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Race, Poverty, and Special Education: An Introduction

Congress made special education services a major concern of school districts when it enacted
Public Law 94-142, the Education for All Handicapped Children Act, in 1975. That act ushered
in an era in which the federal government became active in financing and regulating special
education services provided by local districts.

This act, now the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA), mandates a “free appropriate public education” for all
. children with disabilities regardless of the severity. This law

It is well known that also provides parents of a special education student with
public schools place decisionmaking authority over their child’s education, and

a disproportionate requires that an mdwm!uahz.ed edl.‘JCOTI‘O.n program (IEP) be

. . developed for each child with a disability. The law further
number of minority requires that students with disabilities receive education
students into special services in the least restrictive environment. In 1997, Congress
education programs reauthorized the IDEA, requiring states to align more closely
the IEPs of disabled students with the standards and curricula
of children in general classrooms, and to include regular
classroom teachers in the decisionmaking process. The IDEA
also requires inclusion of students with disabilities in state and
district assessment programs and in setting and reporting performance goals.

and classes.

On the surface, American school districts and states seem to vary widely in the number of
students classified as needing special education services. In 1995-96, Massachusetts certified
17.1 percent of its students in special education programs, while lllinois, New Jersey, and Ohio
reported only 4.3 percent, 5.4 percent, and 3.9 percent special education rates, respectively.
Variation among individual school districts is even greater.'

The federal definition of “learning disabilities” is especially vague, which presumably contributes
to variation in diagnosis rates. The referral and identification process varies so much, in fact,
that a child could be diagnosed as mildly mentally retarded in one setting but as having no
disability in another.? Yet the incidence of learning disabilities and more recognizable physical
disabilities (for example, blindness and deafness) across states does not differ significantly. In
fact, there is slightly greater variance among physical disabilities than learning disabilities.?
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Whether learning disabilities are randomly distributed across jurisdictions, or the identification
process makes them appear fo be so, both scenarios suggest a lack of “systemic drivers” to the
special education process.* If learning disabilities are close to being randomly distributed, we
should not expect to find factors such as race or income associated with variance in special
education rates. However, if special education rates vary strongly across jurisdictions according
to certain demographic variables, then we can conclude that special education diagnosis is not
randomly distributed but is influenced by other factors as well. Most special education
researchers take this latter position.

Many scholars have identified poverty, for example, as an underlying variable that influences
special education rates. Analysts have consistently associated mild mental retardation diagnosis
with low socioeconomic status,® and research suggests that this may account partially for the
disproportionate representation of African-American children in

that category, as those youngsters tend to come from lower-

income backgrounds.* . .. .
In Virginia, African

Americans
represent 20

It is well-known that public schools place a disproportionate
number of minority students into special education programs
and classes.” African-American students accounted for 16

percent of the total U.S. student population in 1992, but
represented 32 percent of students in programs for mild mental
retardation (MMR), 29 percent in programs for moderate
mental retardation, and 24 percent in programs for serious
emotional disturbance.® A statistical examination of 1978 data
from the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights
found regional differences in the tendency to label minority
students as educable mentally retarded (EMR), with the South
showing the greatest difference between minority and white
EMR designations. Alabama had more than four times as
many minorities labeled EMR as whites.? Virginia lawmakers
recently began an inquiry into overrepresentation of minority

percent of the
state’s population
but 28 percent of its
special education
students, including
51 percent of those
labeled educable
mentally retarded.

students in special education, citing the fact that African Americans represent 20 percent of the
state’s student population but 28 percent of its special education students, including 51 percent
of those labeled EMR. In 1999, the Roanoke, Virginia, chapter of the NAACP asked the Office
for Civil Rights to investigate whether the Roanoke schools had violated federal civil rights
laws. '

An Analysis of Counties and Districts

The literature on special education leads to the following assumptions: minorities often come
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds; poverty is associated with learning disabilities;
minorities are disproportionately represented in special education programs; and, as a result,
special education rates among minority students are much higher than for white students. We
tested these assumptions with county- and districtlevel data, using standard statistical techniques.

County-level data represent the aggregation of school-district data within counties. District-level
data on special education enrollments are unavailable in most states, but county-level data are
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available from all states. Caution must be employed, however, because relationships between
variables at the aggregate level may be the result of the aggregation itself.!" For instance, a
researcher performing a statistical analysis of urban counties alone might conclude that certain
variables are unrelated to each other, when, in fact, the aggregating of data from both
suburban and urban districts has canceled out the effect. The best strategy to deal with this
potential problem is to examine as many levels of analysis as possible. Our analysis looks at
both county and district levels, and it shows strikingly similar results. Additional checks at both
state and school levels demonstrate a consistent pattern.'> We conclude, therefore, that the
results presented below do not result from aggregation.

Many states do not have a sufficient number of counties to perform a statistical analysis, and

Table 1. County-level Analysis of Special Education Rates in Selected
States: Percentage of Minority and Free/Reduced-Lunch Eligible Children

Dependent variable: special education rates in all counties of selected states
Independent variables: percentage of minority and free/reduced-lunch eligible children

Percentage of Minority Students Percentage of F/R Lunch
California -037 (.014)** 028 (.02)
Colorado 018 (.030) -018 (.023)
Florida -058 (.018)** 058 (.029)*
Georgia -037 (.014)* 06 (.021)**
Maryland 046 (.015)** 079 (.024)**
New York 05 (.024)* 068 (.044)
Oregon 022 (.030) -026 (.052)
Texas -079 (013)*** 056 (.022)**
Wisconsin 075 (.021)*** .03 (.030)

Note: OLS regression; entries are unstandardized regression coefficients; standard errors are in
parenthesis. Data source: Mark S. Littman and Deirdre A. Gaquin, Education Statistics of the United
States (Washington, DC: Bernan Press, 1999).

*p.05 **p .01 ***p.001

other states have small minority populations. Nevertheless, Table 1 presents regressions from a
cross-section of states with county-level data. The dependent variable is the percentage of IEP
students; the independent variables are the percentage of minority students and the percentage
in a free/reduced lunch program.

The county-level analysis shows that the poverty variable is statistically significant in four of nine
states, and behaves according to expectations: Increased levels of poverty lead to higher special
education enrollments. The race variable proves to be statistically significant in seven of nine
states. The race variable, however, behaves exactly contrary to our expectations. In six of the
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seven states with a significant relationship between race and special education (California,
Florida, Georgia, Maryland, New York, and Texas), counties with higher percentages of
minority students have significantly lower numbers of students in special education on average.
Only Wisconsin, where there was a significant positive coefficient associated with higher
percentages of minority students, behaved according to expectations with higher minority
enrollment leading to higher special education enrollment.

Florida and Maryland organize their school districts on a countywide basis, meaning that the
results presented in Table 1 for those states are essentially districtlevel results.' Table 2 presents
an additional control variable for these two states: spending per pupil at the district level. Is it

Table 2. Analysis of Special Education (Dependent Variable),
Race, Poverty, and Spending per Pupil in Florida and
Maryland School Districts

Independent Variables Maryland Florida
Spending per Pupil -.0008 .0004
(.000 5) (0004
Percentage of Minority Students -034 -.063
(016)* (018)**
Percentage of F/R Lunch Students .065 .057
(.025)** (.029)
Constant 17.52 11.97
(3.52)*** (2.13)***
R-Square 44 15
N 23 66

Note: OLS regression; entries are unstandardized regression coefficients; standard errors are in
parenthesis. Data source: Mark S. Littman and Deirdre A. Gaquin, Education Statistics of the United
States (Washington, DC: Bernan Press, 1999).* p .05 ** p .01 *** p .001

possible that districts with higher percentages of minority students simply have fewer resources to
spend on special education, but these differences are lost in the aggregation of state- and
county-level data? Inclusion of a spending-per-pupil control variable will account for this
possibility.

Table 2 shows that controlling for spending per pupil fails to achieve statistical significance,
while a higher poverty rate (as measured by the level of free/reduced lunch students) raises
special education enrollment and an increased number of minority students in a district lowers it.
The possible aggregation problem still remains, however. Although Florida and Maryland
districts are run on a county basis, they represent the aggregation of many schools into large
districts. Dividing Florida into county-size districts ensures, for instance, that wide variations
among schools within the same district will wash out at the aggregate level.
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Districtlevel data from Texas are the most revealing and lend themselves especially well to
analysis. The Texas districtlevel data contain additional information not readily available in
other states, including detailed financial and student information. These data enable us to
distinguish among separate categories of minority students, specifying percentages of African-
American and Hispanic students, for example. The Texas data also include information on the
percentage of school-district revenue raised locally (higher local revenue is a sign of greater
property wealth) as well as revenue per pupil and the percentage of economically
disadvantaged students. Regressing these independent variables against the percentage of
students classified in special education programs shows that they all have significant effects on
special education enrollment. The results are presented in Table 3.

The financial variables perform according to expectations: higher proportions of economically
disadvantaged students are associated with higher special education rates. Likewise, as the
percentage of local revenue increases, special education rates decline: richer districts have
fewer students in special education. Total revenue per pupil has a significant yet weak effect on
special education rates.

Table 3. Race, Spending, and Special Education in Texas School
Districts: District-level Analysis with All Texas School Districts

Dependent variable: percentage of students exempted from the
TAAS accountability exam due to special education status

Independent Variables:

Percentage of Free/Reduced Lunch Students .090 (.009)***
Percentage of African-American Students -073 (.010)***
Percentage of Hispanic Students -.108 (.004)***
Percentage of Local Revenue -.045 (.006)***
Revenue per Pupil .0007 (.00007)***
R-Square .29

Constant 10.95 (.567)***
N=1059

Note: OLS regression; entries are unstandardized regression coefficients; standard errors are in
parenthesis. Data source: Texas Education Agency, AEIS Report, 1997-8.
*p.05 **p .01 ***p.00]

Figure 1 presents the relative effects of various independent variables such as race, revenue,
and poverty on special education enrollment in Texas. All factors presented in Figure 1 are
statistically significant. The influence of race, however, stands out. In Texas districts, minority
enrollment—especially Hispanic enrollment—significantly decreases the number of children in
special education programs. Even with separate controls for poverty and revenue, the race
variables prove significant.
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Figure 1: Drivers of Special Education in Texas Districts:
Relative Influence of Factors
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The Relationship Between Minority Student Enrollment and
Special Education Certification

Previous literature suggests that minority students are overrepresented in special education, but
the analysis presented here suggests that a larger percentage of minority children is associated
with fewer students in special education. The relationship between the percentage of minority
students and the percentage of students enrolled in special education is all the more mysterious
when you consider the fact that minorities overall are more likely than whites to be enrolled in
special education.

Why greater percentages of minority students are associated with significantly lower special
education rates represents the central paradox of this study. Our research question is: How can
we explain statistics showing that minorities are more likely to be placed in special education
when our data indicate that districts with higher percentages of minorities have lower
percentages of special education students? We explore different answers to this question, which
we have formulated into four hypotheses. We developed these hypotheses by interviewing
officials with expertise in special education. Each hypothesis is independently assessed. The
variables developed in the exploration of each hypothesis are included in a summary model
from which final conclusions are drawn.

Hypothesis 1—Financial Status: Majority-minority districts provide fewer
special education services due to a lack of resources.

Many educators assert that the quality of education is directly related to funding.™ The poor
quality of education in many urban districts, particularly majority-minority districts, is often
attributed to insufficient funds. The mantra of many educators is that more money is needed.
Given the recurrence of this charge, might it also be the case that enrollment in special
education programs suffers in districts with fewer financial resources? If so, we would expect to
see lower enrollment in poorer districts and higher enrollment in more affluent districts. We
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tested this hypothesis by focusing on three related variables.

First, we examined districtlevel per-pupil spending. Though states typically fund districts on a
per-pupil basis, spending per pupil is not always the same across districts. Some larger urban
districts have much greater demands on their resources, and

available funds are used for a greater variety of expenses.
Our data reveal no Given our initial findings, however, one might expect to see

9 g p
correlation lower spending per pupil associated with lower rates of special

. education.
between special

education Second, we looked at class size as a function of school
enrollment and resources. The argument is often made that poorer school

o ve . » districts are forced to crowd more students into classrooms. This
per-pupil district practice may be a consequence of insufficient facilities and a
expenditures. shortage of teachers. The lower enrollment in special education
in less affluent districts, therefore, may be a result of

overcrowding in the schools. One educator we interviewed
suggested that teachers in larger classrooms may have a more difficult time identifying students
with special needs simply because there are so many students of different skill levels.

Third, we examined variations in teacher pay. Salary issues are a recurrent theme in education
reform. Critics charge that teacher wages are too low to attract and retain qualified people, a
charge with which many educators concur.' “The pay for teachers in general is not great,”
observed Evy Friend, Director of Exceptional Student Education Programs and Services in the
Florida Department of Education. “Attracting special education teachers is even more difficult
because of low prestige, a disproportionate amount of paperwork, and the increased threat of
litigation.” Considering this, one might expect to find a statistically significant relationship
between teacher pay and special education enrollment.

To determine the relationship of these variables to special education enrollment, we weighted
each school district in terms of its relative size compared to all other districts in the sample. A
handful of large urban districts with many students would otherwise have a disproportionate
influence on the analysis. Dade County, for example, accounts for over 15 percent of all
students in Florida. Dade County also has over 85 percent minority students. Hence, thousands
of the state’s minority students are located in that one district. To resolve this problem, we
weighted each district by the proportion of minority students that it has compared to the
proportion in the state as a whole.

Table 4 provides correlation statistics between our dependent variable (the percentage of
students enrolled in special education courses) and our three independent variables (per-pupil
spending, studentteacher ratio, and teacher salary). With regard to enrollment in special
education programs, the data reveal no correlation with per-pupil district expenditures. Given
the weak effect reported in our previous regressions, this is not entirely surprising.

Table 4 indicates that spending per pupil tends to be slightly greater in districts with more
minorities. This may simply reflect greater financial resources because these districts have a
larger number of students eligible for aid from state and federal governments. The link between
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Table 4. Percentage of Students Enrolled in Special Education Courses
Correlated with Possible Predictors

funding and quality of education, however, is difficult to establish. “There's little relationship
between spending and student performance in those high-poverty schools,” says Eric Hanushek,
an economist at the Hoover Institution. “If anything, the schools that spend more money have
less to show for it.”"”

Table 4 also reveals an interesting pattern. Increased class size is indeed associated with lower
rates of enrollment in special education programs. This finding is intuitively appealing because
larger classes might make it more difficult to identify the needs of individual students. This
assumption was reasserted by many of the educators we interviewed. If overcrowding occurs
more often in less affluent districts, which tend to be majority-minority districts, this might help
partially explain why districts with greater percentages of minorities enroll fewer students in
special education. Table 4 indicates that schools with many minority youngsters also tend to
have slightly more crowded classrooms. Although the relationship is modest, it is difficult not to
consider class size a contributor to special education enrollment rates.

A third variable of interest is teacher salary. Nationwide shortages of teachers have made pay a
hot-button issue for education reform. Average salary for starting teachers in 1999 was roughly
$26,000, with great variation depending on the state and district. The educators we spoke with,
however, disagreed on whether salary or location is the bigger barrier to attracting good
teachers.
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“The pay in urban districts is better, but the cost of living is higher, and the classroom discipline
problems may be worse,” observed Dr. Irene Savary, Director of Exceptional Education
Programs for Wakulla County School District in Florida. On the other hand, Catie McRae,
Director of Exceptional Student Education in Gadsden County School District, Florida, noted that,
“Rural areas typically have a harder time getting qualified teachers because it's harder to find
people willing to relocate to these areas. This, coupled with lower pay, makes it hard to recruit
and retain good teachers.”

Table 4 shows that districts with higher salaries typically have lower enrollment in special
education programs; conversely, districts with low pay place significantly more students in
special education. We do not contend that variations in salary directly influence the rate at

which students are placed in special education programs;
L. . rather an examination of salary allows us to look for
Districts with more relationships between a district’s resources and its special

white teachers have education rates.

a greater rate of At first, it would appear that more affluent districts (with higher
minority enrollment salaries) are placing fewer students into special education

in special programs. One possibility is that these numbers must reflect
wealthy districts with few minority students. Yet our data

educa."on’ indicate that districts with more minorities actually have slightly
especially among higher salaries than predominantly white districts. The experts
African-American we consulted did not consider this finding unusual, noting that
students. the cost of living in urban areas, where minorities tend to be

concentrated, is greater and hence usually translates into

higher pay for teachers.

Salary, then, may not be the best measure of district affluence. Poor urban districts may have
reasonably well-paid teachers. By contrast, schoolteachers in affluent districts may be less well-
paid; recall those communities where students drive much nicer cars than the instructors. A better
measure might be to look at differences in urban versus rural settings and to measure per-capita
income and poverty levels. We do exactly that in the next section. However, these findings
support our initial contention that districts with more minorities place fewer students in special
education.

Of the variables examined here, both class size and salary are related to special education
rates. To test the relative importance of the two variables, we examine two additional models. It
is evident in Table 5 that both variables are significant; neither drops from the equation. The
table also indicates that teacher pay is a stronger predictor of special education enrollment than
the student/teacher ratio. It is important to remember that the regression model does not imply
that one variable causes a change in the other. The model only denotes that changes in one
variable can predict changes in the dependent variable.

Resources do matter—at least as predictors of special education enrollment. We cannot
determine whether they actually influence the process by which students are placed in special
education courses. What we can say is that districts with both bigger classes and bigger
salaries tend to place smaller percentages of students into special education courses. In the next
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Table 5. Measuring District Resources: Salary and Class-Size
as Predictors of Special Education Enrollment

section, we examine the possibility that the relationship truly being measured here is one of
urban versus rural districts. We will also return to the question of class size and salaries in our

final analysis.

Hypothesis 2—District Competence: Urban districts are less competent in

identifying special-needs students.

If financial resources do not make a difference in special
education enrollment rates, we must look elsewhere for
explanations. It may be that special education rates vary
between districts as a result of district competence in identifying
students with special needs. To this end, lower rates of special
education enrollment in districts with greater percentages of
minorities could indicate that minority students are poorly served
by their school districts, regardless of available finances. We
hypothesize that success in identifying learning disabilities might
be partially a function of the competency of districts in which
minority students are enrolled.

Data from the 1990 census show that, in Florida and Texas,
urban districts generally have a greater percentage of minority
students as part of the total student body than rural districts. This
is a national trend as well. It has been estimated that in the mid-

Our data indicate
that the more
urban a school
district, the lower
the percentage of
minority students
enrolled in special
education
programs in that
district.

1990s, for example, 53.8 percent of urban schools had predominantly African-American student
populations.’ In some cities the number is higher: Milwaukee, 61 percent; Philadelphia, 64
percent; St. Louis, 80 percent; Atlanta, 92 percent; and Birmingham, 94 percent.'

Urban districts often come under fire for doing a poor job of educating students, particularly
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special education youngsters.?® Our data indicate that the more urban a school district, the lower
the percentage of minority students enrolled in special education programs in that district. There

are three reasons why this might be the case.

First, urban districts, particularly inner-city schools, under-identify students with special needs
because these schools have different priorities. Second, urban schools face a host of problems

Districts with high
percentages of
minority students—
regardless of
whether they are
urban or rural, rich
or poor—actually
tend to place fewer
of their pupils in
special education
programs.

that preoccupy and distract them.?' Third, it is not easy fo find
good teachers who want positions in the inner city. “One of the
greatest complaints of new teachers is that the students are
terribly behaved and have little respect for authority,” says Dr.
Savary. “It's one of the reasons so few people want to go into
teaching nowadays. And with fear of lawsuits, we basically
have to rely on uniformed police to resolve discipline problems.”

These factors lead to the possibility that urban districts may be
less effective in providing quality education to students in
general and particularly those with learning disabilities. It is a
hypothesis supported by many national studies that indicate
lower test scores, higher dropout rates, and generally poor
academic performance in urban districts. Might it also be, then,
that efforts to identify students with learning disabilities are
simply not as effective in such districts@

According to Diane Johnson, Director of the Florida Diagnostic
and Learning Resource System in Tallahassee, that is a real possibility. “Schools vary greatly in
the total number of students they refer to special education,” says Mrs. Johnson. “The academic
standards of the school are an important factor. Schools with low academic standards may fail
to identify students who are not performing well on tests because expectations are not high to
begin with.”

It is difficult to test district competency because no standardized measure exists. However, two
surrogate measures are available. First, district dropout rates may provide some indication of the
district’s general level of organizational competency. Pupil retention is a problem in many
districts that struggle to maintain academic standards, and it is a particular problem in urban
areas. We use the percentage of students dropping out of the public school system, as measured
at the district level in Florida in 1996-1997. We hypothesize that higher dropout rates are
associated with lower district competency—that the schools have somehow failed to keep
students enrolled. Although retention may be related to factors outside the district’s control, our
goal is to see if special education rates among minorities suffer as a result of problems related to
urban districts, and a high dropout rate is one of these problems.

Second, we use scores on high school math competency exams as an indicator of general
academic success. These test scores may provide some indication of the quality of education.
Once we account for differences in wealth and race, we can see whether urban schools score
lower than non-urban schools, and determine if there is an “urban” effect on education that is
independent of the effects of low-income and minority enrollments.
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As expected, these variables show some relationship to enrollment in special education. Table 6
reveals that urban areas tend to place a smaller percentage of their students into special
education than do rural areas. Districts with higher dropout rates tend to place fewer kids in
special education. And districts with higher math scores tend to have higher rates of special
education enrollment. In sum, special education rates are lower both in urban districts and in

Table 6. District Competence: Drop Out Rates,
Math Scores, and Urbanization

areas with lower levels of academic success when measured in terms of retention rates and skills

tests.

Table 6 also indicates that lower test scores and higher dropout rates are associated with urban
districts. Hence, these districts do not demonstrate the same level of academic achievement as
non-urban districts. To this end, one might conclude that urban districts are less successful in
educating their students and that, as a result, students with learning disabilities are more likely to
be overlooked.

Others might say that the problems of urban districts are not due to lack of competence but to
problems beyond the scope of the schools. We examined a number of possibilities:

the percentage of students on free lunch programs and per-capita income (as indicators of
poverty);

crime rate and district teenage pregnancy rate (as indicators of general urban problems);
the percentage of minorities in the district; and

the level of urbanization, measured as the number of people living in cities within the
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Table 7. District Competence: Community Culture Influences on Special
Education Enroliment, Florida Only

district.

Table 7 presents the correlations for these variables. Three of the four have a negative
relationship with special education enrollment: the percentage of students in free-lunch programs,
the crime rate, and the percentage of minorities in a district. In districts that have high crime,
high poverty, and high concentrations of minorities, and also are urban, special education
enrollment tends to decline. Unraveling this mystery requires us to determine which of these
variables is most important. (Of course, they are all related to some degree.) Is the lower rate of
enrollment in special education programs predominantly an urban phenomenon linked to
poverty and school climate, or does this occur in other districts as well2 To test this question, we
use a regression model with the same variables.

The results in Table 8 show that poverty is an important predictor of special education enrollment
(Model 1), but it is insignificant once crime is taken into consideration (Model 2). Model 3,
however, indicates that once the level of urbanization is also factored in, crime and poverty both
become insignificant. Hence, the phenomenon we are studying occurs in urban rather than rural
areas.
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Table 8. Regression of Urbanization, Crime, and Poverty as Predictors
of Special Education Enrollment.

The most intriguing statistic from Table 8 is in Model 4, which indicates that urbanization, crime,
and poverty are all not strong predictors of special education enrollment once the minority
composition of the district is taken into consideration. Lower special education enrollment
appears to be more defermined by the racial composition of the student body than by a district’s
wealth, school climate, or urbanization.

These findings are in line with the opinions of many educators with whom we spoke, who did
not note any real difference between urban and rural districts. Usually their concerns were class
size, funding, and classroom discipline, but they did not feel that these issues were exclusive to
urban schools. Although there may be some element of urbanism that we have failed to
consider—for instance, student morale, school violence, or academic standards—there appears
to be little statistical difference between urban and rural districts, or rich or poor districts with
regard to special education enrollment.

In sum, the data again indicate that the percentage of minority students in a district is the driving
force in determining special education rates. Contrary to the assumption that more students in
these districts are enrolled in special education programs, districts with high percentages of
minority students—regardless of whether they are urban or rural, rich or poor—actually tend to
place fewer of their pupils in special education programs.
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Hence the puzzle continues. As shown earlier, the cause does not seem to be a function of
finances. Our data also indicate that special education levels seem unrelated to generic urban
problems. Instead, there seems to be an effect stemming from the racial composition of the
district. Identifying the cause of that effect is the objective of the next two hypotheses.

Hypothesis 3—Parental Attitudes: The finding that districts with a high
percentage of minority students place fewer pupils in special education
programs can be explained by the fact that minority parents are reluctant to
place children in special education programs because they fear that their
children will be given lower quality instruction, will never return to the
regular classroom, and/or will be stereotyped.

Parental understanding and support are important to any educator, even more so for teachers
who work with students with special needs. Parental attitudes could play an important role in
determining levels of enrollment in special education programs. Attitudes are difficult to measure,
however, and a new survey of parental attitudes was beyond
the scope of this study. Still, it seems likely that parental attitude
toward placing a child in a special education program is not
The possibility only important but might be associated with a variety of factors.
exists that varying Determining what these factors are, and how they influence

special education parental support, may help shed light on variations in special

education enrollments.
rates may reflect

differences in Reluctance to enroll a child in special education may be caused

in part by the perception that such a placement will result in a
demands placed negative label or stereotype. “We often encounter resistance
on schools for such from parents who don’t want their kids placed in special
services. education programs,” says one high level official on the Florida
school system. “The primary reason is that they fear the label. It
has a stigma attached to it for some people. The other reason is
that they fear [thaf] once the student is placed in a special education program, they will be in
special education for the rest of their schooling.”

Researchers have found that such concerns are especially widespread among minority parents,
particularly African-Americans, who are said fo resist placing a child in special education
because they fear that the child will experience academic isolation, that other disabled students
will have a negative effect on their child’s behavior, and that there will be other implications of
the special education label for their child. The fact that our statistical analysis indicates lower
special education rates among minority students in districts with a greater percentage of
minorities adds empirical support to this hypothesis.

Parental support for placing a child in special education may stem partly from a parent’s ability
to get answers to questions and gather information. Learning that their child may have special
needs can be difficult for some parents. Although it is common for parents to have concerns
about placing their child in special education classes, some claim that this concern is fueled by
lack of information. Parents who resist enrolling their children in special education programs
may do so in part because of inability to find answers to their questions. Special education
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jargon and labels can be particularly confusing.?? A desire for information, the patience to
navigate a complex bureaucracy, the ability to formulate questions, and the confidence to
confront authority figures are critical for parents who seek answers.

This could mean that the educational background of the parent may in part determine his or her
success in obtaining information. “Parents who are better
educated are usually more aggressive in seeking answers

to their questions,” according to one district official in Some of the educators
Texas. “This does not mean that parents who are not as with whom we talked
well-educated are less concerned about their child’s suadested that
education. Parents with less education are often less vocal, 99 N

less familiar with the lingo, and sometimes feel less secure because special
confronting teachers and administrators.” education students get
On the other hand, minority parents may simply be special freatment,
expressing completely rational concerns, given the way parents often become
special education programs function in their communities. the biggest supporters

Assessing the source and accuracy of hostility toward
special education programs lies outside of the scope of this
research. The possibility exists, however, that varying
special education rates may reflect differences in demands
placed on schools for such services. Simply put, predominantly white communities may have a
greater desire for special education services than predominantly minority communities. Such a
difference may reflect socioeconomic factors such as education levels or different cultural values.

of enrolling their child.

Using data from the 1990 census, we can determine the educational attainment level of any
county in the United States. There is great variation. Florida facilitates comparison because of its
use of county-level school districts. Using the percentage of people over age 25 who have
completed high school as a measure of educational attainment, the range is a low of 54 percent
in De Soto County to a high of 85 percent in Leon County. This is not the most accurate measure
of education among parents because it does not differentiate among adults with children in
school and those without; however, it does allow some general comparisons among school
districts and is the best measure available.

We find no relationship between adult educational attainment at the district level and the
percentage of minority students in special education, either as a percentage of all students in the
district or as a percentage of minority students alone. The relationship is statistically insignificant
in both cases, no matter whether we use high school or college graduation as a measure of
education. Although both measures are crude, they still reflect the likelihood that a parent will
have a high school or college diploma. To this end, we cannot say that lower levels of education
among minority parents reduce the likelihood of their child enrolling in special education
programs. However, our analysis revealed no relationship between wealth or education among
adults in the district and levels of enrollment in special education programs by minority students.
This does not mean that these variables do not affect the attitudes of some parents toward
special education programs, only that such effects do not show up at the district level. A study of
parent attitudes using survey data may reveal different relationships.
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It is interesting to note that many districts make great efforts to reach out to parents regardless of
race, income, or education. Such has been the advice of many special education reformers and
researchers.? Their intent is to reduce any anxiety parents may have regarding special
education programs and involve them more in the decisionmaking process.

“Parents are a big part of the equation,” contends Teresa Williamson, Special Education
Director for Fort Worth Independent School District in

Texas. “It's really important to offer parents as much
information as they need to make informed decisions.” The
Districts with more Texas Education Agency has established a Parent’s

white teachers have a Information Hotline that parents may call to ask questions,

inori lodge complaints if they do not have
reater rate of minori express concerns, or lodg P y
greare €0 ority success at the district level. According to Claudia Knowles,

enrollment in special a veteran TEA specialist who oversees the hotline, “We get
education, especially calls from parents of all races and backgrounds. It doesn't
among African- seem to be limited to one particular group.”

American students. Some of the educators with whom we talked suggested

that, because special education students get special
treatment, parents often become the biggest supporters of
enrolling their child. According to Catie McRae of the predominantly black Gadsden County
School District in Florida, “Word gets out that these programs can be a great help to students
who are struggling in school. Many parents actually encourage the placement of their kids into
these programs. The kids get more attention and it gives them more opportunity to jump some of
the barriers that traditionally get in the way of students, such as retention tests.” In this sense,
special education may be seen as a means of advancement, rather than a barrier to academic
success. Such perceptions, it should be noted, vary widely according by community.

Hypothesis 4—Social Segregation: The finding that districts with a high
percentage of minority students place fewer pupils in special education
programs can be explained by the fact that predominantly white districts
place a higher percentage of their minority students into special education
services than do predominantly minority districts.

Evidence that minority students are placed into special education programs at higher rates than
white students is nothing new.* What is new is our counter-intuitive finding that districts with the
highest concentration of minorities tend to have the lowest rates of special education enrollment,
not the highest, despite the fact that minorities are enrolled in special education at higher rates
than whites. In attempting to explain this paradox, we have focused intently on minority districts,
looking at such factors as district revenues, district competency, and parental attitudes to explain
why special education enrollment is so much lower in minority districts.

One area we have so far neglected is the racial composition of the district itself. Although
districts with higher proportions of white students may have greater percentages of students in
special education programs than minority districts, it does not necessarily follow that white
districts place higher percentages of white children in these programs. Districts with higher
percentages of white students may simply be placing more of their minority students into special
education programs. Such a phenomenon could help explain the fact that districts with higher
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Table 9. District Composition and Special Education Enrollment

percentages of white students also have higher special education rates, even as minority
students demonstrate greater special education rates in the aggregate.

To test this possibility, we divided special education students into minority and non-minority
groups. For purposes of our analysis, minority students consisted of black, Hispanic, and Asian
students. (Native-Americans were such a small percentage of the population that they did not
alter the analysis.) Table 9 reveals a direct relationship between the racial composition of the
student body and the racial composition of students placed in special education. Districts with a
greater percentage of white students place a slightly higher percentage of their minority students
into special education compared to primarily minority districts.

The correlation between the percentage of white students enrolled in special education and the
percentage of white students in the district is insignificant. If predominantly white districts simply
enrolled a larger number of special education students in general, we should see an increase in
enrollment in both white and minority rates. However, what we see is an increase only in the
rates of enrollment among minority students. This would seem to indicate that, in predominantly
white districts, minority students are treated differently.

To explore the impact of ethnicity in special education, we plotted the enrollment rate of different
ethnic groups in special education programs against the percentage of the student body that is
white. The results are presented in Figure 2. Two things are immediately evident.

e First, white districts enroll a greater percentage of minority students in special education
than majority-minority districts. Enrollment rates for all ethnic groups are highest in
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Figure 2: Special Education Enroliment by Ethnic Group
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primarily white districts, and enrollment rates seem to vary most for blacks and Hispanics
in predominantly white districts (60 percent white or greater).

® Second, a greater percentage of black students are placed in special education programs
than any other racial group. Black students have a much higher special education rate
than Hispanic and white students in every category. Similar trends have been reported
elsewhere.” In predominantly white districts, special education enrollment among blacks is
9-10 percent higher than in other districts. Although this difference may not appear
significant, it means that in predominantly white districts, almost one in every four black
students is in special education. It also represents an enrollment rate 50 percent higher
than that of white students. Hispanic student enrollment is consistently a few percentage
points higher than white students but lower than black students.

There is some evidence, then, that in districts with predominantly white students, minority
students—particularly black students—are treated differently. One could say that the disparity in
rates of enrollment reflects little more than differences in academic standards among the districts.
That is, perhaps minority students have a more difficult time in white districts because such
districts maintain more rigorous academic requirements than inner-city districts. Academic
difficulties of a minority student may be interpreted as a learning disability because the student
is “slow” or not on the same learning level as his or her white peers.?
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Table 10. Correlations of Faculty, Race, and Racial Composition
of Students in Special Education

There are two problems with this highly controversial assertion. First, our previous analysis of
Hypothesis 2 indicated that the racial composition of the school is more important than variables
that we might associate with the school’s academic standards (dropout rate, test scores,
spending, and level of urbanization). To this end, the quality of the school seems unrelated to, or
to have little influence on, enrollment once the racial composition of the student body is taken
info account.

Second, our analysis indicates that race is important not only in terms of the student body, but
also the faculty. Table 10 reveals that districts with more white teachers have a greater rate of
minority enrollment in special education, particularly for African-American students. The
correlation for African-Americans is almost the same as for Hispanics. Special education rates
for white students are unaffected by the racial composition of the faculty. Again, it seems that
minority kids are singled out, but this time the data point toward the race of faculty members as
an explanation for higher minority student enrollment in special education.”

Conclusions

The data indicate that minority students are treated differently in predominantly white districts
than in predominantly minority districts. Districts with predominantly black teachers, for example,
have lower special education rates for all students, but particularly for African-American and
Hispanic students. That is, the data reveal that in districts with a predominantly black faculty,
minority students see a reduction in special education enrollment that is three to four times
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Table 11. Final Model: Class Size, Salary, Student Body, and Spending
as Predictors of Special Education Enrollment

greater than the reduction seen by white students. This does not mean that minorities have lower
special education rates than whites in these districts, only that these rates drop greatly in districts
with minority faculty while those of white students experience only a slight decrease. This is
illustrated in Figure 2, where the difference among black, Hispanic, and white students is lowest
in districts with less than 20 percent white faculty (that is, predominantly minority districts).

These findings indicate that enrollment in special education might be determined in part by
race—not only of the student but also of the student’s teachers and/or fellow students. Table 11
presents a final comprehensive model combining district-level data from Texas and Florida,
weighted by population (districts with high populations are given a higher weight). Our
dependent variable is again the number of students enrolled in special education in each
district, and the key independent variable of interest is again the percentage of minority students
in each district. Control variables include those that demonstrated some influence in our four
major hypotheses—teacher salaries, teacherto-student ratio, spending per pupil in the district,
and the percentage of students eligible for a free or reduced lunch.
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Figure 3:Drivers of Special Education
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The control variables behave according to expectations. The spending-per-pupil variable is
significant and positive: more spending leads to more special education. The class-size variable
is negative but not statistically significant. Poverty (as determined by free- or reduced-lunch
eligibility) proves strongly significant and positive, with higher percentages of low-income
children leading to higher rates of special education. Race, however, impacts special education
rates far more than any other variable. Figure 3 presents the relative size of the impacts for the
statistically significant variables in the model. The percentage of minority students in the district is
the strongest driver of special education enrollment in our model. In fact, the effect is nearly
double that of the next highest variable and has a greater overall impact than the other three
combined. The racial composition of the district, therefore, is a key predictor of special
education enrollment.

One argument advanced by commentators is that the educational system is inherently racist and
classist.?® Rather than claiming outright bigotry on the part of the faculty, these researchers
contend that faculty are trained to teach white, middle<class kids. Students who fall outside this
teaching paradigm suffer.

Other researchers contend that minority children often bring to the class different language
patterns that might not be compatible with those of white teachers. Others argue that minority
students excel under certain teaching styles but tend to suffer under the teaching methods used in
predominantly white schools.? Still other researchers contend that minority children are
socialized differently and hence develop different perspectives on authority and how to relate to
the teacher.*® One of the most common assertions is that the content of the traditional curriculum
is incongruent with the experiences and lives of minority students.*
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The short version of these commentators’ arguments is that many public schools, designed to
serve white middleclass students, pose an additional challenge for minority students. White
teachers, according to many researchers, often are untrained in recognizing and dealing with
these differences or remain unaware of them. The result is that many teachers evaluate lack of
progress or differences in learning among minorities as deficiencies. Minority students are
compared against a standard model based on white, middle<class norms.

When asked about this hypothesis, a top official in one of the largest districts in Texas
commented that any time a student is placed in a situation where the other students and faculty
are of different cultural groups, there is going to be a problem. “What we find is that in many
cases, these children self-select themselves out of the school, and essentially refuse to participate
in the learning process. Self-selection may take the form of withdrawing from classroom activities
and becoming increasingly introverted, to behavioral problems and attempts to disrupt the
learning process.” Because these students often perform poorly in terms of academics, they are
more likely to meet the legal requirements for special
education enrollment. This might explain why we see a
pattern of increased minority special education in

We simply have no predominantly white districts and increased white and black
way to know what enrollment in predominantly Hispanic districts. The numerical
the special education minority gets marginalized.

rate “should be” in State and district officials voiced two recurring themes for this
any district or any pattern in our interviews. First, some officials suggested that
state. What we do some white parents may attach less stigma to special

. ip e education and may be more willing to litigate—or threaten
know is this: Race litigation—if students do not receive the help they need. One
plays a powerful role district official even speculated that white parents might

in the placement of prefer that their child receive a special education label rather
than be identified as simply a poor student. The result of

. these pressures may be that white districts have a tendency
education. toward overclassifying white children as special education-
eligible. However, this cannot explain the discrepancy
between the negative coefficients for our race variables and
the fact that minorities are enrolled in special education at a disproportionately high level. The
phenomenon described in these interviews relates only to white parents wanting special
education services for their own children rather than to minority parents in predominantly white
districts.

children in special

In our inferviews, district and state officials noted great reluctance among minority parents to
place students in special education. Administrators claim that special education is often viewed
by minority parents as a failing that reflects on the family and signals that there is something
“wrong” with the student. Alternately, minority parents may have rational concerns about
placing their students in special education because such programs fail to yield benefits.
Unfortunately, it is impossible to “prove” any of these theories because no objective measure of
a “norm” for special education exists.

We simply have no way to know what the special education rate “should be” in any district or
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any state. What we do know is this: Race plays a powerful role in the placement of children in
special education. The evidence presented above goes beyond the finding that children of
different racial groups are placed into special education at varying rates. It shows that the
influence of race survives the inclusion of a variety of control variables and plays the most
powerful role.*

The results demonstrate conclusively that school districts do not make special education
placements in a color-blind fashion. Commentators have noted the expansion and possible
abuse of special education designations. If one suspects that over-diagnosis occurs, then logic
dictates that it is happening primarily in predominantly white districts where special education
rates, especially among minorities, are much higher. The most positive interpretation of these
data might explain the disparate rates as a function of parental demand; minority parents in
primarily white districts may be more likely to want their children placed in special education,
and they therefore may be receiving the services they want for their children with special needs.
Perhaps, however, these findings represent racial bias: that special education is, in part, a de
facto method for intra-district and intra-school racial segregation. In all probability, there is likely
no single overarching explanation that applies to all districts. The fact that the special education
process is glaringly impacted by race, however, surely warrants both concern and further
research.
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