic success would be atwibuted t
intelligence and hard work. Relating attribution theory to the achievementioa@dr
Americans would posit that African-Americans do not value effort and hard workj\ypegce
that barriers to mobility will remain regardless of this effort, and/drhitggn achievement

and effort are associated with “acting white” and in opposition to their rtyreuiture
(Graham, 1997).

From the principles of attribution theory, arises a discussion of motivatidrough
research has shown that self-esteem and academic achievement ardypositisated
(Graham, 1988), it is possible that this relationship is not the case amongAneericans.
Research has shown that the self-esteem of African-Americans isteansiith that of their
Caucasian peers; however, they consistently perform less well imaicad&raham, 1988).
As stated previously, a devaluing of the benefits of education may take placg Afnican-
Americans, thus leading to decreased motivation to perform well. If successlaraldre
seen as outside of their control, based on their history and negative experiehises in t
society, this will likely affect their level of motivation to achieve acaaogdp society’s
standards.

Conversely, if students succeed or fail, a teacher may attribute thisswocdailure
to the students’ efforts or abilities, leading the teacher to take cert@mnsalodsed on their
own personal attributions applied to the students. These actions may be rooted in anger or
pity and often lead to rewards or punishment and differential expectations basededregderc
ability of the students (Clark, 1997). These actions and interactions, by teaatters, w
students “can affect the students’ perceptions of personal control over succeskigid fai

(Clark, 1997, p. 71). This cycle would likely lead to self-fulfilling prophecy where the
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student believes that s/he will perform less well based on teacher expecsaid behaviors,
and in turn, teacher responses to failure merely reinforce this perception, bednadior
outcome.

Connected with the notion of attribution theory, there are also differenceshetwe
parent and teacher perceptions. Overall, teachers tend to recognize gpebléms more so
than parents. Two specific issues are interesting to note from two studieskihgl
specifically at the perceptions of behavioral problems, Caucasian teaectiegs of
behavior problems in African-American students are typically higher than oh@decan-
American teachers (Zimmerman et al., 1995). Research has shown that “peaichptions
of a student’s conformity to classroom behavioral norms can lead to lowered teacher
expectations of student academic skills and result in differential treathstudents” (see
Zimmerman et al., 1995, p. 182). In the second study, it was noted that when teachers are
aware of a student’s learning disability diagnosis, they respond to childrengpeedon the
belief that the student will fail more, that they are more deserving oapityess anger, and
that they should be given more reward and less punishment (Clark, 1997). As stated
previously, such behavior by the teacher may then lead the student to percerechidsit
less ability or competence, which, in turn, leads to issues of self-esteem amatitfaion to
achieve.

If this is the rule, rather than the exception, then it brings into question how
Caucasian teachers perceive and respond to African-American students arallg$ipese
who have been “labeled” as having a learning disability. It has been shown ihatityn
children tend to be referred for psychoeducational evaluations at higher ratdsethan t

overall enrollments would indicate . . . and it is likely that more minority studentsewil
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placed in special education by virtue of greater percentages of thesesheiegtreferred
and tested” (Suzuki and Valencia, 1997, p. 1109). This leads to questions regarding parents’
openness to consent to standardized testing of intelligence and achievement|yespecia
light of the fact that “Blacks are nearly three times more likely thatewlho be labeled
mentally retarded . . . and twice as likely to be labeled emotionally distufildatdnal
Education Association, 2003, p. 8; see also Meier, Stewart, and England, 1989 cited in
Weinstein et al., 2004, p. 512) and 1.3 times as likely to be labeled as having a learning
disability (Council for Exceptional Children, 2002 cited in Green, 2005, p. 33).

In contrast to teacher perceptions, research has shown that minority peedass
likely to recognize or label their children’s behavior as having a mentdhhesdis which
would require professional intervention (Roberts et al., 2005). In relating darerdaptions
of disability to the academic domain, Halle, Kurtz-Costes, and Mahoney (1997) noted that
the behaviors, beliefs, attitudes, goals, and lifestyles of the parents of ecdlyomica
disadvantaged students [who are likely African-Americans and other magdal
minorities] may serve to circumvent the detrimental effects of povertjoster
achievement and academic success in their children. The authors posit that parental
perceptions and expectations about the child’s abilities and eventual educéatsonalent
are related to the child’s current and future achievement and note that outsitkeradle
sources of support, maintaining “a positive attitude about the child’s acadentieshitid
skills may be one of the most important family characteristics iatedavith future success”
(1997, p. 535). It is likely then that this current and eventual success would also hold true for
African-American children who may have a disability, but due to parentameras about

the causes and definitions of disability, may not receive the appropriate oo’
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interventions. It would be hoped that, despite the differences between teachareatal pa
perceptions of disability and their responses to such, that those factors that peotedt
the academic success of children will far outweigh the risks of acadetuare fai
Disproportionality

As stated previously, the presumption exists that perceptions shape attithidesn
turn, shape subsequent behaviors (McCaughey & Strohmer, 2005). Therefore, a logical
consequence resulting from an individual's perceptions and attitudes is exhibiting b&ehavior
related to and taking action aimed at addressing and/or remediating thequeissue.
Historically, African-Americans have not experienced positive encouwidrsnainstream
society in the diagnosis and treatment of medical or mental health issues igcludi
behavioral and social-emotional issues) (Alston & Bell, 1996). A “healthy, eljtaranoia”
exists based on the history of African-Americans in this society includiclyissues as
slavery, the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, among others, as well as more cuuessissh as
the overrepresentation and misidentification of African-American studented of special
education and the resulting issue of disproportionality. This cultural mistrsibiclea
defined as “African Americans’ tendency to distrust Whites. [Ith&racterized by a lack of
trust in other people (i.e. White Americans), suspicion of the motives of others, untgerta
about the sequence of events, a sense of individual powerlessness, and a belieicthas caut
necessary to avoid trouble” (Terrell and Terrell (1981, cited in Alston and Bell, 1996, p.17;
see also Nickerson, Helms, and Terrell, 1994). In the subsequent examination of the concept
of disproportionality and the theories as to why it exists, this “healthy, abfiaranoia” and
cultural mistrust will likely seem justified, but hopefully, will also seagea catalyst for

change in the system that created it.
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It is important to note that the concept of disproportionality does not only address the
issue of overrepresentation, but under-representation in certain categoredis(as.w
African-American students identified as academically/intali@ty gifted). For the purposes
of the present study, however, only over-representation in specific special education
categories (i.e. mild to moderate intellectual disability and behalyi@alotionally
disabled) will be examined as these categories tend to see the greettest of
disproportionality for African-American students.

As defined by Yates (1998, cited in Salend, Duhaney, & Montgomery, 2002, p. 289),
disproportionate representation refers to “the presence of students fronifia gp@ap in an
educational program being higher or lower than one would expect based on their
representation in the general population of students.” In 1999, Oswald, Coutinho, Best, and
Singh (cited in Salend, Duhaney, & Montgomery, 2002, p. 289) related this definition to
disproportionate representation within special education noting that it is “éva éxtwhich
membership in a given ethnic group affects the probability of being placed inifecspec
special education disability category.” From the latter definition, it wagggsed that the
degree to which this disproportionate representation exists can be calculatextids eatio.

An odds ratio, according to Salend, Duhaney, and Montgomery (2002, p. 289), may be
calculated using the following formula:
# of students of X ethnicity in Y disability category

Odds = # of students in X ethnicity in the student population
Ratio

# of students of all other ethnicities in Y disability category
# of students of X ethnicity in the student population
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According to the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative ServiceBERS), relative
risk ratios that exceed 1.5 are of concern as this is indicative of overreptiesdmyaace in

a special education category or in the overall disabilities caittpt/(www.nasponline.org

downloaded January 15, 2008).

The two special education categories of most concern for disproportiomalityild
to moderate intellectual disability and behavioral/emotional disabilthacks are nearly
three times more likely than Whites to be labeled mentally retarded . . . aedasikely to
be labeled emotionally disturbed” (National Education Association, 2003, p. 8; see also
Meier, Stewart, & England, 1989 cited in Weinstein et al., 2004, p.512). Research has shown
that, nationally, African-American students represent 34% of those students in the
intellectual disability category and 26% of the emotionally disabled populatidhinvihe
state of North Carolina, those figures jump to 60% and 53%, respectively (NCCRESt &
NCDPI, 2005). In light of this data, it is important to examine those factors Haben
contributing to such significant disproportionality within these categories.

Theories as to Why Disproportionality Exists

There are a number of reasons or causes given as to why disproportiomstity ex
ranging from general systemic issues to specific individual chaisicte and interactions.
Typically, these theories fall into one of several categories includingcadiiral issues,
socioeconomic status, sociodemographic factors, and faulty perceptions an gersedal,
according to Reid and Knight (2006), the problem of disproportionality was spawned as a
result of utilizing a “medical model” approach to the concept of disabilityimveducation
which views the “disabled” from a deficit-oriented perspective. This group shbtkd”

students becomes marginalized within the educational setting as they do not dortfeem
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standards held by the historical Caucasian, Eurocentric ideal (Reid & Knight, 2006). Eve
more unfortunate is the plight of those students who are not only disabled from this
perspective, but who are also culturally and linguistically outside the notmeiohtajority
peers. “Proponents of the medical model argue that minorities need speciéibaduca
because of their cognitive, linguistic, or class-related ‘deficiR&id & Knight, 2006, p.

19).

Attention must then be turned to how society arrived at this deficit-oriented
perspective (including through standardized measures) which has subseqgsatidy ie
the misdiagnosis and overrepresentation of minority students, and more spg@ficedin-
American students, within special education. Each of the aforementioned cat@égerie
sociocultural issues, socioeconomic status, sociodemographic factors, angdexdiytions
or bias) will be examined in turn in order to help clarify the primary beliets dsetauses of
the problem of disproportionality in special education.

Sociocultural IssuesSociocultural issues may be best defined as those systemic
issues within society that serve to marginalize minority groups and thusipgceat a
disadvantage within the educational system. Such factors include “white mdlied
institutionalized racism. As was stated previously, there are diffesdrateveen Caucasians
and African-Americans with regard to how achievement and success is definsd. T
deeming one standard or definition better than another serves only to perpetuatethis de
model and subsequent disproportionality that results from attempting to overcome the
perceived deficits.

Factors such as “white privilege” and institutionalized racism can only beamer

when they are first recognized as contributing factors to the problem. “WhitegeVis
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defined as “any phenomena, whether individual, structural, political, economic, dr $atia

serve to privilege Whites while oppressing people of color and promoting Whiteraugy'e

(Mclintosh, 1990 cited in Blanchett, 2006, p. 24). Unfortunately, most Caucasians do not

recognize this privilege as such as they have not ever been without it or suféered th

consequences of being without it. It is difficult to identify with someone who has bee

mistreated and marginalized based on the color of his/her skin when it is skin color that

affords one individual privileges while marginalizing another in the procesBoWi

recognizing that society is historically based on providing advantages to Gaucasi

individuals, to the detriment of minorities, it would be difficult to overcome an educhtiona

system that seeks to remediate those individuals who do not conform to the standards set b

the privileged (Bell, 1992 and Mcintosh, 1990 cited in Blanchett, 2006 and Blanchett, 2006).
Institutionalized racism must be viewed in connection with “white privilegexiay

be defined as those systemic factors ingrained in society as “the notinddgywho benefit

from “white privilege” and perpetuate the cycle of marginalization of ntiesriBell (1992

cited in Blanchett, 2006, p. 24) defined it as “individual, structural, political, economic, and

social forces that serve to discriminate against and disadvantage peopte ohdble basis

of their race for the purpose of maintaining White dominance and power.” While overt

racism is no longer tolerated in this society, there has been a failure gétiim $0 change

the lingering effects of such attitudes and perceptions. For example, agdoragesearch

cited in Salend, Duhaney, and Montgomery (2002, p. 290), “norm-referenced standardized

tests are culturally and socially biased and do not give accurate mezssoa®e students’

abilities and potential,” which researchers believe contributes to thesmtsioeing

misclassified as having some type of disability.
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Work has been done to ensure that such tests are not inherently biased (i.e.
constructed and normed on the Caucasian majority) and it is important to note that much
research agrees that standardized tests of intelligence and achiestementontain
inherent sources of cultural bias (termed test bias) (Skiba, Knesting, and Bush]t2602)
also important to note, however, that the administration and interpretation of rdgwisgyla
reportedly standardized, may remain subjective and vulnerable to bias (terstied) “te
bias”). Skiba, Knesting, and Bush (2002, p. 65) note that “the strong potential for examiner
effects in assessment argues that having a test that is culturally unbiesethtioecessarily
guarantee that the test will be used in a culturally competent manner.” Thigoidant to
the research on disproportionality as the two primary categories tleal the greatest
disproportions are both open to more subjective perspectives than any other, nachtdy mil
moderate intellectual disability and behavioral/emotional disability. &4mlissue such as
testing bias may be better examined from the category of faulty percelpsnsgie fact that
such issues affect standardized testing situations which have been endorsed asaah, unbia
valid measure of determining disability, it is appropriate to categonxihiin the systemic
factors that serve to contribute to disproportionality.

Socioeconomic FactorsSocioeconomic status has long been held as a cause of
disproportionality with many researchers pointing out the correlation befpmerty and
poor academic achievement. As was stated previously, it is poor acaderaweacdnt that
subsequently leads to disproportionality in special education as schools attemm@diatem
this problem and close the academic achievement gap. As socioeconomic staosnse
as a factor contributing to disproportionality, it is important to remembertibatariables of

race and poverty are confounded as there are disproportionate numbers of AfnieacaAs
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within the lower socioeconomic status levels. In 2001, the U.S. Bureau of the Census noted
that “14.4% of White children lived in homes at or below the poverty line in 2000, whereas
30.4% of African American children . . . lived in families below the poverty levelti(ad

in Skiba et al., 2005, p. 132). Because these two variables are confounded, it has been
difficult for previous research regarding the perceptions of school personnettmidet

whether or not the disproportionality that exists within special education is treateobr

poverty (Skiba, Poloni-Staudinger, Simmons, Feggins-Azziz, and Chung, 2005); therefore,
the present study seeks to address these issues with school personnel in atoatempt
clarify the issue.

According to O’Connor and Fernandez (2006, p. 6), the National Research Council
issued a report in 2002 maintaining that “minority students are more likely to be poor and
that ‘being’ poor heightens exposure to social risks that compromise early develapehent
increase the need for special services.” Skiba et al. (2005, p. 131) set forth the four
assumptions that are implicitly involved in linking poverty and disproportionality anadacl
the following:

1. Minority students are disproportionately poor and hence
are more likely to be exposed to a variety of sociodemo-
graphic stressors associated with poverty.

2. Factors associated with living in poverty leave children
less developmentally ready for schooling and ultimately
yield negative academic and behavioral outcomes.

3. Students who are low achieving or at risk for negative
behavioral outcomes are more likely to be referred to, and
ultimately found eligible for, special education service.

4. Therefore, poverty is an important contributing factor that
increases the risk, presumably in a linear fashion, of special
education placement for minority students.

Despite these suppositions, such a relationship has not been proven, but much research

agrees that being socioeconomically disadvantaged significantly redboes isadiness
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(Skiba, Poloni-Staudinger, Simmons, Feggins-Azziz, & Chung, 2005). Where research
disagrees is on the significance of this impact on the issue of disproportiondditg.itV
would be expected that the distribution of racial disparities across populationsatilitylis
categories would be strongly correlated with poverty, research has not preven thi
hypothesis. In support of this finding, Skiba et al. (2005) noted that while poverty is als
widespread among the Latino population, there is inconsistent disproportionality amon
Latinos in special education. The authors also note that the disproportionalitycainAfri
American students is greater in what they refer to as judgmentahispegcation categories
(i.e. intellectual disability, emotional disability, and learning disgpiliTherefore, according
to the authors, the theory that poverty, in and of itself, is the cause of raciapdisjamality
in special education is unsubstantiated. This conclusion may be called into question,
however, as it does not take into consideration the issue of limited English profiarehc
English as a Second Language among the Latino population, which affects ttaé, refer
assessment, and determination process for special education. It mayhlkedyer, in
conjunction with the aforementioned sociocultural factors (i.e. white privilege a
institutionalized racism) and the subsequent factors of sociodemographics and faul
perceptions/bias, contribute significantly to the issue of disproportionality.

Related to the poverty of individuals and families, it is important to also conseler t
poverty of the school systems in which these individuals often find themselves. Camning fr
economically disadvantaged homes is often indicative of being in inferior school
environments compared to more economically well-off peers (Halle, Kurtz<; asie
Mahoney, 1997). Severe disparities in school funding tend to create additional prablems a

well. Halle, Kurtz-Costes, and Mahoney (1997, p. 535) also note that economically

56



disadvantaged schools tend to have “lower teacher morale, less qualified teachers, m
discipline problems, and fewer students who place a priority on learning.” Salend euhan
and Montgomery (2002) cite research noting that lack of adequate and equitable fanding
schools limits the access that students have to quality pre-referral aharaiseivices that
would help reduce the extent to which students are referred for special educatafrihddle
factors likely contribute to less motivation by African-American studenéshieve
academically, thereby fueling the need of school personnel to work to recestdtang
achievement gap, which may subsequently lead to greater disproportionalitgial spe
education. While this appears be a logical sequence, there is some reseaggest that the
sociodemographics of school systems may actually decrease the amountoplodisprality
in special education, which will be subsequently examined.

SociodemographicsSociodemographic factors cannot be viewed separately from
sociocultural and socioeconomic factors as they include such issues as poverty (of
individuals and schools and access to general education options). Sociodemographic factors
also include the racial and ethnic make-up of school systems as well, whid¢tausesgn
effect on the rates of disproportionality in special education. For example, CoutswaldO
and Best (2002, p. 54) noted that “both individual student characteristics and district
sociodemographics are important in determining the likelihood of LD idenifircét

As stated previously, certain sociodemographic factors may actuallyadedre
amount of disproportionality within special education. For example, research has sabwn t
LD identification tends to decline as the percentage of minorities withirtrectiscreases
(Coutinho, Oswald, & Best, 2002). This decline in identification may also hold true for other

subjective disability categories as well such as mild to moderatestitedl disability and
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behavioral/emotional disability. It would stand to reason, based on sociodemografang; fac
that if a school district is composed of primarily minority students, the homogendaote na
of the student demographic would lend itself to less obvious differences in notigat
achievement, thereby reducing the number of referrals for special education and,
subsequently, lead to less racial/ethnic disproportionality.

Faulty Perceptions/BiasThe notion of faulty perceptions or bias from teachers must
be examined as it relates to the issue of ethnic disproportionality in speciafieauc
Teachers may attribute a student’s success or failure to the stuefémt's or abilities,
leading the teacher to take certain actions based on their own persoatiaisi applied to
the students. These actions may be rooted in anger or pity and often lead to rewards or
punishment and differential expectations based on perceived ability of the s{@larks
1997). These actions and interactions, by teachers, with students “can afgtotiges’
perceptions of personal control over success and failure” (Clark, 1997, p. 71) and can
negatively affect a student’s perceptions of him/herself, leading to-tu#lihg prophecy
that s/he will perform less well, which in turn, may lead the teacher to hefetudent for
special education in order to increase the student’s motivation and achievement.

Zimmerman et. al. (1995) demonstrated that students’ behavior also has tareffec
teacher perceptions, leading teachers to conclude that those individual students who do not
conform to classroom behavioral norms have lower academic skills, which results in
differential treatment of these students. Monroe (2005) has cited in a reviewitdrdtere
that African-American students are targeted for disciplinary actane 150 than any other
group and that these students are two to five times more likely to be suspendedithan the

Caucasian peers. Because it has been found that racial (as well a3 sfeneetypes often
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underlie how teachers interact with students (Monroe, 2005), faulty perceptiorshgre
including misinterpretation of behavior, often have a domino effect that leads tdettnal re
of African-American students for special education and increasing thefrate
disproportionality in the process.

In order to truly understand the issue of faulty perceptions and bias, it is important to
discuss the issue of cultural competence, or lack thereof, among teachest agsother
school personnel, particularly those involved in the special education referrdilgntity
process. As stated previously, teachers respond to students based on their owh persona
attributions given to a student’s behavior and academic success and/or €ultueal
competence is not only necessary for teachers in their interactions withtsfumle is also
important for school psychologists in choosing and administering standardizeahtbgts
interpreting standardized test results for the purpose of determining szkaiation
eligibility. Currently, in North Carolina, while cultural competency trainmg required
standard within teacher training and school psychologist training progtemsay in which
this standard is met is determined by individual training programs. Trainingamgg from
one class focusing on diversity issues to more practical applications oftglissges within
field placement experiences. Once training programs have been compkitestasure
granted, continuing education units (CEU) are required for continued licensure; howeve
there are no documented requirements to receive CEUS in cultural compedénoyg.tA
lack of true cultural competence would contribute to responses and decisions d¢f specia
education eligibility within a system designed to characterize thosedatd behaviors

outside of the Caucasian, upper-middle class norm as in need of remediation.
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Upon reviewing the theories as to why racial/ethnic disproportionalisysefx.e.
sociocultural factors, socioeconomic status, sociodemographic issues, faulty
perceptions/bias), it appears that no one theory has been proven as a definitivie siask
however, based on current research, it is likely that a combination of each datlese
contributes to the overall issue of disproportionality. From general sigsigsues such as
“white privilege” and institutionalized racism (including test and tedbiag) to issues of
poverty (of individuals and school systems) to individual characteristics stiahliys
perceptions and personal bias, the issue of disproportionality seems to havéamsa
well-intentioned system seeking to reduce the academic achievememnidgayoote the
academic success of a group of students marginalized by an oppressive anabileequit
history in this society.

Research Question

The existence of the academic achievement gap (including its varyingide§,
theories as to why is exists, and how it is measured) and how to remedy it hasdmesnod f
educators and policy makers for many decades and the subject of much researblatend de
Yet, more than 70 years since some of the initial research into this phenomenon was
conducted, there remain factors that have not yet been included in the researangaarhavi
influence on the gap. While indirect consequences of the achievement gap, suchsagthe i
of disproportionality, have been studied extensively, there remain factors to aecedsis
to the (perceived) cause(s) of such an issue. Among those factors are theqreroé
school personnel (i.e. directors, teachers, and school psychologists) involved in idde spec
education referral and determination process, for it is this process thatmasated in the

disproportionate numbers of African-American students found in certain speciatieduc
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disability categories. After considering all of the information rdigay the achievement gap
and the issue of disproportionality (as an indirect consequence), it is importanisider

such issues in combination when looking to improve the academic achievement of African-
American students.

Based upon a review of the literature in this context, the primary question to be
researched and analyzed focuses on the perceived causes of the dispropouiohats of
African-American students receiving special education serviceswgaéhect disability
categories as perceived by exceptional children’s directors, ganerapecial education
teachers, and school psychologists.

Research Question #1: Are there differences in the perceived piyncause of
disproportionality between those school personnel involved in the refenal
determination process for special education (i.e. exceptional children’satimes, general
education teachers, special education teachers, and school psychologBssitise the
aforementioned groups perform different roles in the referral and detewnipaticess, it is
hypothesized that each group will endorse a different primary cause of disioogldy
from their perspective and role within the process. It is also hypothebetadtile there
will be a general congruence between the perceptions of these four groups wiabgbyevi
identified causal factors of disproportionality, these four groups will likéfgrdamong
themselves regarding the primary cause(s) of the issue.
e Hypothesis 1a: Exceptional Children’s directors will endorse standardized
testing (conducted by school psychologists) as the primary cause of

disproportionality.
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e Hypothesis 1b: General education and special education teachers will
indicate characteristics related to the student/family as the primary cause of
disproportionality.

e Hypothesis 1c: School psychologists will indicate the referral and
determination process as the primary cause of disproportionality.

A secondary question to be researched and addressed focuses on the amount of
cultural competence training these school personnel have received and how long ago the
training was received in order to determine whether or not this type of traiashgny effect
on the noted perceptions.

Research Question #2: Does cultural competence training have an impacten th
perceived causes of ethnic disproportionality? Specifically, does the murabhours and
recency of training have an effect on the primary cause endorsgd@ause research has
shown that Caucasian school personnel often have misperceptions regarding African-
American students’ behavior and abilities, cultural competence training ripaglimeinate
these misperceptions of cultural norms (behavior, motivation, and achievementy there
leading to less referrals and eligibility determinations for specialagidnc

e Hypothesis: School personnel receiving more hours of training more recently
will endorse causes of disproportionality unrelated to the individual student
and/or family characteristics.

Overall, the perceived causal factor(s) of disproportionality will affex@ttitudes of
those involved, and subsequently, their behaviors directed toward that perceived cause,
leading either to discord among those involved in the process or to the necessgeg anan

perceptions that will effectively address the issue of disproportionality.
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CHAPTER IllIl: METHODS
Participants

The participants for the current study were recruited from a number of publicschool
across the state of North Carolina. Participants consisted of four grosgisoal personnel:
Exceptional Children’s (EC) services directors, general education teashecial education
teachers, and school psychologists. Given that there is one EC director per countyhie NC, t
20 EC directors of the public school systems within the selected countiesontaeted
regarding participation in the current research. A random sample of bedecation
teachers, special education teachers, and school psychologists repyedentantary,
middle, and high schools from counties across NC were also contacted for pgastigipa
the research. The number of participants recruited was dependent upon the number of
counties and schools within those counties selected to participate.

For the purposes of the current study, school districts from 20 counties wetedsele
from across NC. Twenty counties of varying sizes, by population, with a minwhthmee
elementary schools, two middle schools, and two high schools were selected for
participation. Such selection provided a study design ensuring that percepschsalf
personnel from smaller counties were equally represented within the study.tize
exclusion criteria, it is likely that the counties with the minimum numbsclbols required
were of comparable size. From all elementary, middle, and high schools witlén thes
counties, the number of schools selected was evenly divided across counties &rih gen

education teachers, special education teachers, and school psychologists raptmtagl



from each school level. Given the number of responsibilities held by both EC diraatbr
school psychologists in serving multiple schools, it was hypothesized thatgbasesate
would be approximately 20%-30%. While teachers also have a number of respassibiliti
within and outside of the classroom, it was hypothesized that the response would lye slight
higher at approximately 30%-40%.
Measures

Survey

Based upon the current review of the literature regarding the causes of ethnic
disproportionality in special education, a web-based survey was created and deweloped f
the purposes of the current research. Because the survey measure witizedated and
developed specifically for the current research, no scientific measuidebflitg or validity
can be placed upon the survey as a whole. Because the survey was conducted confidentially
survey questions regarding respondent demographics were considered to bearadiable
valid. Additional questions contained in the survey were developed to reflect the personal
perceptions of the respondents regarding ethnic disproportionality in speciafiedué list
of causes/factors related to disproportionality was provided based upon a re\hew of t
literature; however, respondents may also provide additional causes/fastxnisupan
personal perceptions. Given the limited reliability and validity of the currem¢guneasure,
results of the present research should be interpreted with caution; however, thatiofor
and analyses gathered provides important information in the continued researcng findi

appropriate solutions to the problem of ethnic disproportionality in special education.
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The survey was developed and implemented using Qualtrics and consisted of eleven

guestions to be completed confidentially by EC directors, general educatbarsgapecial

education teachers, and school psychologists. The survey consists of the followiltmsuest

1.

8.

9.

Please indicate your position (EC director, general education teachea) speci
education teacher, or school psychologist).

Please indicate your ethnicity (African-American, Caucasiaspadtiic, Mixed
Race, or other).

Is your school a Title | school?

Have you completed cultural competence training and, if so, how many hours
of training and how long ago was training completed?

Please indicate what you perceive to be the significant cause(s)iof ethn
disproportionality in the category of mild to moderate intellectual disabilit
What do you believe is the most primary factor/cause of disproportionality wi
regards to mild to moderate intellectual disability?

Please indicate what you perceive to be the significant cause(s) of ethni
disproportionality in the category of behavioral/emotional disability.

What do you believe is the most primary factor/cause of disproportionality wi
regards to behavioral/emotional disability?

What one factor, if changed, would have the greatest impact on decreasing
disproportionality within the mild to moderate intellectual disability catégo

10. What one factor, if changed, would have the greatest impact on decreasing

disproportionality within the behavioral/emotional disability category?

11. Please provide any additional factors you believe will be helpful in adgressin

the issue of disproportionality.

Aggregated Outcome Data

In order to address the requirements of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of

2001, each state reports and publishes aggregated outcome data to determine ifidte spec

proficiency goals have been obtained. Information regarding the acaperfuomance of

racial/ethnic groups as well as disability groups is provided within the outdataeand was

utilized for the purposes of discussion in conjunction with the present analyses. Only

disaggregated data regarding the selected counties in North Carolina diasthgbe

present analyses. Information gathered from the outcome data con$istaddard scores on

End-of-Grade tests in core academic areas divided by subgroups (e.gn-Aimeaican,
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Caucasian, and disability categories) in order to examine the extent ohtiearac
achievement gap between African-American and Caucasian students. |rdorwes also
obtained regarding the percentage of each race/ethnicity receiving ggecation services
in both the mild to moderate intellectual disability and behavioral/emotiondlilitisa
categories within the selected counties. Information regardingtésobethnic
disproportionality in North Carolina was gathered from the North Carolina Degair of
Public Instruction website in order to examine differences between theegatecinties in
North Carolina.

Procedures

Approval for the current research was obtained from the University of Nordhr@ar
at Chapel Hill (UNC) institutional review board (IRB) in order to contact theqgaants.
Approval was also obtained for the survey measure utilized in the present stody. U
completion of the IRB process, an email was sent to participants in order to provide a
explanation of the purpose of the present study and to request participation in campéeti
survey.

Participants were contacted via email and were directed to the IRB-agpuavey
posted on Qualtrics via the internet. Participants were informed, via émaaiharticipation
in the study would take approximately five minutes, is confidential and voluntatyhat no
identifying information would be utilized. Completion of the survey denoted implied mbnse
to participate in the study. The participants were informed that the survey beoplosted
for four weeks and could be completed at his/her convenience. A reminder emaihtvas se
after two weeks and again with one week remaining requesting participatiomrbeting

the survey. At the completion of the four week period, data was collected and arfiadyzed
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the survey in order to determine if there were group differences in persepfithe primary
cause(s) of racial/ethnic disproportionality in special education. Only elz¢eved from
completed surveys was included in the analyses. Of the surveys completed, thdreeasul
percentage of EC directors, general education teachers, special educahersteand
school psychologists. Within the sample, a percentage would be Caucasian ax@hiage
will be African-American.

Other factors examined would include whether or not those individuals having
received more cultural competency training more recently would endadsngfamily
characteristics as the primary causal factor of ethnic disproportjoreter analyses of the
surveys were completed, the disaggregated outcome data, published by the stdte of Nor
Carolina, was reviewed in order to determine if there were any ralcrateifferences in
academic achievement as defined by standardized testing. The dataovasialved in
order to obtain the most recent percentages of racial/ethnic disproportiamétigytargeted
special education categories. Given the procedures utilized and the limitedffticeis
sample, the results that were derived should be interpreted with caution as the outaome da
may be different when taking into account a greater sample.

Data Analysis
Surveys and Aggregated Outcome Data

Data was analyzed using SPSS Version 15.0 for Windows. Three separate ahi-squar
analyses were performed in order to determine whether the hypothesizesi(tkatithere
will be differences between the perceptions of EC directors, gemeredteon and special
education teachers, and school psychologists regarding the primary cause{s) of rac

disproportionality in special education) would be verified by the evaluation &nalys
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Variables utilized for analyses consisted of personnel group (i.e. E€odgegeneral
education teachers, special education teachers, and school psychologists) arydcaise
endorsed (Table 1). It was hypothesized that differences in perceptionshedwdged on
the different roles of each group within the referral and eligibility datetion process.
Specifically, since standardized testing has traditionally been the faejor in determining
eligibility, it was hypothesized that Exceptional Children’s directors deuldorse
standardized testing (conducted by school psychologists) as the primary cause of
disproportionality. Given teachers daily interactions with students and theliefg it was
hypothesized that special education and general education teachers would ent@se ¢
related to student/family characteristics as the primary causauBe school psychologists’
involvement in the process is initiated through referrals, it was hypothesizekdethavould
endorse the referral and eligibility determination process as the proaasg of
disproportionality. A logistic regression analysis was conducted to deeeifrihe amount
of cultural competence training (number of hours of training) and how recent trairsng wa
completed had an effect on the primary causal factors of disproportionality ehgrs
school personnel. The independent variables utilized for analyses consisted of theafumbe
hours of training and the years since training was completed. The dependssievari
consisted of the endorsement of student/family characteristics as theypranae of
disproportionality (Table 1).

For the purposes of discussion, in conjunction with the present analyses, a review of
the aggregated outcome data provided by the state of North Carolina was condooted i
to determine if there were any racial/ethnic differences in academm®vament as defined

by grade-level performance on end-of-grade standardized testing andrtoidetthe
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percentages of racial/ethnic disproportionality within the selected coulftiesre were
differences in the academic achievement of African-Americans andaSians (i.e. that the
percentage of African-Americans meeting grade level requiremerasssstently lower than
that of their Caucasian peers), as defined by the outcome data, it would be intpddakt
at the results of the analyses of the surveys regarding the primary eatse bf
disproportionality. If there is an academic achievement gap, based on this statardi
testing, between African-American and Caucasian students, then it wathésiped that the
percentage of disproportionality would be strongly correlated with the magwittide
percentage of the achievement gap and that the primary causal faaftdi¢proportionality

endorsed by the school personnel would be related to student/family charasteristi
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CHAPTER IV: RESULTS

The purpose of the current study was to survey school personnel involved in the
special education referral and determination process in order to obtain theptipescas to
the primary causal factors of ethnic disproportionality regarding Africarei#can students.
Data was analyzed utilizing SPSS version 15.0 for Windows. The original sample of
participants invited to participate in the online survey consisted of a total of 4Apaarts
including 20 Exceptional Children’s Services directors (EC), 140 general edutsdichers,
140 special education teachers, and 124 school psychologists. The number of school
psychologists differed given the exclusion criteria and that most often pr@ridees for
more than one school. Of the 424 school personnel requested to complete the survey, 122
(28.8%) initiated responses; however, only 103 (24.3%) completed the survey.

Only data from completed surveys were analyzed for the purposes of the present
study. Of the 103 completed surveys, 8 (7.8%) were EC directors, 18 (17.5%) weed gener
education teachers, 41 (39.8%) were special education teachers, and 35 (34.0%)ooére sc
psychologists (Table 2). The ethnic composition of the 103 respondents was as f8llows:
(7.8%) were African-Americans, 89 (86.4%), were Caucasian, 1 (1.0%) was ldjspani
(1.0%) was Mixed-Race, and 2 (1.9%) placed themselves within the “other” catégary
additional respondents did not choose to indicate their ethnicity (Table 3). The resgesse
for the specific categories of school personnel were as follows: 8 of 20 Exceptional

Children’s services directors (40%), 18 of 140 general education teachers (12.86%), 41 of



(Table 4).

Table 2. Respondents’ School Personnel Position

140 special education teachers (29.29%), and 35 of 124 school psychologists (28.23%)

Position Number of Percentage of
Respondents| Total Respondents

Exceptional Children’s Directors 8 7.8
General Education Teachers 18 17.5
Special Education Teachers 41 39.8
School Psychologists 35 34.0
Missing Value 1 0.9
TOTAL 103 100

Table 3. Ethnic Composition of Respondents

Ethnicity Number of Percentage of
Respondents| Total Respondents
African-American 8 7.8
Caucasian 89 86.4
Hispanic 1 1.0
Mixed-Race 1 1.0
Other 2 1.9
No response 2 1.9
TOTAL 103 100

Table 4. Response Rate of School Personnel

Position Number of Response Rate
Respondents Percentage
Exceptional Children’s Directors 8 40
General Education Teachers 18 12.86
Special Education Teachers 41 29.29
School Psychologists 35 28.23

In responding to questions within the current survey regarding the perceivedyprim

causal factors of ethnic disproportionality within the mild to moderate iotededisability
category and the behavioral/emotional disability category, participamesprovided with a
list of factors from which to choose. These factors consisted of the followtindends
behavior, student intelligence, student achievement, referral and determinatias pooce
special education, standardized 1Q tests, achievement tests, lack of cdtnpatence of

school personnel, economic resources of school system or district, low socioecoatusic st
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of family, and “other.” For the purposes of the analyses, those specific daaguilotrsed
as student behavior, student intelligence, student achievement, and low socioecatamic st
of family were collapsed into one category—“student/family charigttes.” The data
points of standardized IQ tests and achievement tests were collapsed intedbeyaaf
“standardized testing.” Specific data points endorsed as “other” wererecgand recoded
into appropriate categories when possible.
Research Question #1: Primary Causal Factor(s)

In order to address the perceptions of school personnel as to the primary causal
factor(s) of ethnic disproportionality in special education regarding &frismerican
students in both the mild to moderate intellectual disability category and the
behavioral/emotional disability category, three separate chi-squdysesaere performed.
To test each hypothesis (Hypotheses 1a-1c) for both categories with Hypiahe-analyses,
a cross-tabulation, based on the school personnel position indicated in the survey response
and the primary cause endorsed, was conducted. For the purposes of the analgsasyah
education and special education teachers were grouped together into one group and specific
data points endorsed as “other” were examined and recoded into appropriateasategen
possible. The question to be addressed focused on whether or not there were differences in
the perceived primary cause of disproportionality between those school personnetinvolve
the referral and determination process for special education (i.e. excephibohan’s
directors, general education teachers, special education teachers, ahgsaiaogists).
Because each group performs a different role within the process, it was lsypeditbat (1)
Exceptional Children’s (EC) directors would endorse standardized testifigriped by

school psychologists) as the primary cause of disproportionality, (2) ¢edecation and
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special education teachers would indicate characteristics relatedstodieat/family as the
primary cause, and (3) school psychologists would indicate the referral andidatem
process as the primary cause of disproportionality.
Hypothesis la

To test the hypothesis (1a) that EC directors would endorse standardizegidssti
the primary cause of ethnic disproportionality, the data was entered into a 2x2 tabl
comparing EC directors to other school personnel (teachers and school psychandists
endorsement of standardized testing (standardized 1Q testing and achieestiremnt t
collapsed into one factor) compared to the endorsement of all other factors{Riguaad
1b.). Results of the chi-square analysis indicated that the hypothesis was naesuppthe
data for neither the mild to moderate disability category nor the behasoaibnal
disability category¥? =0.955, p<0.3294° =0.091, p<0.763, respectively) as no statistical
significance was found.

Table 5a. Mild to Moderate Intellectual Disability

Position Standardized Testing Othen Total
Factors
EC Directors 0 8 8
Teachers & School Psychologists 1 88 89
Missing Values 6
Total 1 96 103

Table 5b. Behavioral/Emotional Disability

Position Standardized Testing Other| Total
Factors
EC Directors 0 8 8
Teachers & School Psychologists 1 88 89
Missing Values 6
Total 1 96 103
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Hypothesis 1b

In order to perform the chi-square analysis for general education and special

education teachers, the data for the groups were merged prior to the analyssthio te

hypothesis (1b) that teachers would endorse student/family charactexssties primary

cause of ethnic disproportionality, the data was entered into a 2x2 table contgacimers

to other school personnel (EC directors and school psychologists) on the endorsement of

student/family characteristics (i.e. student behavior, student inteligstudent

achievement, and low socioeconomic status of family collapsed into one factor) to the

endorsement of all other factors (Figures 2a. and 2b.). The results of the chizatplgsis

indicated that there was no statistically significant differersteséen teacher perceptions in

comparison to other school personnel regarding student/family characgeasstiee primary

cause of disproportionality for both disability categories. The results oh#igse were as

follows: mild to moderate intellectual disability categogy £0.090, p<0.764) and the

behavioral/emotional disability categony/?(=1.196, p<0.274), indicating that the hypothesis

was not supported by the data.

Table 6a. Mild to Moderate Intellectual Disability

Position Student/Family Characteristics  Other Factors  Tlotal
Teachers 41 18 59
EC Directors & School 28 14 42
Psychologists
Missing Values 2
Total 69 32 103
Table 6b. Behavioral/Emotional Disability
Position Student/Family Characteristics  Other Factors Tatal
Teachers 41 14 55
EC Directors & School 27 15 42
Psychologists
Missing Values 6
Total 68 29 103
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Hypothesis 1c

To conduct the chi-square analysis regarding the perceptions of school psychologists
the data was entered into a 2x2 table comparing school psychologists to other school
personnel (EC directors and teachers) on the endorsement of the referral anihakber
process to the endorsement of all other factors (Figures 3a. and 3b.). The hyfbthess
not supported by the data for neither the mild to moderate disability categohenor t
behavioral/emotional disability category as no statistical signifieavas foundy(*=0.067,
p<0.796:x?=0.384, p<0.535, respectively).

Table 7a. Mild to Moderate Intellectual Disability

Position Referral & Determination Other Total
Process Factors
School Psychologists 3 31 34
EC Directors & Teachers 7 60 67
Missing Values 2
Total 10 91 103

Table 7b. Behavioral/Emotional Disability

Position Referral & Determination Other Factors| Total
Process
School Psychologists 4 30 34
EC Directors & Teachers 5 58 63
Missing Values 6
Total 9 88 103

Research Question #2: Cultural Competency

A second question was addressed within the present research in order to obtain
additional information regarding the perceptions of school personnel. This secondrguesti
examined whether or not cultural competency training had an impact on the@eicamises
of disproportionality, specifically, if the number of hours and recency of trainfagtedl the

primary cause endorsed. It was hypothesized that school personnel receivingunsi@ h
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training more recently would endorse causes of disproportionality unrelated to theuali
student and/or family characteristics.
Hypothesis 2

In order to test the current hypothesis (hypothesis #2), a binary lagigtession
analysis was performed. Data from all completed surveys were athabygrgher. Survey
responses for the variables of “hours of training received” and “recen@jrohg” were
initially expected to be continuous numerical variables; however, given the types of
responses provided and the number of missing cases, the variables were unablezede util
in the data analysis. For example, types of responses given for “hours of tracengd”
consisted of statements such as “l don’t know,” “2 days,” “1 semester of gradoate,’s
and “65 CEUs.” Types of responses given for “recency of training” consistedos$tire,”
“2 years ago,” “in graduate school,” and “ongoing.” The endorsement of studaht/fa
characteristics (i.e. student behavior, student intelligence, student achigyand low
socioeconomic status of family collapsed into one factor) was designatesidependent
variable with a binary outcome of “yes or no” (0=no, not choosing student/family
characteristics; 1=yes, choosing student/family charactajisiibe independent variable
was cultural competency training (O=yes or 1=no) incorporating hours mhggaeceived,
and recency of training. Specific data points endorsed as “other” werénexiaamd recoded
into appropriate categories when possible.

Based on the above, a logistic regression analysis was conducted utilizing the
dependent variable of endorsing student/family characteristics and the independdle
of having received cultural competency training. Results of the analysis did not shpport

hypothesis that those school personnel having received cultural competeriog trauld
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not endorse characteristics related to the student and/or family as theyprause of ethnic
disproportionality in both the mild to moderate intellectual disability category
(Exp(b)=1.061, p<0.893) and the behavioral/emotional disability category (Exp(b)=0.573,
p<0.225). The results for the mild to moderate intellectual disability categggested that
those respondents who had not received cultural competency training were only 6% more
likely to endorse student/family characteristics than those respondents wiscéiadd
cultural competency training. Within the behavioral/emotional disabiliggoay, results
suggested that those respondents who had not received cultural competency traeing we
approximately 43% less likely to endorse student/family charactsrikn those who had
received cultural competency training.
Additional Information

Although no statistically significant differences were found between spleosonnel
groups regarding the primapgrceived cause of ethnic disproportionality within the mild to
moderate intellectual disability and behavioral/emotional disabiliggoates, it is useful to
review perceived causes/factors endorsed by personnel group in order to ideiatify w
factors were endorsed most often, particularly within collapsed cate{baieles 8-11).
Also, given that no significant differences were found between school personnel groups
regarding the perceived primary cause of ethnic disproportionality, spebiimation
regarding what one factor respondents felt should be changed in order to havetés¢ grea
impact on decreasing disproportionality was examined. Within the mild to moderate
intellectual disability category, 58 of 100 respondents indicated that earlyentien
programs aimed at addressing the low socioeconomic status and lack of resolmees of t

family would have the greatest impact on decreasing ethnic disproportionaNgnty-two
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percent of respondents indicated a need to increase interventions aimedaatrigcre
students’ motivation to achieve. Within the behavioral/emotional disability@ste8p of

100 respondents indicated the same primary factor (i.e. early intervention pgogram
addressing low socioeconomic status and lack of resources of the family)28%6l of
respondents indicated additional training in classroom management of student batdvior
23% indicated increased interventions aimed at increasing students’ motivadidmdve.

As part of the current survey, respondents were also given the opportunity to provide
any additional information they thought would be helpful in addressing the issue of
disproportionality. Of the 103 respondents, 35 offered additional information they felt would
be useful. Of those, 30 were Caucasian (85.7%), 4 were African-American Jlantyd
was of Mixed Race (2.9%). A categorization by school personnel position indicatéd that
were Exceptional Children’s services directors (17.1%), 20 were teaclier%oj5and 9
were school psychologists (25.7%). Responses given fit within several casegeystem
related changes (16), student/family characteristics (8), and addigacaler

training/cultural competency (5).
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Table 8. Mild to Moderate Intellectual Disability—Endorsement of FactpRdosonnel
Group

EC General Special School TOTAL
Director | Education| Education | Psychologist
Teacher Teacher
Student Behavior 4 9 19 9 41
Student Intelligence 2 2 6 14 24
Student Achievement 5 12 21 9 47
Referral and 2 3 10 4 19
Determination Process
Standardized 1Q tests 4 4 8 10 26
Achievement tests 3 6 13 6 28
Lack of Cultural 2 4 7 6 19
Competence of School
Personnel
Economic Resources of 1 5 6 6 18
School System or
District
Low Socioeconomic 5 11 26 26 68
Status of Family
Other (see Table 8 for 1 2 8 7 18
unedited text)
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Table 9. Mild to Moderate Intellectual Disability--Other Factors Gbuating to
Disproportionality (Unedited Text)

Count
Please indicate your position
General Special
Education | Education School
EC Director Teacher Teacher | Psychologist | Total
Other- | No response given 7 16 33 29 85
TEXT ="Familial educational 0 1 0 0 1
expectations"
="l do not feel that our district 0 0 0 1 1
is ethnically disproportionate"
="instrucational diversity" 0 0 0 1 1
="lack of academic 0 0 1 0 1
support/exposure during the
preschool and school aged
years"
="lack of experiences offered 0 0 1 0 1
to the student at an early age
as well as lack educational
support by family"
="lack of exposure to language 0 0 0 1 1
and vocabulary in the
developmental period"
="lack of high or comparable 0 1 0 0 1
expectations on the part of
some school personnel"
="lack of motivation" 0 0 1 0 1
="not considering enough 1 0 0 0 1
assessment data such as
adaptive behavior"
="not considering other 0 0 0 1 1
options"
="Our population has a limited 0 0 1 0 1
number of African-Americans
thus the schools number of
African-Americans is low.
Since 1984 | have never
taught an African-American
student in special education in
our county."
="Parent participation and lack 0 0 0 1 1
of parenting"
="parental influence/priority" 0 0 1 0 1
="pre-natal care; lack of 0 0 1 0 1
parental involvement"
="Significantly low adaptive 0 0 0 1 1
functioning"
="Student motivation and 0 0 1 0 1
expectation level from staff"
="We have an opposite effect 0 0 1 0 1
here"
Total 8 18 41 35 102
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Table 10. Behavioral/Emotional Disability—Endorsement of Factors bypRessGroup

EC General Special School TOTAL
Director | Education| Education | Psychologist
Teacher Teacher
Student Behavior 6 15 31 25 77
Student Intelligence 1 2 5 1 9
Student Achievement 3 9 18 8 38
Referral and 2 7 10 9 28
Determination Process
Standardized IQ tests 2 2 4
Achievement tests 2 4 2 2 10
Lack of Cultural 4 7 9 12 32
Competence of School
Personnel
Economic Resources of 1 4 5 8 18
School System or
District
Low Socioeconomic 4 11 16 24 55
Status of Family
Other (see Table 10 for 1 1 8 7 17
unedited text)
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Table 11. Behavioral/Emotional Disability--Other Factors Contributingispriportionality
(Unedited Text)

Count
Please indicate your position
General Special School
Education Education | Psychologi
EC Director Teacher Teacher st Total

Other- No response given 7 17 34 28 86
TEXT ="cultural/socioeconomic 0 0 1 0 1

differences between home

and school behaviors"

="differences in language 0 0 0 1 1

skills and social-cultural

experiences"

="environmental factors" 0 0 0 1 1

="family acceptablity of 0 0 1 0 1

"different" behaviors"

="family instability" 0 0 0 1 1

="Family involvement" 0 0 0 1 1

="| do not feel that our 0 0 0 1 1

district is ethnically

disproportionate”

="ineffective interventions" 1 0 0 0 1

="influences from the 0 0 1 0 1

community in which the

child lives"

="lack of family unit and/or 0 0 1 0 1

parental involvement"

="lack of understanding of 0 0 0 1 1

what constitutes true

BED/SED"

="Limited understanding of 0 1 0 0 1

the effects of institutional

disenfranchisement"

="mental health issues, 0 0 1 0 1

fetal syndromes"

="Parent participation and 0 0 0 1 1

lack of parenting"

="Parents" 0 0 1 0 1

="Same response" 0 0 1 0 1
Total 8 18 41 35 102
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Table 12. Mild to Moderate Intellectual Disability

What ONE factor, if changed, would have the greatest impact on decreasing disproportionality within the mild to moderate intellectual disability category

Count
Early
intervention
Changes in Discontinued Improvement programs to
Additional Increase in the referral Discontinued use of in economic target issue of
training in interventions and use of standardized resources of low
classroom to increase determination standardized achievement Additional school/district | socioeconomic
management student process for 1Q tests for tests for training in with more per status of family
of student motivation to special determination determination cultural student and lack of
behavior achieve education purposes purposes competence spending resources Other Total
EC Director 0 3 0 0 0 2 3 8
General Education
Teacher 1 4 0 0 1 1 0 10 0 17
Special Education
Teacher 0 10 2 0 1 0 0 21 7 41
School Psychologist
yenolog 0 5 1 1 0 0 1 25 1 34
Total 1 22 3 1 2 1 1 58 11 100

Table 13. Behavioral/Emotional Disability

What ONE factor, if changed, would have the greatest impact on decreasing disproportionality within the behavioral/emotional disability category

Count
Early
intervention
programs to
Changes in Improvement target issue
Additional Increase in the referral in economic of low
training in interventions and resources of socioecono
classroom to increase determination Additional school/district mic status of
management student process for training in with more per family and
of student motivation to special cultural student lack of
behavior achieve education competence spending resources Other Total
EC Director 1 3 0 0 0 1 3 8
General Education
Teacher 1 6 0 3 0 6 1 17
Special Education
Teacher 9 9 2 1 0 14 6 41
School Psychologist
chogt ESycholegis 12 5 0 2 1 1 3 34
Total 23 23 2 6 1 32 13 100
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Table 14. Mild to Moderate Intellectual Disability

What ONE factor if changed would have the greag#fstt on decreasing disproportionality in the ntidd

moderate disability category (Unedited Text)

Count

Please indicate your position

EC Director

General
Education
Teacher

Special
Education
Teacher

School
Psychologist

Total

TEXT

No response given

5

18

35

34

careful consideration of
ALL available
information by the team
with guidance from
peers (other school
psychs) has significantly
made a difference in my
county

0

0

0

1

Early interventions
coupled with close
monitoring within the
home as well as the
school

early, ongoing,
continuous interventions
for ALL students

Educational settings
which accept cultural
differences in
importance of
educational
achievement

folder reviews of
process

higher parental
responsibility

many of my students
have parents that were
special ed

Parental, teacher, and
community intensive
training.

programs to involve
parents; community
involvement

use of a non-categorical
identifcation system for
mild disabilities

Total

18

41

35

102
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Table 15. Behavioral/Emotional Disability
What ONE factor if changed would have the great#fett on decreasing disproportionality in the
behavioral/emotional disability category (Unediteekt)

Count

Please indicate your position

EC Director

General
Education
Teacher

Special
Education
Teacher

School
Psychologist

Total

TEXT

No response given

5

17

35

32

89

Careful consideration of all
data and all the options by
the team with guidance from
other staff such as reviewing
with other school
psychologists has made a
big difference in this county

0

0

0

1

Close monitoring of african
american males among
fatherless homes with strong
male mentors

diversity in graduation
requirments and types
diploma offerings

early, ongoing interventions
without placement in EC
services until all
resources/opportunities
have been exhausted

Educational settings which
accept cultural differences in
importance of educational
achievement

Empathy and understanding
but not from a bureaucratic
"cultural competence
training" source

focus on parenting skills

=

increase number of minority
familes with two parents

increased expectation of
students and parents

parent programs/ community
involvement

parent training

Parental, teacher, and
community intensive
training.

use of a non-categorical
identifcation system for mild
disabilities

Total

18

41

35

102
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION

Current Findings

Results of the current research suggested that the perceived primasyafaatbaic
disproportionality in special education in both the mild to moderate intellectuallidysabd
behavioral/emotional disability categories do not appear to be as dispaveterbschool
personnel groups as was initially hypothesized. While the original hypotheggssted that
only teachers would be more likely to endorse student and/or family chasticteas the
primary cause of ethnic disproportionality in special education given theonaisontact
with students on a daily basis, EC directors and school psychologists also end@esed the
characteristics more than other factors. Approximately 67.0% of responddotsed these
types of characteristics as the primary cause of disproportionality. i8pkgifwith regards
to the mild to moderate intellectual disability category, the endorsemelotof “
socioeconomic status of family” rated most among all factors while within the
behavioral/emotional disability category, “student behavior’ rated most aridagtars.

Results of the present analyses indicating student/family charactength specific
reference to “low socioeconomic status of the family,” as the primargipertcause of
disproportionality endorsed in the mild to moderate disability category adds to thgueial
of previous research regarding a link between poverty, race, and poor acadeevieraeht
(O’'Connor and Fernandez, 2006). While previous research agrees that being
socioeconomically disadvantaged reduces school readiness (Skiba et al., 2005))at does

agree as to the significance of the impact on the issue of disproportionalgtatéd



previously, while Skiba et al. (2005) set forth four assumptions that would implickly
poverty and disproportionality, they also noted that despite these suppositions, such a
relationship between these two factors has not been proven. The authors have noted that the
theory that poverty, in and of itself, is the cause of racial disproportionakyecial
education is unsubstantiated and that this disproportionality exists mainly in wietemas
deemed subijective disability categories (i.e. mild to moderate intelegisability and
behavioral/emotional disability).

Current results suggested that according to those school personnel involved in the
referral and determination process for special education, low socioe@ostaiois was
perceived as the primary student/family characteristic that corgsitbatthe disproportionate
number of African-American students within the mild to moderate intellectsabity
category. While this link may be unsubstantiated, as suggested by Skiba et al. (@005), t
perception that this link exists may contribute to it being held as fact and, in titaalest
and subsequent actions, based on these perceptions, may have an effect on disproportionalit
It may be that because poverty (which is often confounded with race) has beerishea
risk factor for poor academic achievement and educational outcomes, sugpestit
should likely be remediated through the special education system, disproportiappétrs
to have become the subsequent result. Current perceptions that continue to shape the same
attitudes that shape the recurring behaviors (by school personnel) need to beddadress
order to find new, more culturally appropriate methods of addressing the issues of the
academic achievement gap and ethnic disproportionality within the mild to moderate

intellectual disability category.
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Current findings regarding ethnic disproportionality in the behavioral/embtiona
disability category indicated that student/family charactesistipecifically, student
behavior, is perceived to be the primary cause. Although it may seem intuitiveutietts
behavior would be the student/family characteristic that most likely corgsbatthe
primary cause of disproportionality endorsed regarding behavioral/emotionalityisa
does not offer an explanation as to why there are a disproportionate number of African-
American students within this disability category. This perception does nontake i
consideration other factors that may have contributed to the behavior includingintiynm
school environment, and cultural match with school personnel.

While it was hypothesized that having obtained cultural competency trainind woul
decrease the likelihood of endorsing student/family characteristibe @simary cause of
ethnic disproportionality, the current results obtained in the behavioral/emoticetalitiis
category suggest that not having cross cultural competency training had thiseogipect
than what was initially hypothesized (i.e. lack of cross cultural competexinyng would
increase the likelihood of the endorsement of student/family characsesasttbe primary
cause of disproportionality). Such results should be further examined; however hema
that due to the perceptions of school personnel that student/family charastarestice
primary cause of disproportionality, the influence of factors such as cultumgletency
training become unresolved.

While the results of the present research analyses have contributed to previous
research and assumptions with regards to the primary cause(s) of ethnic dispralggrin
the mild to moderate intellectual disability and behavioral/emotional digataliegories

(e.g., socioeconomic factors and faulty perceptions of behavior), it was also lsypedhe
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that respondents having received more hours of cultural competency trainingeosriyr
would not endorse student/family characteristics as the primary cau$miof et
disproportionality given a deeper and clearer understanding of the culastdtof the
current research indicated that 51 out of 99 (51.5%) respondents had not received any
cultural competency training (Table 16). Results of the data analgsiswaygested that
cultural competency training may not be providing school personnel the cultural
understanding necessary to view African-American students from a persgbat includes
the totality of his/her environment as indicated by the endorsement of stuadt/fa
characteristics as the primary cause of disproportionality.

Table 16. Cultural Competency Training by Personnel Group

Have you completed cultural

competency training

yes no TOTAL
EC Director 4 4 8
General Education Teacher 5 12 17
Special Education Teacher 16 23 39
School Psychologist 23 12 35
TOTAL 48 51 99

When examining the additional comments provided by survey respondents, several
themes seemed to emerge. First, the majority (45.7%) of those offeringmalditi
information indicated that system related changes are needed in order ts Hugresue of
ethnic disproportionality. System related changes included such factorseasdssarch-
based interventions, increased diverse staffing, response-to-intervention die posi
behavior support, changes in the types of standardized testing utilized, aad gledelines
across the state regarding how a student is identified for special educatmmd,Sec
respondents (22.9%) indicated that student and family characteristics neetithdssed.

Such factors included pre-natal care and early childhood community programsumooet
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and a greater value placed on education, the need for a solid family structure, @askchcr
motivation in order to increase the success of students from the low socioeconamic sta
Finally, respondents (14.3%) indicated the need for additional teacher trainiogltamdl
competency. Information provided included changes in teacher confidence ancoogsist
teacher expectations, more professional development when it comes to educating Bl
males, and more training regarding learning styles and cultural awaréudlitional
comments (17.1%) related to general information regarding the responderdgaapers
experiences within their given school/district.

As stated previously, while cultural competency training is a required stiaimdar
both teacher training and school psychology training programs throughout Nortim&arol
the way in which the standard is met is determined by individual training pregide
content of cultural competency courses is also varied and may include issuessitfydive
related not only to race/ethnicity, but also to religion, sexual preference, atesgender.
Given such a wealth of diversity topics, one semester of training would seenciasutb
cover the necessary issues in a substantial manner. Upon graduation and licensure,
continuing education units within cultural competency have not been required, and if
additional training is obtained, it remains at the discretion of the individual. Given the
variability in training programs for meeting the cultural competeraigitrig standard and the
elective nature of fulfilling training requirements post-licensure @trsethat cultural
competency training may need to be modified in order to provide school personnel the
professional development necessary and culturally appropriate to infornodeweking

and policy.
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The question then remains regarding what changes should be instituted in order to
provide school personnel the professional training necessary to obtain a betteaanduoters
of racial/ethnic diversity in terms of cultural and behavioral norms, leastyhes, and
definitions regarding motivation and achievement. For example, as stated prseviacial
and gender stereotypes often underlie how teachers interact with students (Monroe, 2005)
and teachers often conclude that those students who do not conform to classroom behavioral
norms have lower academic skills which leads to differential treatment efshetents
(Zimmerman et al., 1995). Given such information, cultural competency training should
increase its focus on the racial/ethnic differences in culture, behavioinkpatyle,
motivation, and achievement. There should also be consistent statewide standasds acros
programs regarding how the cultural competency training standard is met.

While perhaps a cultural match between school personnel and the student population
would contribute to different perceptions based on a personal understanding of tlee cultur
involved, such sociodemographics are not only unlikely, but would lead to a resegregation of
school environments and decreased tolerance and understanding. Ongoing traieifogether
should be required and modified as the sociodemographics of our state and individual school
districts continue to change and fluctuate over time. Otherwise, the Eurocahies and
definitions of motivation and achievement and other Eurocentric cultural notht®mtinue
to view minority cultures from a deficit perspective in need of remediation.

Aggregated Outcome Data

As stated previously, the issue of ethnic disproportionality in special education is

likely an indirect consequence of a zealous remediation of the academiccandm gap

that seems to exist between Caucasian students and their AfricarcAmesunterparts as
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schools search for methods to reduce the gap and provide minority students with the
assistance necessary to achieve academically. In order to obtairea gietare of the issue

in conjunction with the current results, an examination of the disaggregated outcame dat
from the twenty counties utilized in the survey within the state of North Caroéea w
conducted. It was hypothesized that those counties with higher percentages of an
achievement gap would also have higher disproportionality rates and those school personnel
surveyed would endorse student/family characteristics as the primesg cbthis
disproportionality.

An examination of the disaggregated outcome data from the North Carolina
Department of Public Instruction (DPI) suggested that there continues tm r@me&cademic
achievement gap between Caucasian students and their African-Americabpeeisthe
2008-2009 academic year, African-American students consistently scoredchaweheir
Caucasian peers in core academic areas with far fewer Africanigametudents scoring at
or above grade level on EOG/EOC standardized testing. For example, based aih tedma
reading composite scores for the 2008-2009 academic year, within the toenties
utilized for the present research, the percentage of African-Amerigdenss scoring at or
above a Level Il (grade-level proficiency) on standardized EOG testirgrades 3-8
ranged from a low of 28.6% to a high of 54.4%. This is compared to a low of 63.0% and a
high of 86.8% for Caucasian students. The percentage differences, betweem Africa
American students and their Caucasian peers scoring at or above dll@v&DG testing,
ranged from 20.1% to 45.6% within the twenty counties. Such percentage diffesences
indicative of the fact that an academic achievement gap continues to persesrbttese

two groups of students.
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With the continued existence of such an academic achievement gap, schools continue
to search for methods to reduce the gap thus leading to special educatiorsra$earaieans
of decreasing the academic disparities and increasing the opportuniti@adoities to
succeed. Unfortunately, however, this likely leads to over-referrals of itlgisturdents,
which may lead to disproportionality as a result. According to the Nationa¢Cfent
Culturally Responsive Educational Systems (NCCRESt), African-Asicontinue to be
55% more likely to be identified for special education across all categaiesheir
Caucasian peers (risk ratio of 1.55) and four times more likely to be identified in the

intellectual disability category than their Caucasian péts:{/www.nccrest.org

downloaded on August 24, 2010). The persistence of this academic achievement gap may
continue to be a catalyst and sustaining factor in the existence of the ethnic digprajiyrt
that currently exists in the more subjective special education categbnelsl to moderate
intellectual disability and behavioral/emotional disability as school persendeavor to

find ways to decrease this achievement gap.

Results of the current study indicated that those school personnel surveyecdeperceiv
that student/family characteristics are the primary cause of tiad/eftinic disproportionality
that exists within their given counties. These school personnel also perceéwartha
intervention programs targeted at the low socioeconomic status and lack ofessufithe
family will likely have the greatest impact on decreasing the ethnicogiegronality that
exists within both the mild to moderate intellectual disability and behataarational
disability categories. Additional training in classroom management cérstibbéhavior and
increased interventions aimed at increasing students’ motivation to achialscare

perceived as necessary in addressing the issue of disproportionality.
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While it may be that this type of research conducted on a larger scale wouldeindicat
otherwise, it may be that this small sample is indicative of the perceptitimssefschool
personnel groups as a whole. Examining the achievement gap within the twentyscountie
utilized for the current survey as well as the disproportionality rateswitikistate of North
Carolina in conjunction with the perceptions of the school personnel involved in the special
education referral and determination process offers more insight into the igthaiof
disproportionality as it provides a unique perspective on how the issue of disproportionality
may be maintained. Without a change in the perceptions of those involved in the process,
teaching styles, academic and behavioral expectations, and policy wilhrdraaame
leading to referrals that will continue as they have previously, subsequentipatng to
the disproportionality that currently exists. Given the results of the curusihyt ahd the
information provided by the school personnel herein surveyed, professional development in
the areas of cultural competency, classroom management of student behavior, early
intervention, and interventions aimed at increasing student motivation to achieve may b
necessary and appropriate as a starting point in addressing the issuecof ethni
disproportionality in special education within the mild to moderate intellectiuaititg and
behavioral/emotional disability categories.

Limitations

The limitations of the current research require that results must be iteerpieh
caution. Given the low response rate from respondents, the limited information prowided b
the data analyses does not allow for an accurate view of the perceptions oflibese sc
personnel groups regarding the issue of ethnic disproportionality in special edwa#tin

these two disability categories. Such a low response rate may be for seasoabt First,
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respondents may have questioned receiving an email invitation from an unknown person
requesting participation in an online survey. Also, given the professional demands of
Exceptional Children’s directors, teachers, and school psychologists, findingéhtti
complete the survey may have been an issue as well. This issue may have been compounded
by the fact that the participation request was sent toward the end of the acsclemoi year.
While this would allow for more time to complete the survey in the work environment, the
demands of end of the year preparations and preparing for the summer may have take
precedence over the survey. Despite the low response rate, the informaioedfrom the
present research will serve to add to the current dialogue regarding whatisgztas the
primary causal factor(s) of ethnic disproportionality in special educatitnirvihe mild to
moderate intellectual disability and behavioral/emotional disabiliggrates.
Future Directions

Given the results of the present research, in conjunction with the wealth of
information previously cited from additional studies, the question remains as teivalud,
or better stated, could be done to remediate the problem of ethnic disproportionality i
special education. As long as the perceptions of school personnel involved in the neferral a
determination process overwhelmingly endorse factors related to studeatvalyd f
characteristics as the primary cause, it may be that ethnic dispropidstionspecial
education within these two categories will remain an issue in need of remediati
Nevertheless, recognizing and voicing the perceptions held by school personned marks
starting point for change. Conducting this type of survey research on a muclstaiganay
provide additional information from those directly and personally involved with the issue

(Table 17). As stated previously, given that perceptions shape attitudes which, in fpen, sha
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behaviors, it is important to first know and understand the perceptions in order to provide any
additional professional training and competency necessary to bring oiayarding the

culture of African-American students and families. While the weight of thielggm does not

rest solely upon the shoulders of the school personnel involved in the referral and
determination process, it is important that the expertise they offer tagescodunt all of the
influential factors involved in order to cultivate a school environment thdinezges the

culture of every student.
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FIGURES

Figure la. Exceptional Children's Services Dire  ctors --Mild to Moderate Intellectual Disability
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Figure 1b. Exceptional Children's Services Directo  rs--Behavioral/Emotional Disability
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FIGURES

Figure 2a. Teachers (general and special education )--Mild to Moderate Intellectual Disability
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FIGURES

Figure 3a. School Psychologists--Mild to Moderate Intellectual Disability
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TABLES

Table 1. Research Questions and Data Analyses

Research Questions Hypothesis Variables Data Analys
Question 1: Are there differences in
the perceived primary cause of
disproportionality between those
school personnel involved in the
referral and determination process for
special education (i.e. exceptional
children’s directors, general education
teachers, special education teachers,
and school psychologists)?
Hypothesis 1a: -Personnel group | Chi-square
Exceptional Children’s -Primary cause test
directors will endorse endorsed
standardized testing (by
school psychologists) as the
primary cause of
disproportionality.
Hypothesis 1b: General | -Personnel group | Chi-square
education and special -Primary cause test
education teachers will endorsed
indicate characteristics
related to the
student/family as the
primary cause of
disproportionality
Hypothesis 1c¢: School -Personnel group | Chi-square
psychologists will indicate | -Primary cause test
the referral and endorsed
determination process as
the primary cause of
disproportionality.
Question 2: Does cultural competence
training have an impact on the
perceived causes of ethnic
disproportionality? Specifically, does
the number of hours and recency of
training have an effect on the primary
cause endorsed?
Hypothesis: School Independent Logistic
personnel receiving more | Variables: regression
hours of training more -Hours of training
recently will endorse -Years since

causes of disproportionalit
unrelated to the individual
student and/or family
characteristics.

y training completed

Dependent
Variable:
-Endorsement of
student/family

characteristics

]
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Table 17. Additional Factors Provided by Respondents Believed to be Helpful in Adgressi
Ethnic Disproportionality (unedited)

We're starting to switch to OHI to avoid BED or LD to avoid ID-MI - be carefutmot
exclude students who need services BECAUSE they will tip the proprotionality sca

In our county, we actually have more low economic status families who arEsgauc
who exhibit the same issuas some of our african american families.

Providing opportunities that are linked to staying academically engagedrajer ages
similar to athletics in high school

Clearer guidelines across the state. many districts receiveechdtieady identified.

Response to Intervention, School-wide Positive Behavior Supports, meaningful
alternative educational opportunities

Doing our folder reviews and reevaluations if necessary greatly reducedkoatio

This survey is addressing issues that have wider social ramificationgs. Juestions are
limiting and the answer choices imply that these possibilities are not linked in
inextricable and complex ways. Is there a qualitative aspekbis study?

Motivation is what will determine success of low income socioeconomic students.

solid family structure and support

It is very important for students to know that they belong and to know that the schopl
environment wants them to succeed.

student's don't know how to behabey were not taught it in early grades or at home

teacher expectations that minority sztudents will cause problems, will not rmotafor
teacher's image of "perfect” students

More training for teachers in the use of learning styles and cultura¢agss training to
help provide greater access to the general curriculum for those studentaywheed
more than one mode of input of information..

| work at a small, rural, K-8 school with 400 students. Of the 21 students in special
education none are African aAmerican nor Hispanic, so this is not an issue | haak to de
with.

Many students now in special ed have low IQ scores that mirror their achigMened-
is that really LD? Additionally, many have young parents with significeoral issues
related to drugs/alcohol, etc.
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within our school system, it is not the african americans who are disporportionately
placed, but the hganic population

None

young, single parents are often poor parents who fail to nuture thier children and v
education

Reading programs

More professional development for educating black males----they tend to dothimate
behavior/emotional disability category

Follow the guidelines: awareness of the limits of I1Q tests as well lasime of the vast
majority of students in the regular education classroom as long as possible

more training to identify and work with studentghwdisabilities.

alue

Teacher confidence and consistency

More research based interventions based on parental influence, teacher prepanedr
systemic reformatian

€ss

This issue is not consistent over the area. To specify that it is disproportionate to
African-American other reasons would have to apply-neighborhood population in
relation to the attending district school; the health habits of the population and/érd 1
availability of jobs/living funds.

el

| believe African Americans that are identified as needing spedialation services neg
the services.. We can change the instruments and provide interventions in the sch
this will not change the heart of the issue. These students lack experienes and

educational support from the family at a very young age.. This will ultimgtalytsese
students to get their needs met by the gangs in the community so they naayeesé of
belonging. Society needs to change before this issuehaitige.

d
ool but

Pre-natal care programs; early childhood community programs not aelygssblic
school programming; parent education ( often times grandparents)

Patterson studied prediction of reading achievement at end of first gradiedmefactors
using birth certificate, APGAR soes, and parental ZIP code

IEP Teams need to be vigilant about looking at the child as a whole including adaptive

and environmental factors when determining eligibility in these categorie

Branching out to the community to help the families; providing resources for payenti
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classes early in the child's development; teaching parents how to actrtelpage in
their child's education; teaching school personnel how to work with people of Il cuty
and backgrounds; distributing a needs assessment among the community to learn
would make parents feel more at ease when coming to their child's school

Ires
wha

As a school psychologist | think it is important to always administer a nonverivast
when there is a significant disparity present between verbal and non@rbahis is a
pattern | often see when assessing African American students. Typieatydent's
nonverbal ability is far superior to verbal ability. These students tend to lesinasiigg
visuals, manipulatives, and hanais{earning activities.

Increase staffing of diverse individuals within schools.

Just to clarify my response, my county has set up a process where allepli3sibtl
SED students - regardless of race and ethnicity - are reviewed wittral office team
of psychologists and educators. The purpose has been to be sure all factors an of
considered. It provides an outside "eye" to look at what the team is proposing. The
decision is left to the school-based IEP team but often this review has lethto tea
realizing that SLD or OHI may be a better option to consider.

tions are
final

The assessments used for one group may be invalid for another.

Intervention Teams are not always doing researched based academic ookehavir
interventions. However, theliEP Team want us to test even without quality interven

Use of nonverbal 1Q tests may be helpful

103



APPENDIX

Perceived Causes of Ethnic Disproportionality in Special Education Regarding
African-American Students
Survey Questions

Your participation in this survey is completely voluntary and confidential as nofyciegt
information will be utilized. All completed surveys utilized for data analysil be
collected by the researcher, independent from school districts and will mokdox to
individual responders. Completion of the survey will take approximately 5 miantes
denotes your consent for your responses to be aggregated into the presemt researc
Information gathered from the survey will serve to further the understandihg otises of
ethnic disproportionality in special education regarding African-Amestagents in order
to work to remediate this important issue.

Background Information:
For the purposes of the present survey, ethnic disproportionality in special
education is defined as “the extent to which membership in a given ethnic
group affects the probability of being placed in a specific special education
disability category” (Oswald, Coutinho, Best, and Singh cited in Salend,
Duhaney, & Montgomery, 2002, p. 289). This means that given the
percentage of African-American students in a given school/district student
population, there is a disproportionate number of African-American students
classified in the categories of mild to moderate intellectual disabidy a
behavioral/emotional disability. Research has suggested that there are a
variety of factors associated with the cause of the disproportionate numbers of
African-American students in these special education categories. These
factors range from individual student characteristics to school personnel to
general systemic issues. Based on your professional experience within y
given schools/districts, please complete the following survey indicating wha
you perceive to be the primary causal factors for ethnic disproportionality in
special education regarding African-American students in the aforemedti
categories.
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Perceived Causes of Ethnic Disproportionality in Special Education Regarding
African-American Students
Survey Questions

. Please indicate your position

o EC director

o0 General education teacher
0 Special education teacher
0 School psychologist

. Please indicate your ethnicity
o African-American
Caucasian

Hispanic

Mixed Race

Other

© O O0OOo

Is your school a Title | school?
(For school psychologists and EC directors please indicate how many schools you
serve and how many schools are Title | schools. For example, 1 out of 3 schools
are Title I schools).
0 Yes
o No
School Psychologists and EC directors
Number of schools served
Number of Title | schools

. Have you completed cultural competence training?
0 Yes
o No
If so, how long ago?
o]
If so, how many hours of training did you receive?
o]

. Please indicate what you perceive to be the significant cause(bhaf et
disproportionality in special education in the categormid to moderate
intellectual disabilityregarding African-American students. (Check all that
apply)

0 Student behavior
Student intelligence
Student achievement
Referral and determination process for special education
Standardized IQ tests
Achievement tests
Lack of culture competence of school personnel

O 0O O0OO0OO0Oo
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0]
(0]
0]

Economic resources of school system or district
Low socioeconomic status of family
Other

6. From the aforementioned list, what do you believe is the most primary
factor/cause of disproportionality with regardsrid to moderate intellectual
disability?

(0]

7. Please indicate what you perceive to be the significant cause(s) @f ethni
disproportionality in special education in the categorgeaidfavioral/emotional
disability regarding African-American students. (Check all that apply)

o

O O0OO0OO0OO0OO0OO0O0Oo

Student behavior

Student intelligence

Student achievement

Referral and determination process for special education
Standardized 1Q tests

Achievement tests

Lack of culture competence of school personnel
Economic resources of school system or district

Low socioeconomic status of family

Other

8. From the aforementioned list, what do you believe is the most primary
factor/cause of disproportionality with regard$&havioral/emotional
disability?

(0]

9. What ONE factor, if changed, would have the greatest impact on decreasing
disproportionality within thenild to moderate intellectual disabiligategory?

o

o O 0O

(@)

(0]

Additional training in classroom management of student behavior
Increase in interventions to increase student motivation to achieve
Changes in the referral and determination process for special education
Discontinued use of standardized IQ tests for determination purposes
Discontinued use of standardized achievement tests for determination
purposes

Required self-monitoring tasks of school personnel for possible cultural
bias

Additional training in cultural competence

Improvement in economic resources of school/district with more per
student spending

Early intervention programs to target issue of low socioeconomic status of
family and lack of resources

Other

10. What ONE factor, if changed, would have the greatest impact on decreasing
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disproportionality within thbehavioral/emotionadlisability category?

(0]

© O O0Oo

o

(0]

Additional training in classroom management of student behavior
Increase in interventions to increase student motivation to achieve
Changes in the referral and determination process for special education
Discontinued use of standardized 1Q tests for determination purposes
Discontinued use of standardized achievement tests for determination
purposes

Required self-monitoring tasks of school personnel for possible cultural
bias

Additional training in cultural competence

Improvement in economic resources of school/district with more per
student spending

Early intervention programs to target issue of low socioeconomic status of
family and lack of resources

Other

11. Please provide any additional factors you believe will be helpful in adugess
the issue of disproportionality.
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