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The increased racial and ethnic diversity in the U.S. has resulted in a greater number of 

minority children in the classroom.  Misunderstanding of cultural differences of 

racial/ethnic minority groups can lead to a misdiagnosis of learning difficulties or a 

referral to be tested for special education services. The inappropriate placement of 

racial/ethnic minority students into special education programs has contributed to the 

trend of disproportionality – the disproportionate representation of certain minority 

student populations in special education.  The concerns of disproportionality, debated for 

more than forty years, are presented from two perspectives – the view that 

disproportionality is no problem and the opposing view that the negative implications of 

disproportionality are dangerous.  Although there is little disagreement on how to define 

disproportionality and outline the statistics, the research on determining the cause of 

disproportionality is more controversial.   A range of issues, a few of which include race, 

culture, and disability definitions, can contribute to the problem of disproportionality.  By 
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taking into account social and environmental factors that influence school readiness of 

ethnic minority students as a likely source of disproportionality, the recommendation of 

access to early childhood opportunities such as Head Start or other preschool programs 

has been suggested as one solution to help decrease the disproportionality trend.  A 

review of current research and identification of key issues for further study on the effect 

of pre-Kindergarten (pre-K) educational services on disproportionality is one way to 

confront the issue of disproportionality and thereby help our nation’s commitment of 

educational equity for all children. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

There was tremendous change during the second half of the 20
th

 century.  It was a

time of political movements that realized the end of racial segregation in public schools 

with the landmark Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka 

(1954).  During this century, Americans witnessed political campaigns that advocated 

and achieved equal rights for women and a political movement that succeeded in the 

passage of Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and, subsequently, the 

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990.  The latter two legislative acts barred 

organization entities from discrimination against persons with disabilities (Kauffman & 

Landrum, 2009).  

During this age of political achievements, parents of children with disabilities 

took up the legislative fight for educational rights for their children.  In Pennsylvania 

Association of Retarded Citizens (PARC) v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania (1971), the 

courts overturned a state law that allowed school districts to refuse educational services 

to children deemed uneducable (Gartner & Lipsky, 1987).   In Mills v. Board of 

Education (1972), the district court ruled that school districts could not use the concern of 

finances to deny education to children with disabilities (Martin, Martin, & Terman, 

1996). 

In response to the furor of continuing legislation and pressure from parent 

advocacy groups and other influential persons who campaigned to further  the rights of 

children with disabilities, the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA), 
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known as Public Law 94-142 (P.L. 94-142) was enacted in 1975 (Gartner & Lipsky, 

1987).   In 1990, the law was reauthorized as the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Act.  Since 1990, the act has been amended several times (1997, 2004) and is currently 

codified as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act ([IDEIA], 

2004).  Despite the change in title and subsequent amendments, the essential elements of 

the original law have remained intact.  IDEA is widely regarded as “having opened the 

doors to education to previously excluded children” (Seligman, 2001, p. 759).  

Unfortunately, this legislation that was developed explicitly to guarantee these 

“previously excluded children” their entitlement to a free and appropriate public 

education is now caught up in an educational challenge concerning children of racial and 

ethnic minorities (Artiles & Bal, 2008). 

Coutinho and Oswald (2000) emphasized that IDEA commands the use of 

nondiscriminatory assessment results for determining eligibility for special education 

and/or placement of children with disabilities in special education programs.  The 

wording of IDEA clearly provides that children who falter in educational progress due to 

racial or ethnic differences are not to be identified as disabled.  As explained by Coutinho 

and Oswald (2000), “the entitlement to special educational services in IDEA is 

accompanied by a mandate of equity" (p. 136).  

Statement of the Problem 

Yet, despite the original intent of IDEA, the command for equity has not been 

realized.  Even though Gartner and Lipsky (1987) acknowledged the successes of IDEA, 

they likewise mentioned troubling concerns of special education that still exist today 
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more than thirty five years since its passage.  Although the legislation and programs of 

IDEA have been successful in bringing a free and appropriate public education to all 

children with disabilities, frustrating problems had become evident.  A specific problem 

considered as most troubling has been the referral and assessment procedures used for the 

recommendation of children with disabilities to special education programs (Gartner & 

Lipsky, 1987). 

Gartner and Lipsky (1987) maintained that these procedures have resulted in 

discriminatory practices as evidenced by the trend of disproportionality, or the 

disproportionate number of minority and limited English proficient children who are 

referred for special education assessment and placement into special education programs.  

Seligman (2001) claimed that one mindset that highlights the inequitable practice of 

disproportionality should not cause anxiety inasmuch as the children placed in special 

education programs receive needed help for their documented learning difficulties.  

Before the passage of IDEA, the U.S. education system had a history of excluding 

children from schools due to a child’s behavior.  These exclusionary practices led to the 

conclusion that the intent of IDEA had, in fact, been to eliminate the segregation and 

denial of educational services to all children, including children with disabilities.  

Therefore, if the ethnic minority children were removed from the regular curriculum and 

placed in separate classes due to a behavioral issue instead of an educational need, the 

segregation of the child was cause for concern (Seligman, 2001). 

As discussed by Gartner and Lipsky (1987), the issue of disproportionality was 

not a new concern.  Nearly 20 years earlier, Dunn (1968) expressed apprehension about 
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this same problem and highlighted the reality that a disproportionate number of “pupils 

who come from poverty, broken and inadequate homes, and low status ethnic groups”          

(p. 5) were being placed in special education classes.  Dunn referred to the mislabeling of 

children in his appeal that deprived children should not be mislabeled as mentally 

retarded.  Dunn’s alarm in 1968 of the disproportionate number of children being placed 

in special education programs has since been reiterated many times.  It has been forty five 

years since his demand for change; yet, the problem still exists today in school districts 

across the country.   

Oswald, Coutinho, Best, and Singh (1999) acknowledged that the increasing 

diversity in America’s population today is changing the demographics of school 

populations with a larger percentage of racial/ethnic minority children.  As the percentage 

of the racial/ethnic minority population in schools has increased, so too has the 

percentage of the racial/ethnic minority population in special education.  Nevertheless, as 

noted by Meyer and Patton (2001), to assert that the number of racial and ethnic minority 

children has increased in special education is not to deny that some of these minority 

children have disabilities or learning difficulties.  In the cases of true learning disabilities, 

the programs and services of special education can help provide the minority children 

with appropriate assistance and instruction.   

The challenge of the increased percentage of the racial/ethnic minority population 

in special education programs arises from the fact that the representation of the minorities 

is disproportionate.  The disproportionate numbers indicate “too many of the learning 

difficulties experienced by these children may be explained as ‘something wrong with the 
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child’ that special education can ‘fix’” (Meyer & Patton, 2001, p. 2).  The 

disproportionate numbers indicate the cultural differences of the diverse populations have 

led to inaccurate diagnoses of learning disabilities and have perpetuated the problem of 

disproportionality (Meyer & Patton, 2001).  

Purpose of Study 

Will (1986) stated “learning problems do not develop suddenly or capriciously” 

(p. 414) and pointed out that research has clearly confirmed the positive correlation 

between the age of educational intervention and the success expected from the 

intervention.  Will also mentioned intervention at the early grade levels would best 

prepare children for the challenge of the higher grade levels.  Studies (Bowman, 

Donovan, & Burns, 2001; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000; Winsler et al., 2008) have shown 

that a child’s early preschool education is essential for the progress of school readiness 

skills.  A report by the National Research Council ([NRC], Donovan & Cross, 2002) 

identified school readiness of ethnic minority students as a likely cause of 

disproportionality and advocated for educational reform in areas of early intervention as a 

possible solution.  Thus, the purpose of this study is an attempt to determine how the 

participation in a pre-kindergarten (pre-K) program influences the probability of referral 

to special education services among third grade racial/ethnic minority children (i.e., 

Black and Hispanic). 

The referral of the racial/ethnic minority children to special education services 

will be the dependent variable measured in this study.  This corresponds to Creswell’s 

(2009) identification of the dependent variable as one that is the outcome or the result of 
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the influence of the independent variable.  The outcome of the special education referrals 

will be the result that is measured and the participation in a district provided pre-K 

program will be the independent variable that influences the special education referrals.   

An intervening variable is one that mediates the effect of the independent variable 

on the dependent variable (Creswell, 2009).  For this study, intervening variables would 

be those that could interfere with the influence of the pre-K attendance on the outcome of 

referral to special education services.  Two such variables accounted for by this study 

will be poverty and language limitations.  The information from the Public Education 

Information Management System (PEIMS) data report will help in the identification of 

these variables.  The variable of poverty will be acknowledged for the children identified 

as economically disadvantaged and the variable of the language limitations will be 

acknowledged for the children identified as having a limited English proficiency (LEP).  

A separate analysis of the data controlling for these variables will be administered. 

Research Questions 

The study will focus on the central research question:  How does the participation 

in a district provided pre-K program influence the probability of referral to special 

education services among third grade racial/ethnic minority children (i.e., Black and 

Hispanic)?  This central research problem can be divided into the following questions 

that will guide the research process: 

1. How does the participation in a district pre-K program influence the probability of 

referral to special education services among third grade racial/ethnic minority 

children (i.e., Black and Hispanic)? 
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2. How does the participation in a district pre-K program influence the probability of 

referral to special education services (i.e., ED, ID, and LD) among third grade 

racial/ethnic minority children (i.e., Black and Hispanic)? 

3. In controlling for poverty, how does the participation in a district pre-K program 

influence the probability of referral to special education services among third grade 

racial/ethnic minority children (i.e., Black and Hispanic)? 

4. In controlling for language differences with children identified as having a limited 

English proficiency, how does the participation in a district pre-K program influence 

the probability of referral to special education services among third grade Hispanic 

minority children? 

Brief Overview of Methodology 

In order to determine if a child’s participation in a pre-K program can lessen the 

probability of referral to special education services, a quantitative methodology will be 

employed with the view of the critical theory paradigm to guide the research.   Willis 

(2007) pointed out that research from this view highlights the relationships that involve 

inequities and power.  In the critical theory paradigm, the analysis of the social world is 

“not an end in itself, but a necessary step of enlightenment in the process of transforming 

this world” (Benhabib, 1986, p. 5).  This researcher believes that the purpose of this study 

is not simply to acknowledge that disproportionality exists but also to examine the 

effectiveness of pre-K education as a strategy to help lessen the problem of 

disproportionality and thereby transform the world to help achieve educational equity for 

all children.  
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   A quantitative analysis of the data will be used to determine if there are instances 

of disproportionate representation of different racial/ethnic minority groups in special 

education programs.  Kauffman and Landrum (2009) emphasized that disproportionality 

is a quantitative construct.  Qualitative research may answer why disproportionality 

occurs, but the ultimate test of its reality can be assessed only by quantitative research.  

Therefore, the hypothesis of pre-K education as a possible solution for disproportionality 

can be tested only by quantitative methods (Kauffman & Landrum, 2009). 

Definition of Terms 

Disproportionality.  The definition of disproportionality as explained by IDEA 

(1997) is that “more minority children continue to be served in special education than 

would be expected from the percentage of minority students in the general school 

population” (IDEA, P.L. 105-17 Stat 41, 1997). 

EAHCA.  The initials EAHCA stand for the Education of All Handicapped 

Children Act, also known as Public Law 94-142.  This federal legislation, signed into law 

by President Ford in 1975, advocated for children with disabilities (Gartner & Lipsky, 

1987).   

ED.  The initials ED stands for emotional disturbance which is a special education 

category used to identify a disability.  This disability is a condition that exhibits one or 

more certain characteristics over a period of time.  To a certain degree, the characteristics 

can adversely affect a child’s educational performance. The characteristics are:  

A. An inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or health 

factors. 
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B. An inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with 

peers and teachers.  

C. Inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under normal circumstances.  

D. A general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression.  

E. A tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or 

school problems (Individuals With Disabilities Education Improvement Act,                        

20 U.S.C. § 300.8 (c)(4) (2004). 

Economically disadvantaged.  The Texas Education Agency (TEA) has 

guidelines that can identify a student as economically disadvantaged.  Students may be 

identified as economically disadvantaged if the parent or guardian has documentation of 

eligibility for free or reduced price meals under the National School Lunch Program 

(NSLP).  The family may also be qualified as economically disadvantaged on the basis of 

other financial disadvantages such as yearly income that is at or below federal poverty 

guidelines, eligibility for public assistance, or eligibility for food stamps (Texas 

Education Agency, 2003b)  

ID. The initials stand for intellectual disability.  The term intellectual disability is 

the new name for the special education disability category of mental retardation.  The 

definition of the mental retardation disability did not change, only the label.  Senate              

Bill 2781, signed into law by President Obama in 2010, was enacted to address the 

mental retardation label.  The law, officially cited as Rosa’s Law, will change all 

references in federal law of mental retardation to intellectual disability.  Additionally, any 

reference to a mentally retarded person is now referenced as an individual with an 
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intellectual disability (Public Law 110-154).  In this paper, all references to mental 

retardation have been changed to comply with Rosa’s Law.  Intellectual disability “means 

significantly subaverage general intellectual functioning, existing concurrently with 

deficits in adaptive behavior and manifested during the developmental period, that 

adversely affects a child's educational performance” (Individuals With Disabilities 

Education Improvement Act, 20 U.S.C. § 300.8 (c)(6) (2004). 

IDEA.  The federal legislation of Public Law 94-142 was reorganized and 

codified in 1997 to become The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.  Although 

new provisions were added, the essential provisions remained the same (Seligman, 2001). 

IDEIA.  The federal legislation of Public Law 94-142 was reorganized with 

amendments and is currently codified as the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Improvement Act. 

LD.  The initials LD stand for specific learning disability.  As defined by IDEA 

(1997), the term refers to a learning disorder that can occur “in one or more of the basic 

psychological processes involved in understanding or in using language, spoken or 

written” (IDEA, P.L. 105-17 Stat 46, 1997).  The learning disability can become evident 

in an individual’s “imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do 

mathematical calculations” (IDEA, P.L. 105-17 Stat 46, 1997). 

LEP.  The initials LEP stand for Limited English Proficient as defined by Title 

IX, Section 901 of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 ([ESEA] (P.L. 

89-10), now reorganized as the No Child Left Behind Act of  2001.  In this study, the 
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designation of LEP to the student population will refer to the third graders whose native 

language is a language other than English. 

 NRC.  The initials stand for the National Research Council which was organized 

by the National Academy of Sciences to further scientific and technological knowledge 

as well as to advise the federal government. As the principal operating agency of the 

National Academy of Sciences and the National Academy of Engineering, the NRC 

provides services to the engineering and scientific communities, the government, and the 

public (Donovan & Cross, 2002)  

NSLP. The initials stand for National School Lunch Program. Children enrolled 

at a participating school may get a meal through this program.  

Students from families with incomes at or below 130 percent of the poverty level 

are eligible for free meals. Those with incomes between 130 percent and 185 

percent of the poverty level are eligible for reduced-price meals, for which 

children can be charged no more than 40 cents for lunch (Texas Department of 

Agriculture, 2011, p. 4). 

PEIMS.  The initials stand for Public Education Information Management 

System.  This system includes all the data requested and received by the Texas Education 

Agency about public education (Texas Education Agency, 2012). 

Percent of category by group (composition index - CI).   The percent of 

category by group, also known as the composition index (CI), is one method used to 

measure the extent of disproportionality.  This percentage calculation method indicates 
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the proportion of children classified under a specific disability category who belong to a 

certain racial/ethnic group (Donovan & Cross, 2002).                

Percent of group in a category or placement (risk index - RI).  The percentage 

of group in a category or placement, also known as the risk index (RI), is one method 

used to measure the extent of disproportionality.  This percentage calculation method 

indicates the percentage of students of a given racial/ethnic group identified in a special 

education disability category (Donovan & Cross, 2002).  

Pre-kindergarten.  Pre-kindergarten (pre-K) is the educational instruction for 

children before they reach the age of kindergarten.  The definition of pre-K, used in this 

study, includes classroom based instructional programs for four and five year olds.  The 

pre-K programs receive state funding and are associated with the public education 

system. 

Risk ratio (RR).  The risk ratio is one method used to measure the extent of 

disproportionality.  This calculation method compares one racial/ethnic group’s risk of 

receiving special education services to the risk for a comparison group.  The choice for 

the comparison group may be the White student population or all other students besides 

the minority group being measured (Bollmer, Bethel, Garrison-Mogren, & Brauen, 

2007).  

Weighted risk ratio (WRR).  The weighted risk ratio is one method used to 

measure the extent of disproportionality.  This calculation method compares one 

racial/ethnic group’s risk of receiving special education services to the risk for a 

comparison group of all other students classified by racial/ethnic minority group.  The 
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risk for each racial/ethnic group in the comparison group is weighted according to state 

racial/ethnic demographics (Bollmer et al., 2007). 

Delimitations 

The study is delimited to the analysis of third grade student enrollment data of 

public elementary schools in two urban schools districts in the state of Texas.  Data from 

other states or national records will not be analyzed nor will data from private schools.  

Since the study is delimited to urban school districts, data from suburban or rural school 

districts will not be analyzed.  For the population of these two urban school districts, the 

study delimited the population to the third grade students.  

 The study also delimited the special education disability categories that will be 

examined.  Under IDEA, thirteen disability categories are defined.  Of these categories 

(autism, deaf-blindness, deafness, emotional disturbance, hearing impairment, intellectual 

disability, multiple disabilities, orthopedic impairment, other health impairments, specific 

learning disabilities, speech or language impairment, traumatic brain injury, and visual 

impairment including blindness), only the categories of emotional disturbance (ED), 

intellectual disability (ID) and specific learning disability (LD), will be examined.   

Limitations 

One limitation of this study concerns the identification of the different 

racial/ethnic groups.  Prior to the school year 2008-2009, TEA required school districts to 

submit one of five racial/ethnic categories for each enrolled student.  These categories 

were:  African American or Black (not of Hispanic origin); American Indian or Alaska 

Native, Asian or Pacific Islander, Hispanic/Latino; or White (not of Hispanic origin).  
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During this time, TEA used the term Native American instead of the term American 

Indian (Texas Education Agency, 2012).   These five racial/ethnic categories will limit 

the different groups presented in this study.  For example, a child of Cuban, Mexican, 

Puerto Rican or other Spanish culture will be identified as Hispanic.  Therefore, a Puerto 

Rican ethnicity could not be individually assessed.  Furthermore, the limit of one 

category for each student prevents the identification of mixed race populations (e.g., bi-

racial children who are Asian and Hispanic, Black and White, Hispanic and Native 

American, etc.). 

Assumptions 

 

One assumption of this study is that the racial/ethnicity data reported by the 

districts and individual schools was accurate and consistent across all the schools within 

each district.   A second assumption is that the referral and placement of the Black and 

Hispanic minority children to special education services was consistent across all the 

schools within each district.  This study assumes that the each of the schools used the 

same criteria for the student to qualify for the special education disability category.  A 

third assumption in this study is that the student referral to special education services was 

based on a true educational need. 

Significance of the Study 

 

America’s increasing diversity is rapidly changing the populations of school 

classrooms across the country.  This diversity continues to encourage the problem of 

disproportionality, a complex problem that has been studied and researched for over forty 

years.  Extensive research and literature has addressed the consequences of not 



 15 

addressing the challenge of disproportionality.  The significance of the necessity to 

address the problem is such that all school districts are required to report 

disproportionality trends.  In addition, new legislation of IDEIA 2004 holds school 

districts accountable to state education agencies to comply with guidelines and 

regulations to lessen disproportionality.  Therefore, approaches to address 

disproportionality are essential to schools districts.  Since school readiness of ethnic 

minority students has been identified as a possible source of disproportionality, early 

preschool education could be one way to help lessen the extent of this concern.  This 

study, which can lead to greater understanding of the influence of preschool education on 

disproportionality, can provide a strategy for districts to confront the problem.  By 

confronting the challenges of disproportionality, the U.S. can fulfill its commitment of 

educational equity for all children. 

Organization of the Study 

The report of this study is divided into five chapters.  Chapter I introduced the 

subject matter concerning disproportionality and presented a review of the study.   This 

study will investigate whether the provision of pre-K services within elementary schools 

in an urban setting significantly impact the pattern of disproportionality of Black and 

Hispanic minority third grade students who become identified as eligible for special 

education services.  This introductory chapter included the statement of the problem, the 

purpose of the study, the research questions, the methodology to be used, the 

delimitations and limitations of the study, the assumptions of the study, and the 

significance of the study.   
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Chapter II will present an analysis of the current literature on disproportionality. 

This analysis will include a historical review of the research on disproportionality and 

will provide statistics to illustrate the disproportionality patterns.  Disproportionality is a 

complex problem and as such there are neither definitive reasons nor solutions for this 

concern.  Nevertheless, the review of the literature will examine some possible causes of 

disproportionality and present pre-kindergarten education as a possible solution.  

Chapter III will present a description of the different aspects of the study.  First, 

the questions that guide the research will be identified.  Second, the research design of 

the study and the reasons for its use will be explained.  Third, the population, sampling 

methods, and participants will be described.  Fourth, the methods used for data collection 

and analysis will be detailed.  Finally, the validity and reliability issues will be addressed 

as well as the concern for privacy and confidentiality of student records. 

Chapter IV will present the findings based on an analysis of the statistics from the 

different calculation methods used to measure the disproportionality trends from the two 

school districts.  A descriptive analysis of each district will be provided as well as the 

results of the CI, RI, and WRR calculations.  For each school district, the calculations 

will be measured for the population of third grade students, as identified by their previous 

pre-K attendance or non-attendance, who were referred to special education services.  

Statistical analysis of the different CI and RI values will be completed to determine if 

there is a significant difference between the proportion of students who had not attended 

pre-K or who had attended.  A descriptive analysis of the differences in the WRR will 
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also be provided.  The analysis presented in this chapter will provide the answers to the 

research questions. 

Finally, Chapter V will provide a brief review of the literature and a summary of 

the study.  The chapter will also provide a review of the findings and conclusions reached 

from the research.  Lastly, the chapter will present implications of the study and 

suggestions for future research. 
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Chapter II 

Review of Literature 

Introduction 

 The research will examine the different aspects involved in disproportionality, 

which is the disproportionate representation of racial/ethnic minorities in special 

education.  The first section of the literature review provides an overview of the 

increasing racial/ethnic diversity of the U.S.  The second section will provide an 

overview of the disproportionality concern.  The third section will present 

prekindergarten education as a possible solution to help lessen the problems encountered 

by the disproportionality issue.  The final section will provide suggestions for future 

research. 

Increasing Racial/Ethnic Diversity of the U.S. 

Over the past thirty years, racial and ethnic diversity in the U.S. has increased.  

From 1980 to 1990, the population increase for Anglo Americans was 6%, while racial 

and ethnic minorities increased at a faster rate:  53% for Hispanics, 13.2% for Blacks, and 

107.8% for Asians (IDEA, P.L. 105-17 Stat 40, 1997).  In 1990, the U.S. population was 

75% White, 12% Black, 9% Hispanic, 3% Asian and Pacific Islander, and 0.8% Native 

American (U.S. Bureau of Census, 1992a).  However, by the year 2050, the U.S. Census 

Bureau (1992b) estimated that the Anglo American population in the U.S. will decrease 

to 52.7% while the population of other ethnic groups will increase: Black (16.2%), 

Hispanic (21.1%), Asian American (10.7%), and Native American (1.2%).  Without a 

doubt, the racial profile of the American population is shifting. 
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 This increasing diversity in the U.S. is shaping the demographics of the school 

population causing an increase in the percentage of ethnic minority children in public 

schools (Oswald et al., 1999).  Student populations in large city schools have become 

significantly ethnic minority.  For example, for the fall semester of 1993, ethnic minority 

student population breakdowns were as follows:  Baltimore (84%); Chicago (89%); 

Houston (88%); Los Angeles (88%); and Miami (84%) (IDEA, P.L. 105-17 Stat 40, 

1997).  Between 2000 and 2008, the overall percentage of White students enrolled in 

public schools decreased from 61 to 56%.  On the other hand, the percentage of Hispanic 

minority students enrolled in public schools increased from 17 to 21% and the Asian 

Pacific Islander enrollment increased from 4 to 5% of the total enrollment.  The 

percentage of enrollment for Black minority students remained at 17% and the percentage 

of the American Indian/Alaskan Native minority remained at 1% (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2010).  

In looking specifically at the state of Texas, diversity changes have also occurred. 

Between 1988 and 2011, there was an increase in the diversity of the student population 

in the Texas public schools.   In the 2001- 2002 school year, the number of Hispanic 

students surpassed the number of White students for the first time. Since then, the 

enrollment of Hispanic students has continued to rise and the enrollment of White 

students has decreased (Texas Education Agency, 2012). 

 “U.S. society and schools are not known for their ready acceptance of 

differences” (Gay, 2002).  Thus, the challenge to meet the needs of an increasingly 

diverse student population in U.S. classrooms can be difficult (Hart, 2009).   Children of 
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racial and ethnic minorities arrive at their school classrooms with a wealth of cultural 

knowledge that may not be recognized or accommodated by educators.  In reality, the 

cultural differences can be misunderstood in ways that may lead to inaccurate diagnoses 

of learning disabilities and may lead to the inappropriate placement of an ethnic and 

culturally diverse student in special education programs (Meyer & Patton, 2001). 

An Overview of the Disproportionality Concern 

This inappropriate placement of racial/ethnic minority students into special 

education programs has contributed to the disproportionate representation of certain 

student populations in special education: a concern that has been debated for years 

(Artiles & Bal, 2008; Artiles & Trent, 1994; Bollmer et al., 2007; Coutinho & Oswald, 

2000; Hosp & Reschly 2003; 2004; Klingner et al., 2005; Meyer & Patton, 2001; Oswald 

et al., 1999; Reschly, 1997; Skiba et al., 2006; Zhang & Katsiyannis, 2002).  

Apprehension of this controversial issue has continued and will not be resolved soon 

although “the emerging demographics of the U.S. and the field of special education can 

no longer be perceived as unrelated or isolated from each other” (Utley, Delquuadri, 

Obiakor, & Mims, 2000, p. 34).   

A myriad of people – classroom teachers, parents, community leaders, school 

administrators, state and federal policymakers – are necessary to help decrease 

disproportionality and advance the educational achievement for all students.  We must 

recognize that the children sitting in classrooms across the country provide a glimpse into 

America’s culture.  Regardless of their language, race, ethnicity or socioeconomic status, 

these children bring an array of experiences, talents, and value to the classrooms.  Too 
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frequently, the ethnic minority children who falter in their learning are erroneously 

categorized as needing special education services when all they may require for their 

educational success is the chance to learn in an atmosphere that is culturally responsive 

(National Education Association, 2007). 

Defining disproportionality.  According to Sullivan et al. (2009), 

disproportionality involves issues of equity and access to general versus special 

education.  Oswald et al. (1999) defined disproportionality as “the extent to which 

membership in a given ethnic group affects the probability of being placed in a specific 

special education disability category” (p. 198).  More specifically, it refers to either a 

higher or lower percentage of a particular population or demographic group compared to 

the presence of this group in the general student population.  For example, Black minority 

children accounted for 16% of the country’s total student population in 1992; whereas, 

they accounted for 32% of the students in special education programs for mild 

intellectual disability and 24% of the students in programs for serious emotional disorders 

(Zhang & Katsiyannis, 2002).   

 Disproportionate representation of racial, ethnic or culturally and linguistically 

diverse (CLD) students in special education programs is not a new concern.  The 

enactment of the Public Law 94-142: The Education for All Handicapped Children Act 

(EAHCA) of 1975, currently codified as the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Improvement Act ([IDEIA], 2004) mandated states to provide a free and appropriate 

public school education to students with disabilities.  Since passage of this legislation, 

students of racial and ethnic minority groups have been represented in disproportionately 
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large numbers in special education programs.  Klingner et al. (2005) explained that the 

magnitude of the disproportionality concern is evidenced by the fact that it was twice 

researched by the National Research Council (NRC) both in 1982 and again in 2002.  

Despite these two NRC reports, actions from major professional organizations such as the 

Council for Exceptional Children, litigation of court cases such as Larry P. v. Riles, and 

pressure from parent groups, the issue of disproportionality continues to exist forty years 

later (Klingner et al., 2005). 

Lloyd Dunn (1968) published one of the earliest reports to identify 

disproportionality (Chinn & Hughes, 1987; Hosp & Reschly, 2003; MacMillan & 

Reschly, 1998; Oswald et al., 1999; Reschly, 1997; Skiba et al., 2006).  Research by 

Dunn (1968) noted that approximately 60 to 80% of the nation’s students taught in 

special education classes were racial minority students from non-middle class 

environments.  Dunn’s research has been described as prophetic because it “occurred at 

the right time with the right message to serve as a catalyst for opening a proverbial 

floodgate, triggering much debate and additional research” (Hosp & Reschly, 2003, p. 

67).  

 Measures of disproportionality concerning disability rates.  Since Dunn’s 

original article, researchers have continued to study disproportionate representation 

(Bolmer et al., 2007; Hosp & Reschly, 2003; Meyer & Patton, 2001; Zhang & 

Katsiyannis, 2002).  Hosp and Reschly (2003) noted that Finn (1982) was the first 

researcher to investigate the national trends in disproportionality using data from the 

Elementary and Secondary School Civil Rights Compliance Report from the Office for 
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Civil Rights (OCR).  From his research, Finn (1982) found that Black minority students 

had higher representation in classes for emotional disturbance (ED) and intellectual 

disability (ID) while Native American students had higher representation in learning 

disability (LD) classes.  Since his investigation, the OCR Compliance Report has been 

commonly used to examine disproportionate data (Hosp & Reschly, 2003).  In their 

analysis of the OCR surveys from 1978, 1980, 1982, and 1984, Chinn and Hughes (1987) 

verified the trends noted earlier by Finn (1982).  Compared to the overall total 

representation, Black minority students had higher representation in the ED and ID 

categories while Native American students had higher representation in the LD category 

(Chinn & Hughes, 1987).  The national patterns, noted by Finn (1982) and later by Chinn 

and Hughes (1987), have continued (Hosp & Reschly, 2003; Hosp & Reschly, 2004).  A 

decade later in the amendment of IDEA (1997), Congress acknowledged that the 

population of students with limited English proficiency is the fastest rising in our nation.  

Congress also noted that in two of the country’s largest school districts, the children with 

limited English proficiency accounted for approximately half of the entire kindergarten 

student population (IDEA, P.L. 105-17 Stat 40, 1997).  

These trends have created unique challenges for the special education programs 

servicing these children.  Congress has indicated that more effort is needed to prevent the 

issues related to the mislabeling among racial and ethnic minority children identified with 

disabilities (IDEA, P.L. 105-17 Stat 40, 1997).  The procedures used to measure 

disproportionality have become more precise over the last several decades.  In addition, 



 24 

the term is only applied today when such demographic imbalances are associated with 

inequitable treatment. 

It is important to determine the amount of the minority representation in order to 

verify that the problem of disproportionality exists.  Dunn’s statistic which indicated that 

60 to 80% of special education students were from racial minority groups was simply a 

professional judgment based on his years of experience and observation (Hosp & 

Reschly, 2003).  As emphasized by Hosp and Reschly, a person’s judgment is not a 

reliable means to estimate the extent of a problem.  Furthermore, measurement reliability 

would be especially crucial in disproportionality as it affects school funding and civil 

rights issues (Hosp & Reschly, 2003).   

Since Dunn’s judgment approach, several different methods have been developed 

to measure racial/ethnic minority disproportionality (Bollmer et al., 2007; Coutinho & 

Oswald, 2000; Donovan & Cross, 2002; Hosp & Reschly, 2003).  IDEIA 2004 mandated 

that all states define their method to measure disproportionality.  Currently, there is no 

one particular calculation measurement which all school districts are required to use.  The 

composition index (CI), risk index (RI), and the risk ratio (RR) have been identified as 

some of the more commonly used methods to calculate disproportionality.  These 

methods can be used alone or in conjunction with each other.  Each method presents a 

different perspective of the racial/ethnic minority representation served by special 

education programs (Bollmer et al., 2007).  

Reschly (1997) stressed that one of the more difficult complications in 

understanding disproportionality involved the student enrollment figures of special 
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education programs presented as percentages.  He emphasized that it was crucial to 

distinguish between the percentage measure which calculates the percent of category or 

program by group and the measure which calculates the percent of group in the category 

or program.  The distinction between these two percentage methods is crucial to 

understanding disproportionality (Reschly, 1997) 

The calculation method Reschly (1997) referred to as the percent of category by 

group is the CI method.  This percentage calculation, as shown in Table A1, measures the 

racial/ethnic minority composition of the special education program or of a specific 

disability category (e.g., the percentage of the LD disability category that is Hispanic).  

This method measures what percentage of the students receiving special education 

services are from a particular racial/ethnic minority group.  To evaluate whether 

disproportionality exists, the percentage figure derived from the CI method is generally 

compared to the minority composition of the total student enrollment to decide if the 

figures are similar (Bollmer et al., 2007).  

In the amendment of IDEA (1997), Congress identified the existence of the higher 

populations of racial children in special education than would be expected.  

More minority children continue to be served in special education than would be 

expected from the percentage of minority students in the general school 

population. … Although African Americans represent 16% of elementary and 

secondary enrollments, they constitute 21% of total enrollments in special 

education (IDEA, P.L. 105-17 Stat 41, 1997). 
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The premise is that the percentage of an ethnic group in any category should be the same 

as the percentage of the ethnic group in the general school population if there is no 

inequity or disproportionality.  Thus, in the example cited by Congress, the racial 

minority group of African Americans should not have a higher enrollment percentage 

than 16% in special education (MacMillan & Reschly, 1998).   

In determining what level constituted a disproportionate representation for the CI 

value, Chinn and Hughes (1987) used a 10% rule. This rule identified disproportionality 

as any percentage outside a range which exceeded plus or minus 10% of the percentage 

accepted on the basis of the school age population.  Therefore, if the total school 

enrollment for the Hispanic minority was 15%, the special education enrollment for the 

minority should fall within a range of plus or minus 1.5%.  Therefore, according to the 

10% rule, a Hispanic enrollment in special education outside of the range of 14.15% to 

17.29% would be considered disproportionate (Chinn & Hughes, 1987). 

The other method Reschly (1997) referred to as the percent of group in the 

category or program is the RI method.  This percentage calculation, as shown in Table 

A1, evaluates the percentage of racial/ethnic minority children that have been referred to 

a specific special education disability category.  Typically the percentage figure derived 

from the RI method is a smaller amount than the percentage determined by the CI 

method.  The difference in the percentage values can be seen with the example of the 

court case of Larry P. vs. Riles.  In this case, it was noted that 25% of the mild 

intellectual disability population was composed of the Black racial minority.  This 

percentage figure presented a much higher amount than the 1.1% of Black minority 
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students from California that were enrolled in the special education disability of mild 

intellectual disability (MacMillan & Reschly, 1998).  The percentage figure of 25% was 

derived from the CI method; whereas, the lower percentage figure of 1.1% was derived 

from the RI method.  Both figures are correct and offer the representation of the racial 

minority population from a different perspective.  When used appropriately, both 

methods are valuable in determining if disproportionality exists. 

A third commonly used measure of disproportionality is the RR calculation 

method as seen in Table A1.  This method, which provides a comparative risk of being 

placed in a particular special education disability category, is the preferred measure of 

disproportionality by the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) (Klingner, 2005).  

An advantage to the RR calculation method is that the values obtained from the RR are 

easier to interpret when used alone.  Unlike with the CI method, the indication of 

disproportionality does not require a comparison of the RR figure to the racial/ethnic 

minority group’s population.  A risk ratio of 1.00 signifies there is no difference in risk of 

referral to special education services between the racial/ethnic minority group and the 

comparison group.  Therefore, the racial/ethnic minority group has the same risk of 

receiving special education for a disability as does the comparison group.  For example, if 

the Hispanic ethnic group had an RR value of 1.95 for the special education disability 

category of LD, this would indicate that this ethnic minority group is almost two times as 

likely as the comparison group to be identified.  A risk ratio greater than 1.00 signifies 

that the risk for the racial/ethnic minority group is higher than the risk for the comparison 

group.  This higher risk generally denotes a trend of disproportionality.  Conversely, a 
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risk ratio less than 1.00 signifies the risk for the racial/ethnic minority group is lower than 

the risk for the comparison group.  This lower risk generally denotes that there is no 

evidence of disproportionality (Bollmer et al., 2007).  

Bollmer et al. (2007) indicated that some researchers favor using the White racial 

group for the comparison group.  Coutinho and Oswald (2000) defended the use of the 

White comparison group on the argument that the country’s majority population is the 

White racial group.  Public awareness of discrimination is generally based on the 

comparison to practices with respect to the White racial group.  In the amendment of 

IDEA (1997), the mention by Congress that “Poor African American children are 2.3 

times more likely to be identified by their teacher as having intellectual disability than 

their white [sic] counterpart” (IDEA, P.L. 105-17 Stat 41, 1997) was likely due to a 

reference to a value derived from the RR measurement method using the White racial 

group for the comparison group.  Despite the arguments to use the White racial group for 

the comparison group, Klingner (2005) noted that the OSEP recommends the comparison 

group that includes all racial or ethnic minority groups rather than only the White racial 

group.  

 In addition to finding evidence of overall disproportionality among students 

identified as disabled, researchers have investigated the disparity of rates of racial 

minority populations identified within specific disability categories.  Patterns of such 

differences have raised continuing concerns among parents and educators alike.  

As seen in Table 1 with data from the National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES), the total representation for the ID disability for children aged 6 through 21 years 
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served under IDEIA in 2007 was 0.74% and the breakdown by ethnicity was:  American 

Indian/Alaska Native: 1.01%; Asian/Pacific Islander: 0.39%; Black: 1.56%; Hispanic: 

0.59%; and White: 0.60% (U.S. Department of Education, 2010, Table 8.1b).  The 1.56% 

representation for Black children in the ID disability category indicates a representation 

that was 2.1 times higher compared to the total representation rate of 0.74% for the ID 

disability category.  This statistic repeats the same disproportionality trend researched 

approximately thirty years ago by Finn (1982).   

Data from the same NCES report reveals that the representation for Black 

minority children, aged 6 through 21 years, was 1.27% in the ED disability category.  

This figure, compared to a total representation rate of 0.67% for the disability category, 

indicates that the representation in the ED disability category for this racial minority 

group was almost double the total representation for the disability category.  Regarding 

the representation rate for the American Indian/Alaska Native minority group in this 

report, the data shows a figure of 1.1% for the ED category (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2010, Table 8.1b).  This amount, which was 1.64 times higher than the total 

representation for the ED disability category, was similar to the trend referenced years 

earlier by Allison and Vining (1999) who indicated that the population of Native 

Americans that received special education services is 1.5 times higher than the general 

student population.  It was not easy to determine exact figures for Native American and 

for Alaska Native children who required special education services because of the 

involvement of federal, state, and county systems as well as the Native American tribal 
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system (Allison & Vining, 1999).  The data indicated that the trends of disproportionality 

have continued since researched by Finn (1982). 

The percent of referrals to special education for disabilities based on an objective 

medical diagnosis such as a hearing impairment or blindness are not disproportionately 

represented as are other disabilities such as intellectual disability or learning disabilities 

which require a diagnosis based on clinical judgments (Donovan & Cross, 2002; Harry & 

Anderson, 1994; Harry & Klingner, 2006; Klingner et al., 2005; MacMillan & Reschly, 

1998; National Education Association, 2007; O’Connor & Fernandez, 2006).  As shown 

in Table 1, the total representation for the visual impairment disability for children aged 6 

to 21 years served under IDEA was 0.04% and the breakdown by race and ethnicity was:  

White: 0.04%; Black: 0.04%; Hispanic: 0.04%; Asian/Pacific Islander: 0.04% and 

American Indian/Alaska Native: 0.05%.  These similar figures not only illustrate the 

reality that the representation between the different ethnic minority groups for a disability 

based on an objective medical diagnosis is similar, but also illuminate the certainty that 

the disproportionate representation of disabilities is based on subjective diagnosis (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2010, Table 8.1b).  
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Table 1 

Percentage of Children ages 6 to 21 Served Under the IDEIA, by Race/Ethnicity and 

Type of Disability: 2007 

Type of disability American 

Indian/Alaska 

Native 

Asian/Pacific 

Islander 

Black Hispanic White Total 

Any disability
1
 14.38 4.85 12.15 8.51 8.47 8.96 

Specific                            

learning disability (LD) 

7.09 1.60 5.32 4.55 3.42 3.89 

Speech or language 

impairment 

2.49 1.34 1.76 1.67 1.74 1.65 

Intellectual Disability 

(ID) 

1.01 0.39 1.56 0.59 0.60 0.74 

Emotional disturbance 

(ED) 

1.11 0.18 1.27 0.41 0.62 0.67 

Autism 0.30 0.51 0.36 0.25 0.43 0.12 

Hearing impairment 0.14 0.13 0.12 0.13 0.10 0.11 

Visual impairment 0.05 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.04 

1
 Total includes other disabilities not separately shown. 

NOTE: Race categories exclude persons of Hispanic ethnicity. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education. Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for 

Education Statistics (2010) Table 8.1b 

 

 Parallel patterns of disproportionality concerning discipline.  The 

disproportionate representation among student populations by racial and ethnic identity 

can also exist in excessive incidence, duration and types of disciplinary actions.  As 

indicated by Skiba, Michael, Nardo, and Peterson (2002) the overrepresentation of racial 

minority groups in school discipline is not a new concern.  Black minority students were 

more likely than White students to be suspended more than once.  Skiba et al., (2002) 
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emphasized that the research has shown that racially disproportionate representation with 

regards to school discipline has been an issue that is well documented. 

Statistics from the Condition of Education (U.S. Department of Education, 2011) 

a congressionally mandated annual report on education, verified that student suspension 

and expulsion rates varied by race/ethnicity:  

Across all years presented, greater percentages of Black students were suspended 

and expelled from school than their White, Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, and 

American Indian/Alaskan Native peers.  For example, in 2006, about 15 percent 

of Black students were suspended, compared with 8 percent of American 

Indian/Alaska Native students, 7 percent of Hispanic students, 5 percent of White 

students, and 3 percent of Asian/Pacific Islander students.  Student expulsion rates 

in 2006 show that about 0.5 percent of Blacks were expelled from school, 

compared with 0.3 percent of American Indian/Alaska Native students, 0.2 

percent of Hispanic students, 0.1 percent of White students, and 0.1 percent of 

Asian/Pacific Islander students (U.S. Department of Education, 2011, Indicator 

28-2009) 

 Opposing viewpoints on disproportionality.  While the statistics have 

illustrated the trends of disproportionality, there are individuals who dispute the fears of 

the over-representation of racial/ethnic minorities in special education programs. 

Proponents of the interpretation of disproportionality of racial minority students among 

specific categories of disabilities support the view that, “There is no problem.”  They 

support this conclusion by citing several rationales.   
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 There is no problem.  Although certain racial and ethnic minority student groups 

may be overrepresented in special education, one cannot deny the reality that some do 

have disabilities or demonstrate learning difficulties (Meyer & Patton, 2001).  In fact, 

special education and bilingual education were developed to deal with the educational 

needs of children with various ability levels or whose English proficiency is limited 

(Art i les  & Bal ,  2008) .   The federal legislation of IDEA was designed with the intent 

to provide for the educational needs of children with disabilities.  Prior to its 

implementation,  

(A) the special educational needs of children with disabilities were not being fully 

met; (B) more than one-half of the children with disabilities in the United States 

did not receive appropriate educational services that would enable such children 

to have full equality of opportunity; (C) 1,000,000 of the children with disabilities 

in the United States were excluded entirely from the public school system and did 

not go through the educational process with their peers (IDEA, P.L. 105-17 Stat 

39, 1997). 

This legislation has been praised as a milestone for the children who were unable to 

attend school prior to its enactment (Ferri & Connor, 2005; Gartner & Lipsky, 1987; 

Harry & Klingner, 2006; Martin et al., 1996; Seligman, 2001; Will, 1986).  

In addition to providing previously excluded access to the school environment, 

the federal legislation provided other significant aspects of special education services to 

benefit the students placed in the program.  Some benefits included a lower student-

teacher ratio, individualized education programs and governmental mandates to protect 
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students’ rights (MacMillan & Reschly, 1998).  Thus, as discussed by Klingner et al. 

(2005), several researchers have disputed the idea that disproportionality is a problem and 

instead suggest that children with a learning disability can benefit from the additional 

support services provided by special education.  Furthermore, the students who are 

struggling in the regular classroom and then placed into special education classes actually 

receive individualized instruction from teachers who are specifically qualified to 

reconcile learning problems (Garcia & Ortiz, 1988).  Consequently, the benefits for the 

students placed in special education classes more than compensates for educational 

and/or psychological expenses experienced by the student (Hibel, Farkas, & Morgan, 

2010). 

There are problems.  Conversely, other researchers cited concerns regarding the 

disproportionate rate of racial/ethnic minority children identified as disabled among 

specific disability categories.  Such researchers proposed three major problems with this 

evidence of possibly inequitable treatment.   

Problem 1 - paradox of IDEA.  Harry and Klingner (2006) credited the services of 

special education programs put in place by EAHCA of 1975.  They emphasized that this 

influential legislation signified the promise of the U.S. to commit to equity.  Despite this 

credit, however, the U.S. cannot avoid the harmful repercussions of the disproportionality 

concern (Harry & Klingner, 2006).  Donovan and Cross (2002) offered this paradox, “If 

IDEA provides extra resources and the right to a more individualized program, why 

would one consider disproportionate representation of minority children a problem”                

(p. 2)?  
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 The solution to this paradox is understood by any parent whose child has received 

special education services.  To receive these services, a child must have been labeled with 

a disability.  This label of disability, unfortunately, would have identified the child as one 

who performs at an inferior level (Donovan & Cross, 2002).  Nevertheless, these labels 

are required by the special education programs to address the behavioral and cognitive 

requirements of the schools’ general curriculum (Hibel et al., 2010).  Harry and Klingner 

(2006) explained that the contradiction of the paradox occurs when the classification 

system of special education does its children greater harm than the help it was originally 

intended to provide to those in need.  Although the disability label is meant to help the 

child acquire additional support, it may also bring an unintended result of lowered 

expectations from teachers, student peers and the identified student (Dunn, 1968; 

Donovan & Cross, 2002).  The end result is that the shame and disgrace often associated 

with a disability label is viewed as undesirable, predominantly by the very ones who are 

already discredited based on the excuse of ethnicity (Harry & Klingner, 2006). 

 Haller, Dorries, and Rahn (2002) noted that “language has the power to define a 

cultural group” (p. 61) and the words used have “ramifications both for the self-

perception of people with disabilities and what the general public believes about 

disability” (p .  6 2 ) .  U.S. disability studies scholar Linton (1998) discussed the 

problematic quality of the prefix ‘dis’ such as found in the term disability and stated that 

the very nature of the prefix signifies the definition of disable.  Linton characterized 

disability as “the ‘not’ condition, the repudiation of ability” (p. 30).  It is this “not” 
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condition that is implied by Harry and Klingner (2006) in the statement, “There is no 

escaping that a label of disability carries a stigma” (p. 22).    

 In addition to the shame of the disability label, Harry and Klingner (2006) 

questioned if special education is gradually imitating society’s racial and social inequities 

instead of lessening them.  Data has shown that Black minority students are twice as 

likely as White students to be identified with the intellectual disability label (Donovan & 

Cross, 2002).  Regarding this statistic, Lisa Delpit, Executive Director of the Center for 

Urban Education and Innovation, stated that the disability labels used to establish 

eligibility for special education services are linked to race.  This association of the label 

with race, in turn, reinforces the message that Black minority children get from society. 

Many people interpret the disproportionate numbers of Black minority children labeled 

with the disability labels of special education, not as a means of assistance to the 

children, but as confirmation of enduring racism.  Delpit questioned whether Black 

minority children can be guided to their entitlement of academic brilliance when they are 

recognized by labels that designate performance that falls short of excellence (Harry & 

Klingner, 2006).  

 Although Delpit’s inquiry was asked in reference to one racial group, it can be 

applied to a much broader range of children.  The question, like the answer to the paradox 

given by Donovan and Cross (2002), can be understood by any parent with a child in 

special education who has been labeled with a specific disability category.   Labels can 

influence the held perceptions and expectations of persons with disabilities.  They can 

negatively influence how others may act toward the person identified by the label.  
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Moreover, a label can negatively affect the first impression of one’s intellect and other 

characteristics (Norwich, 1999).  

To alleviate the stigma of the disability label, some advocates have suggested that 

the words “need” and “challenge” be used instead of the disability labels to describe 

students who require special education services.  Harry and Klingner (2007) stressed that 

students in special education have learning needs and encounter challenges when learning 

the curriculum but questioned if they can be helped without weakening their self-

confidence and discrediting them with a label.  “Even when the labels are accurately 

applied, wouldn’t it make more sense to avoid the stigma of labeling and, simply provide 

whatever assistance an individual child might need to maximize learning” (Harry & 

Klingner, 2006, p. ix)? 

 Problem 2 – inaccurate identification.  Another concern of disproportionality is 

that the misdiagnosis of disability for some children can lead to some racial/ethnic 

minority children being provided with special education services they may not need.  The 

cost of this misplacement can be enduring and detrimental.  Students have difficulty 

escaping the special education disability labels used to categorize them let alone 

increasing their academic proficiency to grade level (Meyer & Patton, 2001).  An 

additional consequence of the inaccurate identification is that the unnecessary assignment 

of racial/ethnic minority children to special education may restrict the access of these 

educational services to other eligible children truly in need of these services (Hibel et al., 

2010).    
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 Problem 3 – removal from the general education curriculum.  A third issue with 

disproportionality is that the children placed in special education programs may be left 

without access to the general education curriculum (Klingner et al., 2005).  As noted by 

Meyer and Patton (2001), the potentially reduced academic rigor of special education 

may hinder the students’ educational progress and lessen the probability that they will 

return to the general education setting.  This worry about the interference with 

educational progress is reinforced by research which has frequently shown that students 

placed in special education programs have a greater chance of experiencing long-term 

harmful outcomes (Hibel et al., 2010).  These outcomes were referenced by Congress in 

its findings reported in the Amendment of IDEA (1997).  Congress affirmed that the 

nation must do more to avoid the escalation of problems that are associated with the 

mislabeling and with the high dropout rates found in minority students with disabilities 

(IDEA, P.L. 105-17 Stat 41, 1997).  Congress noted that the drop-out rate is 68% higher 

for minorities than for White students.  

 A child’s removal from the general educational environment may affect future 

outcomes as well.  The post school employment status of youth with disabilities is a 

factor in their chance to achieve economic independence (Blackorby & Wagner, 1996).   

The National Longitudinal Transition Study of Special Education Students (NLTS), a 

congressionally mandated study in 1983, provided the chance to observe the post school 

outcomes for youth with disabilities.  To realize the results from the NLTS, Blackorby 

and Wagner (1996) used a comparison group from the general youth population drawn 

from the U.S. Department of Labor’s National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY).  In 
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regards to the trend in post school employment, data from the NLTS indicated that the 

rate of employment for youth with disabilities trailed considerably against the 

comparison group.   More specifically, the findings from the NLTS indicated that for the 

most part White youth with disabilities experienced greater job employment compared to 

their Black peers five years after secondary school (Blackorby & Wagner, 1996).    

 Proposed causes of disproportionality.  The search for the cause of the 

disproportionality problem is challenging.  Although there is little argument on the 

definition of disproportionality and the statistics used to establish its existence, the 

research on determining the cause is more complex and controversial.   A wide range of 

issues, three of which include race, disability categories, and culture, can contribute to the 

problem of disproportionate representation of minorities (Meyer & Patton, 2001). 

Race.  Regarding the issue of race as a cause of disproportionality, Harry and 

Klingner (2007) noted that the focus of disability has become so “intertwined with the 

historical devaluing of minorities in the United States” (p. 16) that it has affected the 

placement of students into special education programs.  The authors referred to research 

by Ferri and Connor (2006) that showed how the concern of disproportionality has its 

roots in U.S. history.  As explained by Ferri and Connor (2006), the experiences, past and 

present, of Black minority students in special education programs illustrate how special 

education has hindered the racial desegregation established by Brown v. Board of 

Education of Topeka (1954).  Although the issue of disproportionality is not confined to 

Black minority students, it has continued to affect the racial group more so than any other 

racial/ethnic minority group.   Ferri and Connor (2006) pointed out that the latest OCR 
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report confirmed that in nearly all states, Black minority children were the most over-

represented of all groups in the majority of the special education disability categories.  A 

problem with this over-representation is that many of Black minority students have been 

inappropriately placed (Patton, 1998). 

To associate the historical problems of racial segregation with the issue of 

disproportionality, Ferri and Connor (2005) argued that the “racialized notions of ability” 

(p. 453) have served to sustain segregated schooling as well as justify special education 

as an instrument of “racial resegration” (p. 453).  In addition, the authors believed that the 

challenge to the inclusion of students into the regular classrooms is similar to the 

opposition expressed in response to school desegregation efforts after the Brown 

decision.  

Skiba et al., (2006) acknowledged that discussions on disproportionality are by 

nature difficult because they necessitate the involvement of the deep and sensitive issue 

of race.  In order to gain a deeper understanding of the factors that may contribute to 

disproportionality, Skiba et al. interviewed school personnel to learn their perspectives on 

various issues.  The findings of the study revealed that in the conversations concerning 

the role of race in special education referrals, there was a “surprising reticence” (Skiba et 

al., 2006, p. 1424) on the part of the respondents to talk about race. 

This reticence can, in turn, be part of the anxiety in achieving meaningful reforms 

which can lead towards a solution to disproportionality.  As discussed by Skiba et al., 

(2006) systems change in and of itself can be a challenging experience even without the 

additional involvement of an emotional issue.  Thus, the inequities of disproportionality 
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cannot be changed unless educators are willing to recognize the issue of racial inequality.  

He argued that one of the challenges in addressing the problem of disproportionality is 

how to effectively present the evidence of racial disparity as motivation for change rather 

than “a stimulus for defensiveness and denial” (Skiba et al., 2006, p. 1452). 

  Disability categories.  A second concern that has been identified as a possible 

cause of disproportionality is the definition of the disability categories used in special 

education programs.  Several researchers have argued that the problem of 

disproportionality arises from the nature of the judgmental categories of disability which 

embrace no exact guides of what defines a disability (Donovan & Cross, 2002; Harry & 

Anderson, 1994; Harry & Klingner, 2006; Klingner et al., 2005; MacMillan & Reschly, 

1998; National Education Association, 2007; O’Connor & Fernandez, 2006).  As noted 

by the NRC (Donovan & Cross, 2002), the categories of mild ID, ED, and LD are 

sometimes referred to as the judgmental categories because the children identified for 

these disability categories typically do not display noticeable distinguishing 

characteristics.  In addition, there is no “authoritative diagnosis of medical professionals” 

(Donovan & Cross, 2002, p. 37) as evidenced in the other special education disability 

categories (e.g., blindness, deafness, and orthopedic impairment). Harry and Anderson 

(1994) pointed out that the phenomenon of disproportionality has traditionally been 

concerned with the judgmental categories of disability.  Their explanation for this 

phenomenon, similar to that of the NRC, was that the judgmental categories are for those 

disabilities whose diagnoses are based on clinical judgment and not verifiable biological 
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criteria.  Harry and Anderson maintained that it is this role of judgment in the diagnosis 

of disability which can lead to the problem of bias.  

 In a clarification of the issue of bias, Meyer and Patton (2001) explained that 

the disability diagnoses for the judgmental categories can be influenced by the 

supplemental interpretations of administrators, teachers, and parents.  Whereas the 

diagnoses of disabilities for the judgmental categories can be subject to these other 

influences, the diagnoses of the disabilities for the nonjudgmental categories “require 

limited inference on the part of professionals” (O’Connor & Fernandez, 2006, p. 6).   

Consequently, the nonjudgmental categories of disability (e.g., deafness, hearing 

impairment, orthopedic impairment) are generally equally represented across all 

racial/ethnic minority groups (O’Connor & Fernandez, 2006).   

 Culture.  A third concern that has been identified as a possible cause of 

disproportionality is the issue of culture.  Hosp and Reschly (2003) indicated that the 

most commonly cited reason for disproportionality is cultural differences.  As stated by 

Gay (2002), it is not intellectual inadequacies of the minority student but rather the 

attitudes and behaviors of the different cultural groups that have led to “misunderstood 

incongruencies [sic] between their home and school cultural standards” (p. 616).  

Students with a cultural heritage different from their teachers’ have a greater risk of being 

identified as a behavior problem.  Consequently, the students are referred to programs 

outside the general education classroom (Hosp & Reschly, 2003).    

 Meyer and Patton (2001) have also claimed that it was not the disability of the 

child so much as it was the difference from the “norm of progress” (Meyer & Patton, 
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2001, p. 11).  In the U.S., the middle-class Whites are the normative referents against 

which all students are compared for evaluation of judgmental categories.  Individuals 

who perform noticeably dissimilarly to the referent are labeled as impaired and in need of 

additional services.  Thus, racial minority youth are destined to display more academic 

and behavior problems when compared against this reference (O’Connor & Fernandez, 

2006). 

 “Culture simultaneously anchors and blinds us” (Gay, 2002, p. 617).  Although 

it forms the foundation of the dynamics of an individual’s interactions with others, it can 

also guide an individual to assume that his/her way of being is the only right way.  This 

blindness to culture and diversity can be problematic in educating the ethnically diverse 

student populations.  The following examples illustrate how cultural differences in 

behavior can lead to mislabeled learning disabilities.  The unwillingness of Latino 

students to participate in competitive learning activities may be viewed as a lack of 

motivation and ambition instead of their cultural attitudes toward cooperative learning 

groups.  The reserved nature of Native American children who learn by observation may 

be misconstrued as a lack of motivation and interest to learn which can be symptomatic 

of learning disabilities. The Asian-American children who do not readily engage in 

activities and conversation may be viewed as unfriendly, withdrawn, or insecure (Gay, 

2002).   

  Continued misconceptions of cultural diversity held by educators can lead to 

incorrect assumptions about the ethnic minority student’s behavior and culture.  The 

culturally different student who is not academically successful may be viewed as inferior.  
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Over time, cultural differences and disability are linked, thereby, contributing to the 

misdiagnoses of disability (Meyer & Patton, 2001).  Teachers can lessen this risk of 

misdiagnosis by understanding how the characteristics of racial and ethnic learning styles 

are expressed in conventions of study and intellectual task performance (Gay, 2002). 

 Poverty.  There are still conflicting views on whether poverty plays a role in 

disproportionality.  Some insist that “there is nothing about poverty in and of itself that 

places poor children at academic risk” (O’Connor & Fernandez, 2006, p. 10).  On the 

other side of the debate, the report by the NRC (Donovan & Cross, 2002) stated that 

ethnic identification and poverty are closely linked.  The report also indicated that there is 

a negative correlation between poverty and school readiness in a variety of ways.  In the 

study by Skiba et al., (2006) the respondents noted that their students from disadvantaged 

homes came to school with several challenges including academic readiness skills.  One 

administrator pointed out that these children may be “street savvy” (p. 1432) but do not 

have the necessary educational tools.  The study mentioned that high transience described 

as “an artifact of poverty” (p. 1432) affected academic continuity (Skiba et al., 2006).  

Although poverty can exert a powerful influence on educational readiness, there is still no 

definitive answer on the relationship between poverty and special education placement 

(Skiba et al., 2006). 

Prekindergarten Education as a Solution to Lessen Disproportionality 

 Race, culture, disability categories, and poverty are a few issues that can 

influence the disproportionality issue.  The NRC (Donovan & Cross, 2002) report 

identified social and environmental factors that influence the school readiness of ethnic 
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minority students as a likely source of the disproportionality concern.  The gaps in 

reading readiness that sometimes become evident during fourth grade can often be traced 

to reading problems which existed before the student entered school.  To offset these 

reading difficulties, the NRC (Donovan & Cross, 2002) recommended access to early 

childhood opportunities such as Head Start or other preschool programs.  

Hosp and Reschly (2004) completed a study on the academic, demographic, and 

economic variables that influence disproportionality.   In their findings, the authors 

acknowledged that although educators do not have control over certain factors such as 

demographic variables, they can influence academic achievement.  Even though the 

findings of the study did not indicate that academic differences cause disproportionality, 

it indicated that the concepts are related.  Consequently, since a student’s academic 

achievement can be influenced by educators, a logical objective would be to develop 

educational interventions that may decrease disproportionality (Hosp & Reschly, 2004). 

The current interest and enthusiasm for educational reform advocating for early 

childhood education is strong.  Since 1980, there are twice as many state prekindergarten 

(pre-K) programs and in 2006, thirty eight states had enrolled more than one million 

children (Wong, Cook, Barnett, & Jung, 2008).  The 2010 Current Population Survey 

indicated that 53% of preschool aged children, ages three to four years old, are in school.  

This percentage is more than double the 21% enrollment figure in 1970 (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2011).  

Much research has been completed to evaluate the value of pre-K programs.  The 

Committee on Integrating the Science of Early Childhood Development completed a two 
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and a half year project to review the wealth of scientific knowledge on early development 

and the influences of early experiences.  The committee’s findings verified that from 

birth to age five, a child makes tremendous cognitive gains.  The committee also 

acknowledged that there is substantial scientific evidence to support the idea that early 

childhood development is shaped by the environments of the child (Shonkoff & Phillips, 

2000). 

Besides the scientific research on the influence of early childhood education, there 

have been numerous assessments of different pre-K programs.  These and other studies 

(Wong et al., 2008; Loeb et al., 2007) have concluded that the pre-K programs can have 

positive effects on children’s cognitive skills.  More specifically, Takanishi (2004) 

believed that early education can lessen ethnic group inequities in children’s cognitive 

skills.  Takanishi’s idea is supported in the data findings from a collaborative project 

sponsored by the Early Learning Coalition of Miami Dade/Monroe which indicated that 

ethnically diverse children from low income households who attended pre-K programs 

made important achievement in school readiness goals (Winsler et al., 2008).   

Future Research Studies 

In summary, the disproportionate representation of racial/ethnic minorities 

referred to special education programs is not a new concern.  The assertion by Dunn 

(1968) that “a better education than special class placement is needed for socioculturally 

deprived children who have been labeled educable intellectually disabled” (p. 5) 

resonates loud and clear more than forty years later.  The various issues concerning this 

problem persist despite congressional testimony, litigation, numerous research studies, 
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and an abundance of literature to describe the complex and controversial problem 

(Oswald et al., 1999).  With the increasing diversity of the U.S. population and of the 

school classrooms, the challenges of disproportionality will continue to rise.      

 Just as there is disagreement on the effects of the disproportionality, so too are 

there challenges in determining causes and solutions.  There is no solitary source to 

identify as the definitive cause of this multifaceted problem.  Review of the literature and 

research has demonstrated that a range of factors including race, culture, poverty, 

inappropriate special education referrals and definitions of disability can each contribute 

to the problem of disproportionate representation of minorities.  The search for a solution 

to the disproportionality problem is equally challenging (Reschly, 1997).  

Disproportionality is a difficult and complex problem that has emerged from a range of 

causes and as such does not have an easy solution.   

The NRC (Donovan & Cross, 2002) report identified school readiness of racial 

minority students as a likely cause of disproportionality and advocated for educational 

reform in areas of early intervention as a possible solution.  Research and literature have 

indicated that pre-K programs can help increase a child’s readiness skills.  Moreover, this 

early educational intervention could considerably counterbalance socioeconomic risk 

factors (Skiba et al., 2006).  The early education programs that benefit all children help to 

guarantee equal opportunity across diverse ethnic and socioeconomic groups (Takanishi, 

2004).   

The use of pre-K programs for all children could be one way to lessen the extent 

of the disproportionality concern.  Although the goal of increasing the school readiness of 
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children is being realized by early childhood programs (Winsler et al., 2008), it is 

important to remember that there are no simple answers to the complex disproportionality 

issue.  We must realize that the issue of disproportionality is not about the special 

education program being a terrible alternative for the racial/ethnic minority student.  The 

issue is about how to account for differences in an organization of educational assistance 

for a student population that is increasingly diverse (Artiles & Bal, 2008).  The scope of 

these differences can be lessened by preschool education.  Early education has the 

potential to decrease the racial/ethnic group inequalities seen in cognitive skills of the 

children.  Moreover, the advantage of the preschool education reaches beyond the 

individual child.  It is all of society that benefits when children reach kindergarten 

prepared to learn.  Access to the early childhood programs for all children including those 

of lower income and ethnic minority groups helps level the playing field (Takanishi, 

2004).  We must meet the challenge to help diminish disproportionate representation “in 

order to act in accordance with our commitment to educational equity and social justice 

for all students” (Gay, 2002, p. 627).  Providing all children access to pre-K education 

can help educators meet this commitment to educational equity.  

Inasmuch as the NRC (Donovan & Cross, 2002) has claimed that high-quality 

instruction can put children from lower socioeconomic environments on a path to 

academic achievement, future research should investigate this assertion.  However, the 

research should not simply focus on improved academic readiness gains from pre-K 

programs.  This research is already being done.  Numerous research and data have 

already indicated that pre-K education can increase the school readiness of all children.  
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Data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study verified that a child’s cognitive 

proficiencies are improved from exposure to early pre-school programs (Loeb et al., 

2007).  Studies (Bowman, Donovan, & Burns, 2001; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000; Winsler 

et al., 2008) have shown that preschool education is crucial for developing a child’s 

school readiness skills.   

 A future line of questioning should examine the relationship between pre-K 

programs and the effect on disproportionality.  As Takanishi (2004) has emphasized, 

preschool education can help lessen ethnic group inequities in children’s cognitive skills.  

Thus, a valid study would be whether pre-K education lessens the likelihood that a racial/ 

ethnic minority child is referred to special education.  Further research should also extend 

to investigate the added variable of poverty.  Since the findings by Skiba et al. (2006) 

linked poverty with the academic readiness of the children, additional research that 

examines whether pre-K programs can significantly lessen disproportionality despite the 

continued factor of poverty as a major co-correlate should be investigated.  

Further analysis can broaden the scope of the study beyond the special education 

program as a whole and focus on the specific disability categories of ED, ID, and LD 

which have been described as the judgmental categories of special education.  Because 

the findings of Winsler et al. (2008) indicated that the social-emotional capabilities of 

ethnically diverse four year olds from lower income environments showed considerable 

gains after participation in early childhood programs, it would be a valid question to see 

if there is a correlation between a child’s participation in a pre-K program and a referral 

to special education for emotionally disturbed behavior.   
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As emphasized by Takanishi (2004), society benefits when children enter 

kindergarten prepared for academic success and achievement.  The literature indicates 

that pre-K education can help prepare a child for this success.  This proposed study on the 

effect of pre-K on disproportionality can help serve as one means of approach to confront 

the issue of disproportionality and ultimately to help our nation’s commitment to 

educational equity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 51 

Chapter III 

Methodology 

The concern of disproportionality is one that has troubled educators for over four 

decades.  Extensive research and literature has been completed to help understand this 

complex matter.  With the many facets to the problem of disproportionality, there is no 

single cause or solution.  Inasmuch as the school readiness of racial/ethnic minority 

students has been acknowledged as a likely cause of the problem, early education could 

help increase the academic readiness of the children.  Pre-kindergarten educational 

programs are one way school districts can assist their racial/ethnic minority students to 

achieve academic readiness and thereby lessen the probability of being referred to special 

education.  Thus, the purpose of this study is an attempt to determine how the 

participation in a pre-K program influences the probability of referral to special education 

services among third grade racial/ethnic minority children (i.e., Black and Hispanic). 

In this chapter, the different aspects of the study will be described.  First, the 

research questions that will guide the research will be identified.  Second, the research 

design of the study and the reasons for its use will be explained.  Third, the population, 

sampling methods, and participants will be described.  Fourth, the methods used for data 

collection and analysis will be detailed.  Finally, validity and reliability issues as well as 

the concern of the privacy and confidentiality of school records will be addressed. 

Research Questions 

The following questions will guide the research process of the study: 
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1. How does the participation in a district pre-K program influence the probability of 

referral to special education services among third grade racial/ethnic minority 

children (i.e., Black and Hispanic)? 

2. How does the participation in a district pre-K program influence the probability of 

referral to special education services (i.e., ED, ID, and LD) among third grade 

racial/ethnic minority children (i.e., Black and Hispanic)? 

3. In controlling for poverty, how does the participation in a district pre-K program 

influence the probability of referral to special education services among third grade 

racial/ethnic minority children (i.e., Black and Hispanic)? 

4. In controlling for language differences with children identified with limited English 

proficiency, how does the participation in a district pre-K program influence the 

probability of referral to special education services among third grade Hispanic 

children? 

Research Design 

 

The overall design of this study will be a non-experimental study in which this 

researcher will observe the phenomena as it already occurred; the researcher will not 

intervene.  Specifically, the study will be completed with the ex post facto (causal-

comparative) research design.  In an ex post facto study, past experiences of subjects with 

a treatment are compared with subjects who have had a different treatment or no 

treatment (McMillan & Wergin, 2002).  For this study, the past experiences, referred to 

by McMillan and Wergin (2002), apply to the early preschool years of the participants.  

The participants or subjects, as termed by McMillan and Wergin, will be the racial/ethnic 
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minority third grade students (i.e., Black or Hispanic) of the two school districts studied.  

The independent treatment that will be considered is the student’s previous attendance or 

non-attendance to the district’s pre-K program which is mandated by state guidelines.  

Attendance to any other type of pre-K program will not be identified as part of the 

treatment.  According to McMillan and Wergin, in the design of the ex post facto 

research, the treatment has already occurred; therefore, there is no manipulation by the 

researcher.  This clarification of the research design equally applies to this study.  The 

pre-K attendance by the third grade students will have occurred five years earlier.  

Consequently, there will be no assignment of the students to any pre-K program.  

Johnson and Christensen (2008) explained that in a causal comparative research, 

the relationship between categorical independent variables and a quantitative dependent 

variable is studied.  This description is applicable to this study.  The student’s 

racial/ethnic minority identity, economic status, language status, and attendance in the 

district’s pre-K program are the categorical independent variables.  The number of third 

grade students referred to special education services will be the quantitative dependent 

variable that will be measured.  The research will attempt to study how these variables 

are related.   

Johnson and Christensen (2008) caution that, despite the word causal in the term 

causal comparative research, it is important to realize that this type of research is a non-

experimental research method.  In an experimental research method, the researcher would 

have control of the variables and would assign the participants to various treatments.  

However, as explained, there will be no manipulation of the independent variables in this 
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study.  The variables of racial/ethnic identity, economic, and language status are all 

characteristics of the students and will not be manipulated by this researcher.  The 

identification of each of these variables will have been documented on the PEIMS data 

report.  The variable of the pre-K attendance by the students, while not considered a 

characteristic, is a condition that has already occurred and will not be manipulated by this 

researcher.   

Population, Sample, and Participants 

 

McMillan (2004) distinguished between probability and nonprobability sampling 

on the basis of random selection.  In the probability sampling method, the subjects are 

selected randomly; whereas, in the nonprobability sampling method, they are not.  This 

study will employ the nonprobability sampling method whereby the selection of the 

participants will not be random.  Three commonly used sampling procedures for this 

nonprobability method are the convenience, the quota, and the purposeful procedures 

(McMillan, 2004).  This study will use the purposeful sampling procedure to study a 

particular population sample consisting of minority third grade students from two Texas 

urban school districts (i.e., District A and District B).   

According to the Texas Education Code (TEC) Section 42.006, all school districts 

in the state of Texas are required to collect PEIMS data.  In addition, TEA provides data 

standards each year to supply instructions regarding the responsibilities and specifications 

required for the submission of the data by the individual school districts to TEA. 

Contained in the submission report to TEA is demographic information which includes 

racial and ethnic minority identification of each student.  Beginning in the 2009-2010 
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school year, the PEIMS reporting requirements for race and ethnicity data changed to 

comply with new federal guidelines.  However, during that year, as a transitional 

measure, the old racial/ethnic guidelines were also used to collect demographic data.  

Therefore, in order for this study to have a consistent set of racial/ethnic demographic 

data, the research population for each school district will be gathered for the 2008-09 

school year. 

For the population sample, the study will look at each district’s third grade student 

population for the school year: 2008-2009.   This population sample will be divided into 

two groups based on attendance to the district provided pre-K program.  The third grade 

students who did not attend the district provided pre-K program in 2004-2005, the year 

they would have been eligible for pre-K, will be identified as the non-pre-K group.  

Because the identification in the PEIMS data for pre-K attendance is limited to public 

school pre-K programs, there will be no knowledge if a student had attended a 

community or private based pre-K program or the federal Head Start program.  The third 

grade students who attended the district’s pre-K program in 2004-2005, the year they 

would have been eligible for pre-K, will be identified as the pre-K group.  In addition to 

being identified by pre-K status (i.e., attendance or non-attendance to the district pre-K 

program) the children will also be identified on the basis of several other factors:  

1. racial/ethnic minority status;  

2. referral to special education (SE) services,  

3. referral to specific SE disability category (i.e., ED, ID, or LD); 

4. economically disadvantaged status; and 
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5. LEP status. 

To control for the variable of poverty, the economic status of the students will be 

identified from the PEIMS data report.  This report identifies students that have met the 

eligibility requirements for economically disadvantaged status.  A student will be 

identified as economically disadvantaged if their parent or guardian provided 

documentation of eligibility for  

 free or reduced-price meals under the National School Lunch and Child Nutrition 

Program or if their families had other economic disadvantages, such as annual 

incomes at or below the federal poverty guidelines, eligibility for public 

assistance, and eligibility for food stamps (Texas Education Agency, 2003b). 

The data will be analyzed separately for the children identified as non-economically 

disadvantaged and as economically disadvantaged.    

To control for the variable of language, the LEP status of the students will be identified 

from the PEIMS data report. The non-pre-K group of the LEP third graders will include 

the students that did not attend pre-K but who attended bilingual classes or received 

bilingual services for grades kindergarten through third grade. The pre-K group of the 

LEP students will include the students that attended a pre-K program and also attended 

bilingual classes or received bilingual services for grade levels pre-K through third grade.  

The data will be analyzed separately for the children identified as non-LEP and as non-

LEP.    

For Research Question 1, the population sample will include all the SE 

participants, inclusive of all disabilities.  For Research Question 2, the population sample 
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will include the participants identified for the specific SE disability categories (i.e., ED, 

ID, and LD).  The population sample for Research Questions 3 and 4 will not be broken 

down for the individual SE disability categories because the populations for these 

research questions will be divided by economic and language status.  Any further division 

of the population to the specific SE disability categories would render the population too 

small or nonexistent to allow for study of the questions.  

Data Collection 

 

The PEIMS data collected for each school district will include the total student 

enrollment, the student enrollment for each of the racial/ethnic groups, the student 

enrollment for each of the special education disability categories, and the student 

enrollment in each disability category by racial/ethnic group, by economic status and by 

language status (i.e., LEP or non-LEP).  On the 2008-2009 PEIMS report, the students 

are identified according to one of the five following racial/ethnic categories: African 

American, Asian/Pacific Islander, Hispanic, Native American, or White.  Of the thirteen 

SE disability categories, this study will look at the data for the following categories: 

emotional disturbance (ED), intellectual disability (ID), and specific learning disability 

(LD). 

Data Analysis 

 

To complete the statistical analysis, the information gathered from the PEIMS 

data for District A and District B will be entered into the SPSS version 20.0 for 

Windows.  A consultation will be conducted with Dr. Juan Heilig, associate professor at 

the University of Texas at Austin, to review the statistical research methods and data 
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analysis completed for the study.  Descriptive statistics will be completed to describe the 

sample demographics for each school district.  Two different percentages will be used to 

measure the amount of the SE referrals.  The first percentage assessed will be the 

proportion of the total SE population composed of the Black and Hispanic minorities, 

based on pre-K status.  This measurement will be determined using the CI calculation 

method.  The second percentage assessed will be the proportion of each of the 

racial/ethnic minorities (i.e. Black and Hispanic), based on pre-K status, who were 

referred to SE services.  This measurement will be determined using the RI calculation 

method.  A third measurement will be used to determine a comparative risk of 

disproportionality.  The risk of SE referral for the Black or Hispanic minority students 

compared to the risk of SE referral for all other racial/ethnic groups will be determined 

using a modified form of the risk ratio called the weighted risk ratio (WRR).  At the 

school district level, there can be significant variation in student enrollment and in the 

racial/ethnic demographics, both of which can affect the size of the risk ratio.  

Consequently, the RI for a particular racial/ethnic minority group may be identical for 

two school districts but the comparative risk determined through the RR may differ 

because of the dissimilar racial/ethnic minority proportions of each district.  Therefore, it 

is not feasible to effectively compare the values of the RR between two school districts 

with varied racial/ethnic demographics.  Therefore, this study will use the WRR method.  

This use of this calculation method prevents the problem of the varied racial/ethnic 

demographics between districts by weighting the risk index of each minority against the 

racial/ethnic distribution of the state in which the district resides.  According to Texas 
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Education Agency (2009) the racial/ethnic distribution of the 3
rd

 grade level of Texas 

public schools in 2008-2009 was: Black (13.8%); Asian/Pacific Islander (3.6%); Hispanic 

(49.1%); Native American (0.3%); and White (33.1%).  Using this racial and ethnic 

demographic information together with the WRR calculation method, as shown in Table 

B1, will provide valid comparisons of the risk ratios between the two urban school 

districts in Texas (Bollmer et al., 2007). 

The CI calculation method, as it was designed with respect to disproportionality, 

is a percentage measure of the racial/ethnic minority population of the SE program as a 

whole, inclusive of all disabilities, or of a specific SE disability category.  The RI, with 

respect to disproportionality, is a percentage measure of the racial/ethnic minority SE 

population of a particular racial/ethnic minority group.  As indicated in the literature 

review, the understanding of the percentages can be challenging and confusing.  Often, 

the values obtained from the percentage calculation methods can be misapplied unless 

knowledge of the minority population in the district is known.   

The CI value for Research Questions 1, 3, and 4, will determine what percentage 

of the district’s SE population is composed of the specific ethnic/racial minority group 

(i.e., Black and Hispanic) as identified by pre-K status.  The CI value, for Research 

Question 2, will determine what percentage of the district’s SE population specific to a 

disability category (i.e., ED, ID, and LD) is composed of the specific ethnic/racial 

minority group.   

The RI value for Research Questions 1, 3, and 4 will determine what percentage 

of the district’s third grade ethnic/racial minority (i.e., Black and Hispanic) was referred 
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to SE services in general. The RI value, for Research Question 2, will determine what 

percentage of the district’s third grade ethnic/racial minority was referred to the specific 

SE disability categories (i.e., ED, ID, and LD).   

For all four research questions, each participant group will be identified by 

racial/ethnic identity and by pre-K status (i.e., attendance or non-attendance to the district 

pre-K program).  For Research Question 3, the participants will be identified by 

economic status as well as pre-K status.  For Research Question 4, the participants will be 

identified by LEP status as well as pre-K status. 

The CI and RI equations will be modified for the variables of pre-K status, 

economic status, and LEP status.  The CI and RI equation modifications adjusted for pre-

K status are shown in Table C1. The CI and RI equation modifications adjusted for pre-K 

status and economic status are shown in Tables D1 and E1 respectively. The CI and RI 

equation modifications adjusted for pre-K status and LEP status are shown in Tables F1 

and G1 respectively.   

Reliability and Validity  

 

In a quantitative study, validity and reliability affect the credibility of the 

research.  The concept of validity involves the correctness or accuracy of the research 

findings.  The question of content validity is whether the test measures what it was 

intended to measure (Creswell, 2009).  In this study, a content validity question would be, 

“Does participation in the pre-K program decrease the probability of disproportionality or 

does some other variable?”  McMillan and Wergin (2002) emphasized that in an ex post 

facto study, it is essential to consider whether changes other than the independent 
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variable could influence the results.  These other changes could affect the content 

validity.  Consequently, a minority student’s high intelligence level or the added resource 

of parental help with homework may decrease the probability of placement in special 

education and not the independent variable of the participation in pre-K.  Creswell (2009) 

suggested that participants be randomly selected to increase the likelihood that these 

characteristics are evenly distributed.  Although the population in this study will not be 

randomly selected, it will include all the third grade Black and Hispanic minority students 

who attended the district’s pre-K program thereby increasing the probability that these 

characteristics are equally dispersed throughout the population. 

Because there is no manipulation of the independent variable, the ex post facto 

design is considered a non-experimental design.  It does, however, resemble the 

experimental design with a treatment group and comparison group (McMillan & Wergin, 

2002).  Thus, Creswell’s (2009) description of threats to external validity in an 

experimental research seems applicable.  Creswell’s referral to the treatment in an 

experiment compares to this study’s independent variable of the attendance or non-

attendance to the district pre-K program.  An external validity threat can occur when the 

researcher generalizes the findings to other groups which differ from the participants of 

the research.  To address this problem, Creswell (2009) suggested that the researcher not 

generalize statements about groups to which the results do not apply.  This study has 

addressed this concern because it specifically accounts for the different racial/ethnic 

groups of Black and Hispanic minority students.  Any conclusions reached from this 
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study, will apply to these specific racial/ethnic minority groups and will not be 

generalized to all minority groups.  

This study also addressed the external validity threat concerning the interaction of 

setting and treatment as described by Creswell (2009).  Creswell warned that the 

researcher cannot apply findings to individuals in different settings.  Therefore, to address 

this concern, the researcher should conduct additional experiments in different settings to 

see if the similar results occur (Creswell, 2009).   This study acknowledged that the 

research will be specifically delimited to two urban public school districts with district 

provided pre-K programs that are mandated by state guidelines.  The findings of this 

study will be applied to this setting.   

The concern of reliability in a research study indicates the degree of error when 

getting a measurement of the variable.  No measure is perfect and will have some amount 

of error (McMillan & Wergin, 2002).  Three different calculation methods will be used to 

measure the disproportionality variable.   Bollmer et al. (2007) described different 

methodologies (composition index, risk index, and the rate ratio) developed by the OSEP 

to help states report disproportionality data.  These same tests will be used in this study.  

The use of the different calculations will increase the reliability of the measurement of 

the disproportionality data.  As noted earlier, variation in a district’s student enrollment 

and in the racial/ethnic demographics can prevent the comparison of rate ratios between 

two school districts with varied racial/ethnic demographics.  Thus, the study will use a 

modified form of the rate ratio (i.e., the weighted risk ratio), which uses state 

demographic distributions.    
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Privacy and Confidentiality of Records 

 

The state of Texas is responsible for maintaining the privacy and confidentiality 

of all student records as guaranteed by the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act 

(FERPA).  In addition, districts that participate in federally assisted school nutrition 

programs that provide for free and reduced priced meals have regulations that are more 

restrictive than FERPA’s with regards to the disclosure and use of student information.  

Individuals working with educational records have legal and ethical responsibilities to 

observe rigorous procedures to guarantee the protection of student information.  No data 

that may violate a student’s right to privacy as guaranteed by FERPA was used in this 

study (Cheung, Clements, & Pechman, 1997). 

Summary 

 

 This chapter provided a description of the methodologies and procedures that will 

be used to determine if minority children (Black and Hispanic) who have participated in 

the district provided pre-K programs are less likely to be identified in the third grade as 

eligible for special education services within specific categories (ED, ID, and LD).  The 

chapter identified the purpose of the study and the questions that will guide the research.  

The quantitative research design was detailed and information concerning the population 

sample; the data collection and analysis procedures; reliability and validity concerns; and 

privacy issues were included.  The next chapter will provide the analysis of the data 

obtained. 
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Chapter IV 

RESULTS 

Introduction 

 A total of 5,927 third grade students of District A were examined for the study.  

The largest racial/ethnic minority group was Hispanic (62.68%) followed by White 

(23.86%).  A small percentage of the students (5.50%) were in special education 

programs while approximately one third were identified as LEP (36.54%).  Two-thirds of 

the students were economically disadvantaged (67.83%).  For each of the SE disability 

categories of ED and ID, the percentage of students identified was less than 0.5%: ED 

(0.17%) and ID (0.27%).  In the comparison of pre-K attendance, the majority of the third 

grade students had attended pre-K (54.38%).  

 A total of 4,399 third grade students of District B were examined for the study.  

The majority racial/ethnic group was Hispanic (90.27%) followed by Black (7.46%).  A 

small percentage of the students were in SE (9.12%) while approximately one-fourth 

were identified as LEP (24.69%).  Almost all of the students were economically 

disadvantaged (92.73%).  For each of the SE disability categories of ED and ID, the 

percentage of students identified was less than one percent: ED (0.43%) and ID (0.61%).  

In the comparison of pre-K status, the majority of the third grade students had attended 

pre-K (68.11%).  The basic descriptive statistics of the demographics for each district are 

shown in Table 2. 
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Table 2 

 

Frequencies and Percentages for Demographics by District 

 

  District A (N = 5927)  District B (N = 4399) 

Demographic N %  N % 

       

Race/Ethnicity      

 Asian 152 2.56  10 0.23 

 Black 641 10.81  328 7.46 

 Hispanic 3715 62.68  3971 90.27 

 Native American 5 0.08  0 0.00 

 White 1414 23.86  90 2.05 

      

Special Education (SE)      

 Yes 326 5.50  401 9.12 

 No 5601 94.50  3998 90.88 

       

LEP      

 Yes 2166 36.54  1086 24.69 

 No 3761 63.46  3313 75.31 

      

Economically Disadvantaged      

 Yes 4020 67.83  4079 92.73 

 No 1907 32.17  320 7.27 

      

SE Disability      

 ED 10 0.17  19 0.43 

 ID 16 0.27  27 0.61 

 LD 133 2.24  74 1.68 

      

Pre-K Status (Attendance)      

 Pre-K 3223 54.38  2996 68.11 

 Non-pre-K 2704 45.62  1403 31.89 

       

 

Research Question 1 

How does the participation in a district pre-K program influence the probability of 

referral to special education services among third grade racial/ethnic minority children 

(i.e., Black and Hispanic)? 
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To assess Research Question 1, values for the CI, RI, and WRR were calculated 

for the Black and Hispanic minority populations identified by pre-K status (i.e., who had 

and had not attended the district pre-K program).  In order to calculate these values, 

further descriptive statistics were completed based on ethnicity and SE status.  The 

modified equations shown in Table C1 and the descriptive statistics, as shown in Table 3, 

were used to complete the CI calculations.  An independent proportions z test was 

conducted to assess if there was a statistically significant difference in the CI and RI 

values between the non-pre-K and pre-K populations.  If the participant count for a 

particular minority population was five or less, then the independent proportions z test 

could not be conducted.  A two-tailed z test was used since there was no assumption 

which proportion would be greater before the analysis is done.  An alpha value of .05 was 

used to determine statistical significance.   

Table 3 

 

Descriptive Statistics (Ethnicity, Pre-K and SE Status) of Students 

 

  

Black 

 

Asian 

 

 

Hispanic 

 

 

Native 

American 

 

 White 

  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status 

District 

SE 

Status No Yes 

 

No Yes 

 

No Yes 

 

No Yes  No Yes 

 

               

District 

A 

SE 32 29  0 0  110 93  0 0  59 3 

Non SE 204 376  79 73  994 2518  5 0  1221 131 

                

District 

B 

SE 12 11  0 0  140 231  0 0  4 3 

Non SE 99 206  2 8  1097 2503  0 0  49 34 
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In District A, the CI values, shown in Table 4, indicated that of the 18.72% of the 

SE population sample composed of Black minority participants, there was a lower 

proportion of participants who had attended pre-K.  Analysis of the difference between 

the proportion of Black minority participants who had not attended pre-K and those who 

had attended was not statistically significant (z = 0.40, p = .687).  The CI values indicated 

that 62.27% of the SE population sample was composed of the Hispanic minority 

participants.  Of this percentage, approximately 54% of the participants had not attended 

pre-K (33.74%) and 46% had attended (28.53%).  The analysis indicated that the 

difference between the proportions of the participant groups was not statistically 

significant (z = 1.44, p = .150).   

In District B, the CI values for the Black minority population were similar for the 

participants who had not attended pre-K and for those who had attended.  The analysis 

indicated there was no statistically significant difference between the CI values for the 

participant groups (z = 0.21, p = .832).  The CI values showed that the Hispanic minority 

participants accounted for 92.52% of the SE population.  Less than two thirds of this 

percentage figure came from participants who had attended pre-K (57.61%).  The 

analysis indicated that there was a statistically significant difference between the 

proportion of students who had not attended pre-K and those who had attended (z = -4.84, 

p = .001).  Of the percentage of Hispanic minority participants who accounted for the SE 

population, there were a significantly higher proportion of participants who had attended 

pre-K. 

   



 68 

Table 4 

CI Values by Pre-K Status for Black and Hispanic Minority Students 

 

  District A  District B 

 Pre-K Status  Pre-K Status 

Race/Ethnicity Non-Pre-K Pre-K  Non-Pre-K Pre-K 

  

   

 

 Black 9.82 8.90  2.99 2.74 

Hispanic 33.74 28.53  34.91 57.61 

 

The RI values for the participants of District A and District B are seen in Table 5.  

The equations from Table C1 and the participant counts from Table 3 were used to 

complete the RI calculations.  For District A, the RI values indicated that 9.51% of the 

Black minority population had been referred to SE services.  Of this percentage amount, 

52% of the participants had not attended pre-K (4.99) and 48% had attended (4.52%).  

Although less than half of the percentage of the Black minority population referred to SE 

services had attended pre-K, the analysis indicated that the difference between the 

proportion of participants who had not attended pre-K and who had attended was not 

statistically significant (z = 0.39, p = .69).  For the Hispanic minority population, the 

comparison of the RI values between the non-pre-K and the pre-K participant groups, the 

analysis indicated the difference was not statistically significant (z = 1.21, p = .226).  The 

RI values for this district indicated that in the percentage of the Black or Hispanic 

minority populations referred to SE services, there were a lower proportion of 

participants who had attended pre-K.  The analysis indicated the difference was not 

statistically significant.   
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For District B, 7.01% of the Black minority population had been referred to SE 

services.  In this percentage, there were a lower proportion of participants who had 

attended pre-K.  The analysis indicated the difference between the proportions of 

participants who had not attended pre-K and who had attended, was not statistically 

significant (z = 0.21, p = .832).  The RI values for the Hispanic minority population 

indicated that 9.35% of the participants had been referred to SE services.  Of this 

percentage amount, there were a higher proportion of participants who had not attended 

pre-K compared to those who had attended.  The analysis of the difference between the 

proportions indicated that this difference was statistically significant (z = -4.84, p < .001).  

This statistical significance indicated that in the percentage of the Hispanic minority 

population referred to SE services, there were a significantly higher percentage of 

participants who had attended pre-K.   

Table 5 

RI Values by Pre-K Status for Students by District 

 

 District A  District B 

 Pre-K Status  Pre-K Status 

Race/Ethnicity Non-Pre-K Pre-K 

 

Non-Pre-K Pre-K 

  

     Asian 0.00 0.00  0.00 0.00 

Black 4.99 4.52  3.66 3.35 

Hispanic 2.96 2.50  3.53 5.82 

Native American 0.00 0.00  - - 

White 4.17 0.21  4.44 3.33 

Note. – indicates that the value could not be calculated due to dividing by 0.  
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For each district, the calculated WRR values, as shown in Table 6, by pre-K status 

for Black and Hispanic minority participants, were compared.  The calculations for the 

WRR used the equation from Table B1 and the RI values for the different racial/ethnic 

student groups as shown in Table 5.  Each of the RI values was weighted with the state 

demographic distributions.  According to Texas Education Agency (2009) the 

racial/ethnic distribution of the Texas public schools for 2008-2009 for the third grade 

level was: Black (13.8%); Asian/Pacific Islander (3.6%); Hispanic (49.1%); Native 

American (0.3%); and White (33.1%).  The district WRR values were compared to each 

other on the basis of ethnicity and pre-K attendance.  The WWR is not a percentage 

calculation so a statistical analysis could not be completed for the comparison between 

the non-pre-K and pre-K populations.   

The WRR data showed that the Black minority population in District A was 

almost two times as likely as the other racial/ethnic groups to be referred to SE services.  

For District B, the comparative figure was a smaller rate of 0.84.  This ratio rate of less 

than 1.00 indicated the Black minority population is less likely than the other 

racial/ethnic groups to be referred to SE services.   

For District A, the comparison of the WRR values between the pre-K populations 

showed that the risk was only slightly lower for the Black and Hispanic minority 

participants who had attended pre-K. For District B, the comparison of the WRR values 

between the populations showed that the risk for the pre-K group was slightly lower for 

the Black minority participants but almost two thirds times higher for the Hispanic 

minority pre-K population.  
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Table 6 

WRR by Pre-K Status for Black and Hispanic Minority Students  

 

  District A  District B 

 Pre-K Status  Pre-K Status 

Race/Ethnicity Non-Pre-K Pre-K  Non-Pre-K Pre-K 

  

  

 

  Black 1.04 0.94  0.44 0.40 

Hispanic 0.55 0.46  0.51 0.84 

 

Research Question 2 

How does the participation in a district pre-K program influence the probability of 

referral to special education services (i.e., ED, ID, and LD) among third grade 

racial/ethnic minority children (i.e., Black and Hispanic)? 

 To assess Research Question 2, values for the CI and RI were calculated for the 

Black and Hispanic minority populations identified by pre-K status (i.e., who had and had 

not attended the district pre-K program).  The participants were also identified by their 

referral to SE services for the specific disability categories (i.e., ED, ID, or LD).  In order 

to calculate the CI and RI values, further descriptive statistics as shown in Tables 7, 8, 

and 9 for the student participant counts for the SE disability categories of ED, ID, and LD 

were used.  The tables, which provided the descriptive statistics for the SE participants by 

ethnicity, pre-K status and disability category for each district, were used along with the 

modified equations shown in Table C1. 

An independent proportions z test was conducted to assess if there was a 

statistically significant difference in the CI and RI values between the non-pre-K and pre-
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K populations.  If the participant count for a particular SE disability category was five or 

less, then the independent proportions z test could not be conducted to compare the 

populations.  A two-tailed z test was used since there was no assumption which 

proportion would be greater before the analysis is done.  An alpha value of .05 was used 

to determine statistical significance.  

Table 7 

 

Descriptive Statistics (Ethnicity and Pre-K Status) for Students in the ED Disability 

Category  

 

 

Black 

(ED) 

 

Asian 

(ED) 

 

Hispanic 

(ED)  

Native 

American 

(ED) 

 

White 

(ED) 

 

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status 

District No Yes  No Yes 

 

No Yes 

 

No Yes 

 

No Yes 

 

              

District 

A 4 0  0 0  3 3  0 0  0 0 

               

District 

B 4 0  0 0  9 6  0 0  0 0 
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Table 8 

 

Descriptive Statistics (Ethnicity and Pre-K Status) for Students in the ID Disability 

Category   

             

 

Black 

(ID) 

 

Asian 

(ID) 

 

Hispanic 

(ID)  

Native 

American 

(ID) 

 

White 

(ID) 

 

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status 

District No Yes  No Yes 

 

No Yes 

 

No Yes 

 

No Yes 

 

              

District A 4 0  0 0  12 0  0 0  0 0 

               

District B 1 0  0 0  8 18  0 0  0 0 

 

Table 9 

 

Descriptive Statistics (Ethnicity and Pre-K Status) for Students in the LD Disability 

Category  

 

 

Black 

(LD) 

 

Asian 

(LD) 

 

Hispanic 

(LD)  

Native 

American 

(LD) 

 

White 

(LD) 

 

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status 

District No Yes  No Yes 

 

No Yes 

 

No Yes 

 

No Yes 

 

              

District A 11 16  0 0  47 45  0 0  14 0 

               

District B 0 1  0 0  34 38  0 0  1 0 

 

In District A, the CI values, as shown in Table 10, indicated that 40% of the SE 

population for the disability category of ED was composed of the Black minority 

participants.  In this percentage of the SE participants, none of the Black minority 
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participants had attended pre-K.  A statistical analysis could not be completed because of 

the zero participant count for the pre-K group.  Similar results were seen for the SE 

disability category of ID.  None of the Black minority participants in this disability 

category had attended pre-K.  The only measurable difference between the proportion of 

Black minority participants who had not attended pre-K and those who had attended was 

seen in the SE population for the disability category of LD.   For this SE disability 

category, analysis of the CI values for the Black minority participants, based on pre-K 

status, was not statistically significant (z = -1.02, p = .310).  The SE disability category of 

ID was 75% Hispanic minority.  This percentage was due to 12 participants, all of whom 

had not attended pre-K.  A statistical analysis for the Hispanic minority population of the 

ID disability category could not be completed because of the zero participant count for 

the pre-K group.  The analysis of the CI values for the Hispanic minority participants, 

based on pre-K status, was not statistically significant for the SE disability category of 

LD (z = 0.26, p = .796). 

In District B, a statistical analysis of the difference between the proportions of the 

Black minority participants who had not attended pre-K and who had attended could not 

be completed for any of the SE disability categories.   The analysis for each of these 

disability categories could not be completed because of a zero count for one of the 

participant groups in each of the categories.  In each of the SE disability categories of ED 

and ID, the proportion of Black minority participants who had attended pre-K was zero.  

In the SE disability category of LD, the proportion of Black minority participants who 

had not attended pre-K was zero.  The difference in the CI values was seen for the 
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Hispanic minority participants.  The CI values indicated that 78.95% of the SE 

population for the disability category of ED was composed of the Hispanic minority 

participants.  Of this percentage, approximately 60% had not attended pre-K and 40% 

had attended.  The analysis indicated that the difference between the proportions was not 

statistically significant (z = 0.996, p = .319).  For each of the SE populations for the 

disability categories of ID and LD, the CI values were higher for the pre-K participants 

which indicated that the populations of these SE disability categories had a higher 

proportion of participants who had attended pre-K.  The analysis showed that the 

difference between the CI values was statistically significant in the SE population for the 

disability category of ID (z = -2.72, p = .006).  This statistical significance indicated in 

the percentage of the SE population for the disability category of ID composed of 

Hispanic minority participants, there were a significantly higher percentage of 

participants who had attended pre-K.  However, for the SE population for the disability 

category of LD, the difference in the CI values for the Hispanic minority participants 

based on pre-K status was not statistically significant (z = -0.66, p = .511).   
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Table 10 

CI Values by Pre-K and Disability Status for Black and Hispanic Minority Students  

 District A  District B 

Disability 

Category 

Black  Hispanic  Black  Hispanic 

Pre-K Status  Pre-K Status  Pre-K Status  Pre-K Status 

No Yes  No Yes  No Yes  No Yes 

            

ED 40.00 0.00  30.00 30.00  21.05 0.00  47.37 31.58 

            

ID 25.00 0.00  75.00 0.00  3.70 0.00  29.63 66.67 

            

LD 8.27 12.03  35.34 33.83  0.00 1.35  45.95 51.35 

 

The RI values, shown in Table 11, indicated the percentage of the minority 

population referred to each of the SE disability categories.  For District A, the RI values 

indicated less than 1% of the Black minority population was referred to the SE disability 

category of ED.  As seen in Table 7, this 1% was based on four participants.  All four 

participants had not attended pre-K.  Identical results were seen in the SE disability 

category of ID.  A statistical analysis of the difference between the proportion of 

participants who had not attended pre-K and those who had attended could not be 

completed for the ED and ID disability categories because of the zero values.  The RI 

values indicated 4.22% of the Black minority population was referred to the SE disability 

category of LD.  Of this amount, 41% of the participants had not attended pre-K and 59% 

of the participants had attended.  The analysis indicated the difference between the 

proportions was not statistically significant (z = 0.97, p = .331).  The RI values indicated 

less than 1% of the Hispanic minority population sample had been referred to the SE 
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disability category of ED.  Of the six participants referred, an equal amount of the 

participants had not attended pre-K compared to those who had attended.  The only 

measurable difference for the Hispanic minority participants was seen in the SE disability 

category of LD.  The RI values indicated that 2.48% of the Hispanic minority population 

had been referred to the SE disability category.   The proportion of participants who had 

not attended pre-K compared to those who had attended was similar.  The analysis 

indicated that the difference between the proportions was not statistically significant               

(z = -0.21, p = .834).   

For District B, the RI values indicated 1.22 % of the Black minority population 

was referred to the SE disability category of ED.  This percentage was based on four 

participants.  All four participants had not attended pre-K.  For the SE disability category 

of ID, the participant count was one.  This participant had not attended pre-K.  For the SE 

disability category of LD, the participant count was one as well.  This participant had 

attended pre-K.  For the Black minority population, analysis of the RI values for the SE 

disability categories could not be completed because of the zero values.   

For District B, the RI values indicated that less than 1% of the Hispanic minority 

population was referred to the SE disability category of ED.  Of this amount, the 

difference between the proportion of participants who had not attended pre-K and who 

had attended was not statistically significant (z = 1.00, p = .319).  There was, however, a 

statistically significant difference in the SE disability category of ID.  The RI values 

indicated less than 1% of the Hispanic minority population had been referred for the SE 

disability category of ID.  As seen in Table 8, this percentage was based on 26 
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participants.  There were eight participants who had not attended pre-K and 18 

participants who had attended.  The analysis indicated that the difference between the 

proportions was statistically significant (z = -2.72, p = .006).  There were a significantly 

higher proportion of participants who had attended pre-K in the SE disability category of 

ID.  The difference between the proportions was not statistically significant for the SE 

disability category of LD (z = -0.66, p = .511). 

Table 11 

RI Values by Pre-K and Disability Status for Black and Hispanic Minority Students 

District A  District B 

Disability 

Category 

Black  Hispanic  Black  Hispanic 

Pre-K Status  Pre-K Status  Pre-K Status  Pre-K Status 

No Yes  No Yes  No Yes  No Yes 

            

ED 0.62 0.00  0.08 0.08  1.22 0.00  0.23 0.15 

            

ID 0.62 0.00  0.32 0.00  0.30 0.00  0.20 0.45 

            

LD 1.72 2.50  1.27 1.21  0.00 0.30  0.86 0.96 

 

Research Question 3 

In controlling for poverty, how does the participation in a district pre-K program 

influence the probability of referral to special education services among third grade 

racial/ethnic minority children (i.e., Black and Hispanic)? 

To assess Research Question 3, values for the CI and RI were calculated for the 

Black and Hispanic minority populations identified by pre-K status (i.e., who had and had 

not attended the district pre-K program).  The participants were also identified by their 
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economic status of economically disadvantaged or non-economically disadvantaged. In 

order to calculate the CI and RI values, further descriptive statistics, as shown in Tables 

12 and 13 for the participant counts of economically disadvantaged and non-

economically disadvantaged students, were completed.  The tables, which provided the 

descriptive statistics for the SE participants by ethnicity, pre-K status and disability 

category, were used along with the modified equations shown in Tables D1 and E1. 

An independent proportions z test was conducted to assess if there was a 

statistically significant difference in the CI and RI values between the non-pre-K and pre-

K populations.  If the SE participant count was five or less, then the independent 

proportions z test could not be conducted to compare the populations.  A two-tailed z test 

was used since there was no assumption which proportion would be greater before the 

analysis was done.  An alpha value of .05 was used to determine statistical significance. 

Table 12 

 

Descriptive Statistics (Ethnicity, Pre-K, and SE Status) for Non-Economically 

Disadvantaged Students 

 

  

Black  Asian  Hispanic  

Native 

American 

 

 White 

District 

Pre-K 

Status 

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status 

No Yes  No Yes  No Yes  No Yes  No Yes 

    

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  
District 

A 

SE 0 0  0 0  13 4  0 0  54 0 

Non SE 59 19  71 31  348 164  5 0  1096 43 

                

District 

B 

SE 0 0  0 0  7 9  0 0  2 0 

Non SE 3 16  0 1  104 156  0 0  12 10 
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Table 13 

 

Descriptive Statistics (Ethnicity, Pre-K, and SE Status) for Economically Disadvantaged 

Students 

 

  

Black  Asian 
 

Hispanic 
 

Native 

American  

 
White 

District 

Pre-K 

Status 

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status 
 

Pre-K 

Status 
 

Pre-K 

Status 
 

Pre-K 

Status 

No Yes  No Yes 
 

No Yes 
 

No Yes 
 

No Yes 

    
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
District 

A 

SE 32 29  0 0 
 

97 89 
 

0 0 
 

5 3 

Non SE 145 357  8 42 
 

646 2354 
 

0 0 
 

125 88 

       
 

  
 

  
 

  

District 

B 

SE 12 11  0 0 
 

133 222 
 

0 0 
 

2 3 

Non SE 96 190  2 7 
 

993 2347 
 

0 0 
 

37 24 

 

 In District A, the participant count for the non-economically disadvantaged Black 

minority population was zero.  This participant count indicated that zero percent of the 

SE population was composed of non-economically disadvantaged Black minority 

participants.  The CI values, as indicated in Table 14, indicated that 5.22% of the SE 

population was composed of non-economically disadvantaged Hispanic minority 

participants.  Of this population, 76% of the participants had not attended pre-K (3.99%) 

while 24% had attended (1.23%).  As seen in Table 12, this percentage was based on 17 

participants.  There were 13 participants who had not attended pre-K and four who had 

attended.  The independent proportions z test could not be conducted to test for the 

significance of difference between the proportions of the non-pre-K and the pre-K 

populations because the minority population count for the pre-K participants was less 

than five. 
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 In District A, the CI values for the economically disadvantaged Black minority 

population indicated that 18.72% of the SE population was composed of Black minority 

participants that are economically disadvantaged.  Of this amount, 52% of the 

participants had not attended pre-K (9.82%) while 48% had attended (8.90%).  Analysis 

indicated that the proportion between the two participant samples was not statistically 

significant (z = 0.40, p = .687).  The difference was also not statistically significant for 

the comparison of the CI values for the economically disadvantaged Hispanic minority 

participants identified by pre-K status (z = 0.69, p = .488).  

 In District B, the count for the non-economically disadvantaged Black minority 

participants was zero.  This participant count indicated that zero percent of the SE 

population was composed of non-economically disadvantaged Black minority 

participants.  In looking at the Hispanic minority, the CI values indicated that 3.99% of 

the SE population was composed of non-economically disadvantaged Hispanic minority 

participants.  The participant count shows that this percentage was based on 16 

participants.  Of this percentage, 44% of the participants had not attended pre-K and 56% 

had attended.  There were a higher proportion of participants who had attended pre-K.  

The analysis indicated the difference between the proportions was not statistically 

significant (z = -0.51, p = .614). 

 In District B, the CI values for the economically disadvantaged Black minority 

participants showed there were a lower proportion of participants who had attended pre-K 

compared to the participants who had not attended.  The analysis indicated the difference 

between the proportions was not statistically significant (z = 0.21, p = .832).  In looking 
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at the CI values for the Hispanic minority participants, the CI values indicated that 

88.53% of the SE population was composed of economically disadvantaged Hispanic 

minority participants.  Of this percentage, there were a higher proportion of participants 

who had attended pre-K.  The analysis indicated that the difference between the 

proportions was statistically significant (z = -6.33, p = .001).  

Table 14 

CI Values for Black and Hispanic Minority Students by Pre-K and Economic Status 

 District A  District B 

 

Black  Hispanic  Black  Hispanic 

Pre-K Status  Pre-K Status  

Pre-K 

Status  Pre-K Status 

No Yes  No Yes  No Yes  No Yes 

Non-

Economically 

Disadvantaged 0.00 0.00  3.99 1.23  0.00 0.00  1.75 2.24 

            

Economically 

Disadvantaged 9.82 8.90  29.75 27.30  2.99 2.74  33.17 55.36 

 

The RI values, as shown in Table 15, were taken separately for the participants 

based on economic status.  Within each group of economic status, the RI values 

determined if there was a difference in the percentage of the minority population that was 

referred to SE services.  

In District A, the RI values indicated that there were no non-economically 

disadvantaged Black minority participants referred to SE services.  For the Hispanic 

minority population, the RI values indicated less than 1% of the Hispanic minority 

population was non-economically disadvantaged participants who had been referred to 
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SE services.  Of this amount, there were a lower proportion of participants who had 

attended pre-K compared to those who had not attended.  This difference in proportions 

between the populations was due to three participants.  A statistical analysis could not be 

completed between the proportions because the count for the pre-K population was less 

than five participants. 

In District A, the RI values indicated that 9.51 % of the Black minority population 

sample was economically disadvantaged participants who had been referred to SE 

services.  Of this amount, there were a lower proportion of participants who had attended 

pre-K compared to those who had not attended.  The analysis verified that the difference 

between the proportions was not statistically significant (z = 0.39, p = .694).  The analysis 

also indicated that the difference in the RI values between the non-pre-K and pre-K 

participants for the economically disadvantaged Hispanic minority population sample 

was not statistically significant (z = 0.59, p = .553).   

In District B, the RI values indicated that less than 1% of the Hispanic minority 

population sample was non-economically disadvantaged participants who had been 

referred to SE services.   This percentage involved a count of 17 participants.  There were 

a higher proportion of participants who had attended pre-K.  The analysis indicated the 

difference between the proportions was not statistically significant (z = -.50, p = .616).   

In District B, the RI values indicated that 7.01% of the Black minority population 

was economically disadvantaged participants who had been referred to SE services.  Of 

this amount, there were a slightly higher proportion of participants who had not attended 

pre-K.  The analysis indicated that the difference in the proportions was not statistically 
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significant (z = 0.21, p = .832).  In the Hispanic minority population, the RI values 

indicated that 8.94% of the Hispanic minority population was economically 

disadvantaged participants who had been referred to SE services.  Of this amount, 37% of 

the participants had not attended pre-K compared to 63% of the participants who had 

attended.  These figures show that there were a higher proportion of the participants who 

had attended pre-K.  Analysis indicated that there was a statistically significant difference 

between these proportions (z = -4.83, p = <.001).  A significantly higher proportion of the 

economically disadvantaged Hispanic minority population who were referred to SE 

services had attended pre-K. 

Table 15 

RI Values for Black and Hispanic Minority Students by Pre-K and Economic Status 

 District A  District B 

 

Black  Hispanic  Black  Hispanic 

Pre-K Status  Pre-K Status  Pre-K Status  Pre-K Status 

 No Yes  No Yes  No Yes  No Yes 

Non-

Economically 

Disadvantaged 0.00 0.00  0.35 0.11  0.00 0.00  0.18 0.23 

            

Economically 

Disadvantaged 4.99 4.52  2.61 2.40  3.66 3.35  3.35 5.59 

 

Research Question 4 

In controlling for language differences with children identified with limited English 

proficiency, how does the participation in a district pre-K program influence the 

probability of referral to special education services among third grade Hispanic children? 
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To assess Research Question 4, the CI and RI values were calculated for the 

Hispanic minority population identified by pre-K status (i.e., who had and had not 

attended the district pre-K program).  The participants were also identified by their 

language status of LEP or non-LEP.  In order to calculate the CI and RI values for each 

district, further descriptive statistics as shown in Tables 16 and 17 for the SE population 

counts were used along with the modified equations in Tables F1 and G1.  The tables 

provided the descriptive statistics for the SE participants by ethnicity, pre-K status and 

LEP status for each district.  Since there were no Black minority LEP participants 

referred for SE services, the CI and RI values were restricted to the Hispanic minority 

population.   

An independent proportions z test was conducted to assess if there was a 

statistically significant difference in the CI and RI values between the non-pre-K and pre-

K populations.  A two-tailed z test was used since there was no assumption which 

proportion would be greater before the analysis is done.  An alpha value of .05 was used 

to determine statistical significance.  If the SE participant count was five or less, then the 

independent proportions z test could not be conducted.  
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Table 16 

 

Descriptive Statistics (Ethnicity, Pre-K and SE Status) for non-LEP Students 

 

  

Black  Asian  Hispanic  

Native 

American 

 

 White 

District 

SE 

Status 

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K  

Status  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status 

No Yes  No Yes  No Yes  No Yes  No Yes 

    

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  
District 

A 

SE 32 29  0 0  83 68  0 0  59 3 

Non-SE 204 371  66 9  691 808  5 0  1216 117 

                

District 

B 

SE 12 11  0 0  122 173  0 0  4 3 

Non-SE 99 205  2 6  921 1673  0 0  49 33 

 

Table 17 

Descriptive Statistics (Ethnicity, Pre-K and SE Status) for LEP Students 

 

  

Black  Asian  Hispanic  

Native 

American 

 

 White 

District 

SE 

Status 

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K  

Status  

Pre-K 

Status  

Pre-K 

Status 

No Yes  No Yes  No Yes  No Yes  No Yes 

    

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  
District 

A 

SE 0 0  0 0  27 25  0 0  0 0 

Non-SE 0 5  13 64  303 1710  0 0  5 14 

                

District 

B 

SE 0 0  0 0  18 58  0 0  0 0 

Non-SE 0 1  0 2  176 830  0 0  0 1 

 

 

 In District A, the CI values, as shown in Table 18, indicated that 46.32% of the 

SE population was composed of non-LEP Hispanic minority participants.  Of this 

amount, about 55% of the participants had not attended pre-K and 45% had attended.  

The analysis of the CI values between the non-pre-K and the pre-K participant groups 

indicated that there was no statistically significant difference (z = 1.39, p = .164). 
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For District A, 15.95% of the SE population was composed of the LEP Hispanic 

minority participants.  Of this population, 52% of the participants had not attended pre-K 

(8.28%) and 48% had attended (7.67%).   The analysis of the CI values between the non-

pre-K and pre-K participant groups indicated there was no statistically significant 

difference (z = 0.29, p = .773). 

In District B, the CI values indicated that 73.56% of the SE population was 

composed of the non-LEP Hispanic minority participants.  Of this population, 41% of the 

participants had not attended pre-K (30.42%) and 59% had attended (43.14%).   A larger 

proportion of the participants had attended pre-K compared to those who had not 

attended.  The analysis indicated the difference between the proportions was statistically 

significant (z = -3.74, p = <.001).   

In District B, the CI values indicated that 18.95% of the SE population was 

composed of the LEP Hispanic minority participants.  Of this population, 24% of the 

participants had not attended pre-K (4.49%) and 76% of the participants had attended 

(14.46%).   A larger proportion of the participants had attended pre-K compared to those 

who had not attended.  The analysis indicated a statistically significant difference 

between the proportions (z = -4.82, p = <.001).   
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Table 18 

CI values for Hispanic Minority Students by Pre-K and LEP Status 

  District A  District B 

  Hispanic  Hispanic 

Language 

Status 

 Pre-K Status  Pre-K Status 

 No Yes  No Yes 

       

Non-LEP  25.46 20.86  30.42 43.14 

       

LEP  8.28 7.67  4.49 14.46 

 

 In District A, the RI values, as shown in Table 19, indicated that 4.06 % of the 

Hispanic minority population was non-LEP participants who had been referred to SE 

services.   Of this amount, there were a lower proportion of participants who had attended 

pre-K.  The analysis indicated there was not a statistically significant difference between 

the proportion of participants who had not attended pre-K and those who had attended               

(z = 1.23, p = 0.218).  The RI values indicated that 1.4 % of the Hispanic minority 

population was LEP participants who had been referred to SE services.  The population 

count for this percentage was 52 participants.  A lower proportion of the participants had 

attended pre-K.  The difference between the populations that had not attended pre-K and 

had attended was only two participants.  The analysis indicated the difference between 

the proportions was not statistically significant (z = 0.28, p = .781). 

 In District B, the RI values indicated that 7.43 % of the Hispanic minority 

population sample was non-LEP participants who had been referred to SE services.  Of 

this percentage, there was a statistically significant difference between the proportion of 

participants who had not attended pre-K and those who had attended.  The statistical 
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analysis indicated that a significantly higher proportion of the non-LEP Hispanic 

minority population were participants who had attended pre-K (z = -3.026, p = .003).  

The RI values indicated that 1.91 % of the Hispanic minority population sample was LEP 

participants who had been referred to SE services.  Of this percentage, there was a 

statistically significant difference between the proportion of participants who had not 

attended pre-K and those who had attended.  The statistical analysis indicated that a 

significantly higher proportion of the LEP Hispanic minority population were participants 

who had attended pre-K (z = -4.61, p = <.001).   

Table 19 

RI values for Hispanic Minority Group by Pre-K and LEP Status  

 

 District A  District B 

 Hispanic  Hispanic 

Language 

Status 

 Pre-K Status  Pre-K Status 

 No Yes  No Yes 

       

Non-LEP  2.23 1.83  3.07 4.36 

       

LEP  0.73 0.67  0.45 1.46 

 

This chapter provided the results of the data analysis provided to help answer the 

research questions.  The following chapter will provide a review of the literature and a 

summary of the study.  It will also review the findings of the study and discuss any 

implications and suggestions for future research.   
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Chapter V 

Discussion 

 This chapter is divided into three sections.  The first section is an introduction that 

contains a brief review of the literature and a summary of the study.  The second section 

reviews the findings and discusses conclusions reached from the study.  The final section 

presents implications of the study and provides suggestions for future research. 

Introduction 

 The challenge of disproportionality, or the disproportionate representation of 

racial/ethnic minority students in special education programs, is not a new concern.  It 

was introduced by Dunn (1968) forty five years ago and still exists today.  The issue of 

whether disproportionality exists has not been challenged.  Numerous research studies 

and statistics through the years have verified the disproportionality trends.  In the 

amendment of IDEA (1997), Congress mentioned, “more minority children continue to 

be served in special education than would be expected from the percentage of minority 

students in the general school population” (IDEA, P.L. 105-17 Stat 41, 1997).   

Yet, despite the statistics and research studies to document the trends, there are 

two perspectives about the issue of disproportionality.  Some individuals hold to the 

belief that disproportionality is not a concern inasmuch as the SE program was put into 

place to service all children with disabilities.  As noted by Klingner et al. (2005), some 

researchers have argued that the services of special education are beneficial with the 

provision of additional resources and support.   
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Nevertheless, even with the benefits that special education programs can provide 

to children with disabilities, there are individuals who advocate for the other perspective 

which involves the fear and urgency of the problem of disproportionality.  Harry and 

Anderson (1994) emphasized that the referral to special education services is a serious 

issue because of the stigma of the disability label as well as the “detrimental outcome of 

being removed from the mainstream of education” (p. 606).  Additional support provided 

by special education may be needed but any need and benefit should be acknowledged 

before the disability label and the cost of the label are imposed (Donovan & Cross, 2002). 

Just as there are challenging issues on whether disproportionality is cause for 

alarm, so too are there challenges in determining the causes of disproportionality. 

Findings from Skiba et al. (2006) led to the conclusion that the factors involved in 

minority disproportionality are numerous, complex, and interactive.  As such, it is 

difficult to isolate any one particular factor as the definitive cause of disproportionality.  

Nevertheless, among the usual causes, discussed by the literature, were the nature of the 

judgmental categories, the concerns of race, and the cultural differences of the 

racial/ethnic minority children. 

Regarding the factor of the judgmental categories, the concern is that 

“disproportionality plagues judgmental but not nonjudgmental categories of special 

education” (O’Connor & Fernandez, 2006, p. 6).  It has been recognized that the low-

incidence, or non-judgmental, disability categories of special education (e.g., deafness, 

blindness, and orthopedic impairment) show no trend of overrepresentation.  The 

judgmental categories, which refer to the disabilities of emotional disturbance, 
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intellectual disability, and learning disability, are generally not diagnosed before the child 

arrives to school.  It is only after a failure to succeed in the general education classroom 

that the special education referral for a judgmental disability ensues.  Moreover, the 

diagnosis of the judgmental disability is usually given without corroboration of an 

organic cause (Donovan & Cross, 2002).  Harry and Anderson (1994) emphasized that it 

is the role of judgment in the evaluation of the judgmental disabilities that can lead to 

bias.   

The role of bias, in turn, can lead to a trend in the number of racial/ethnic 

minorities referred to special education services.  Findings by Chinn and Hughes (1987) 

verified the national trends of disproportionality which indicated the representation of 

Black minority students in the disability category of ID was twice the level expected from 

their percentage in the school population.  Hosp & Reschly (2004) emphasized that 

American Indian students are overrepresented in the LD category. 

On the issue of race as a cause of disproportionality, Patton (1998) emphasized 

that concerns about racial discrimination and civil rights violations are cited when Black 

minority youth are consistently misdiagnosed and disproportionately referred for special 

education services.  The overrepresentation of the Black racial minority group has 

continued despite research and identification of the problem.  The percentage of Black 

minority children identified as intellectually disabled has not altered much from 38% in 

1975 when their enrollment figures were 15% of the school population (Patton, 1998).  

Ferri and Connor (2005) argued that “the overt racially segregated schooling practices” 

(p. 454), which were to be discontinued with the decision of Brown vs. the Board of 
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Education of Topeka (1954), have given way to veiled forms of racial segregation 

evidenced in disproportionality.  While the segregation due to racial differences has been 

challenged, the segregation due to disability identification has not.  It is the 

overrepresentation of students of color in special education programs that has reinforced 

the practice of racial segregation (Ferri & Connor, 2005).  Although the discourse on race 

is emotional and sensitive, Skiba et al. (2006) warned the “pervasive reticence to discuss 

issues of race may itself serve as an obstacle to addressing problems of racial disparity” 

(p. 1452).  The ability to effectively confront the challenges of disproportionality and 

educational inequity cannot be faced until educators are open to discussions of the racial 

disparity.   

According to Hosp and Reschly (2003) the most commonly stated reason for the 

disproportionality concern is cultural differences.  The problem of disproportionality 

arises when the cultural differences of the racial/ethnic minorities is falsely equated with 

disability.  Artiles and Trent (1994) explained that the notion of disability involves 

“atypical functioning or educational performance due to biological, psychological, and/or 

social factors” (p. 424).  Although disability involves atypical functioning, the differences 

observed in cultural diversity do not.  The very nature of cultural difference is not 

intrinsically linked to the concept of deviance.  Unfortunately, however, many individuals 

have learned to equate the notion of disability with cultural differences (Artiles & Trent, 

1994).  It is the linkage of the terms culture, differences, and disability that can perpetuate 

the misdiagnoses of disability and ultimately the problem of disproportionality (Meyer & 

Patton, 2001).  As acknowledged by Gay (2002), it is when educators become more 
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culturally conscious that the disproportionate representation of the racial/ethnic minority 

students will diminish.   

Apprehension over the disability categories, racial discrimination, and cultural 

differences are only a few issues that have been identified as factors that may influence 

the matter of disproportionality.  To add to these issues, the Committee on Minority 

Representation in Special Education of the NRC (Donovan & Cross, 2002) identified 

social and environmental factors that can influence the school readiness of racial/ethnic 

minority children.  Recommendations by the committee included ideas for the area of 

early childhood interventions.  In addition to suggestions for family support and health 

services, the NRC also recommended exposure to learning opportunities, which can be 

provided by early preschool programs, to prepare the children for success. Winsler et al. 

(2008) pointed out that research has shown that early pre-K programs can help foster 

school readiness of racial/ethnic minority children.  Since pre-K programs can help 

improve school readiness of the minority children, it can help reduce the referrals to 

special education services since readiness has been identified as a possible source.   

This study was an attempt to determine how the participation in a pre-K program 

influenced the probability of referral to special education services among third grade 

Black or Hispanic minority children.  The study used enrollment data from two urban 

school districts in Texas.  The study, which was conducted with the ex post facto research 

design, investigated the past experience of attendance or non-attendance to a district pre-

K program by minority third grade students in the special education program.  The 

minority students were also classified by economically disadvantaged status and LEP 
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identification.   The commonly used disproportionality calculation methods of the 

composition index and risk index were used to quantitatively measure the special 

education referrals.  An independent proportions z test was conducted to assess if there 

was a statistically significant difference in CI and RI values between the special 

education students that had not attended pre-K and those who had.   

Review of Findings  

Research Question 1 asked: How does the participation in a pre-K program 

influence the probability of referral to special education services among third grade 

racial/ethnic minority children (i.e., Black and Hispanic)?  

For District A and District B, the CI values indicated that, in the percentage of the 

SE population composed of Black minority participants, there were a lower proportion of 

participants who had attended pre-K.  Analysis indicated the difference was not 

statistically significant for either district.  The findings differed between the districts for 

the Hispanic minority population.  For District A, the CI values for the Hispanic minority 

population indicated there was a smaller proportion of the pre-K population compared to 

the non-pre-K population.  The analysis indicated there was no statistically significant 

difference.  For District B, however, the analysis indicated a statistically significant 

difference between the proportion of participants who had not attended pre-K and those 

who had attended.  In the percentage of the Hispanic minority participants of the SE 

population, there were a significantly higher proportion of participants who had attended 

pre-K.   
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For District A and District B, the RI values indicated that of the percentage of the 

Black minority population referred to SE services, there was a lower proportion of 

participants who had attended pre-K.  The analysis indicated the difference was not 

statistically significant for either district.   For District A, the RI values indicated that of 

the percentage of the Hispanic minority population referred to SE services, there were a 

lower proportion of participants who had attended pre-K.  The analysis indicated the 

difference was not statistically significant.  The only statistically significant difference in 

the RI values was for the Hispanic minority population in District B.  Of the percentage 

of the Hispanic minority participants referred to SE services, there was a significantly 

higher proportion who had attended pre-K.   

 In answering Research Question 1, District A results for the Black and the 

Hispanic minority populations were the same.  The findings showed there was no 

relationship between the participation in the district pre-K program by a Black or 

Hispanic minority student and the probability of referral to SE services.  For District B, 

however, the results for the racial/ethnic groups were mixed.  The statistical analysis of 

the CI and RI values for the Black minority population indicated there was no 

relationship between the participation in the district pre-K program and the probability of 

referral to SE services.  However, the findings for the Hispanic minority population 

produced different results.  For this population, the CI and RI values indicated there was 

a statistically significant difference between the proportion of students who had not 

attended pre-K and those who had attended.  This significant difference indicated there 

was a relationship between the participation in the district pre-K program and the 
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probability of referral to SE services.  The statistical analysis showed the SE population 

had a significantly higher proportion of students who had attended pre-K.  Although these 

findings seem to indicate that the attendance to the district pre-K program caused the 

referral for SE services, it is important to remember the warning by McMillan (2004) to 

not infer causation from a comparative research design. With this type of research, a 

researcher can only conclude that a relationship exists between the variables examined or 

that there is a significant difference.  There are other unaccounted variables that could 

explain causation (McMillan, 2004).  As seen in Table 2, District B is 92.73% 

economically disadvantaged.  Thus, the variable of economic status could have been one 

of several other variables that had a greater influence on the referral of the Hispanic 

minority participants for SE services.   

Research Question 2 asked: How does the participation in a pre-K program 

influence the probability of referral to special education services (i.e., ED, ID, and LD) 

among third grade racial/ethnic minority children (i.e., Black and Hispanic)? 

 This question addressed the referrals to the SE disability categories of ED, ID, 

and LD.  For Districts A and B, the CI values showed that, in the percentage of the SE 

population for the disability category of ED composed of Black minority participants, 

zero percent of the population had attended pre-K.  The population counts for the SE 

disability category of ED for the Black minority participants came entirely from 

participants who had not attended pre-K.  A statistical analysis could not be conducted 

because there were no participants in one of the populations of this disability category.  In 

District A, for the Hispanic minority population in the SE disability category of ED, the 
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proportions of participants who had not attended pre-K or who had attended were 

identical.  For District B, for the Hispanic minority population in the SE disability 

category of ED, the CI values indicated there were a lower proportion of participants who 

had attended pre-K.  The analysis indicated there was no statistically significant 

difference between the proportions of the pre-K populations for the Hispanic minority 

participants.  

For Districts A and B, each of the RI values for the Black minority population 

indicated there were a lower proportion of participants who had attended pre-K.  A 

statistical analysis could not be completed for either district because of the zero 

population count in the pre-K participant group.  For the Hispanic population of District 

A, the proportion of participants who had not attended pre-K was identical to the 

proportion of participants who had attended.  For the Hispanic population of District B, 

the proportion of participants who had attended pre-K was lower.  The difference 

between the proportions was not statistically significant.  

In answering Research Question 2 for the ED disability category, the descriptive 

statistics for both districts showed that of the Black minority participants for this 

disability category, none had attended pre-K.  This participant count seems to indicate 

there is a relationship between the participation in the district pre-K program and the 

referral to SE services for the disability.  However, a statistical analysis could not be 

completed because of the lack of participants in the pre-K group.  The statistical analysis 

of the CI and RI values for the Hispanic minority population indicated there was no 
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relationship between the participation in the district pre-K program and the probability of 

referral to SE services.   

For Districts A and B, the CI values indicated that in the percentage of the SE 

population for the disability category of ID composed of Black minority participants, 

there were zero participants who had attended pre-K.  The participant counts for the SE 

disability category of ID for the Black minority population came entirely from 

participants who had not attended pre-K.  The lack of participants in one of the 

populations prevented the statistical analysis from being conducted.  For District A, the 

results for the Hispanic population was similar to the results for the Black minority 

population of either district.  As with the Black minority population, the CI values for the 

Hispanic minority participants indicated a zero percent of the participant group who had 

attended pre-K.  The participant count for this disability category for the Hispanic 

minority population came entirely from participants who had not attended pre-K.  The 

lack participants in the pre-K population prevented the statistical analysis from being 

conducted.  For District B, the CI values indicated that in the Hispanic minority 

participants there was a statistically significant difference between the proportion of 

participants who had not attended pre-K and those who had attended.   A higher 

proportion of the Hispanic minority participants in the SE disability category of ID had 

attended pre-K.  

For Districts A and B, the RI values indicated that in the percentage of the Black 

minority population referred to the SE disability category of ID, zero percent of the 

participants had attended pre-K.  A statistical analysis could not be conducted because 
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there were no participants in this minority pre-K population.  For District A, the RI 

values indicated that in the percentage of the Hispanic minority population sample 

referred to the SE disability category of ID, zero percent of the participants had attended 

pre-K.  A statistical analysis could not be conducted because of the lack of participants in 

this pre-K group.  For District B, the RI values indicated that in the percentage of the 

Hispanic minority population, there was a statistically significant difference between the 

proportion of participants who had not attended pre-K and those who had attended.   Of 

the Hispanic minority participants of District B who were referred to the SE disability 

category of ID, there was a significantly higher proportion who had attended pre-k.  

In answering Research Question 2 for the SE disability category of ID, the 

descriptive statistics for both districts showed that all of the Black minority participants, 

for this disability, had not attended pre-K.  There were no Black minority participants in 

this disability category who had attended pre-K.  This same trend held true for the 

Hispanic minority population of District A.  Of the twelve Hispanic minority participants 

in the ID disability category, none of them had attended pre-K. This participant count 

seems to indicate there is a relationship between the participation in the district pre-K 

program and the referral to SE for the disability.  However, a statistical analysis could not 

be completed because of the lack of participants in the pre-K participant group. 

The only statistical analysis that could be completed was for the Hispanic 

minority population of District B.  The analysis of the CI and RI values for this minority 

population indicated that there was a relationship between the participation in the district 

pre-K program and the probability of referral to the SE disability category of ID for the 
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Hispanic minority participants.  The statistical analysis of the CI values showed that in 

the percentage of the Hispanic minority of the SE population of the ID disability 

category, there was a significantly higher proportion of students who had attended pre-K.  

The statistical analysis of the RI values showed that in the percentage of the Hispanic 

minority population referred to SE services for the ID disability, a significantly higher 

proportion of students had attended pre-K.  

 For the SE disability category of LD, the results were unlike the earlier results for 

the ED and ID disabilities.  For the LD disability category, the participant count was 

higher and included participants who had not attended pre-K as well as those who had 

attended.  The only instance of a zero participant count was seen in District B.   

District B had one Black minority participant in the LD disability category.  This 

participant had attended pre-K.  The statistical analysis could not be completed because 

of the zero count for the non-pre-K participant group.  For the Black minority participants 

of District A, the CI values showed there were a higher proportion of participants who 

had attended pre-K.  The analysis indicated the difference was not statistically different.   

The results for the Hispanic minority population differed between the districts.  

For District A, the CI values indicated that in the percentage of the population for the SE 

disability category of LD composed of Hispanic minority participants a lower proportion 

of participants had attended pre-K.  For District B, however, a higher proportion of the 

participants had attended pre-K.  Nevertheless, the analysis of the CI values for the 

Hispanic minority participants of either district, the difference was not statistically 

significant.   
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For District A, the RI values indicated that of the Black minority population 

referred to the SE disability category of LD, there was a higher proportion of the 

participants who had attended pre-K.  Analysis showed that this higher proportion was 

not statistically significant.  The results for the Black minority population in District B 

also indicated a higher proportion of participants who had attended pre-K.  However, the 

analysis of the Black minority population for District B could not be completed because 

of the zero population for the non-pre-K group.   

For the Hispanic minority population, the results were mixed for the districts.  For 

District A, the RI values indicated that of the Hispanic minority population referred to the 

SE disability category of LD, a lower proportion of the participants had attended pre-K.  

For District B, the RI values indicated a higher proportion of participants had attended 

pre-K.  For both districts, the analysis of the RI values for the Hispanic minority 

populations indicated the differences between the proportions of the populations by pre-K 

status were not statistically significant.   

In answering Research Question 2 for the SE disability category of LD, a review 

of the analysis of the CI and RI values for the Black and the Hispanic minority 

populations indicated there was no relationship between the participation in the district 

pre-K program and the referral to SE services for the disability.  

Research Question 3 asked: In controlling for poverty, how does the participation 

in a pre-K program influence the probability of referral to special education services 

among third grade racial/ethnic minority children (i.e., Black and Hispanic)?  To answer 

this question, the participants were separated by identification of economically 
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disadvantaged and non-economically disadvantaged.  Analysis of the CI and RI values 

were completed for each population independently.   In looking at the non-economically 

disadvantaged populations, in District A and District B, there were no non-economically 

disadvantaged Black minority participants who were referred to SE services. For District 

A, the CI values indicated in the percentage of the SE population composed of non-

economically disadvantaged Hispanic minority participants, there were a lower 

proportion of participants who had attended pre-K.  The statistical analysis could not be 

completed because there was a participant count of less than five for one of the 

participant groups.  For District B, the CI values indicated that in the percentage of the 

SE population sample composed of non-economically Hispanic minority participants a 

higher proportion of participants had attended pre-K.  The analysis indicated that the 

difference was not statistically significant.   

In answering Research Question 3 for the non-economically disadvantaged 

population, only the data for the Hispanic minority population sample from District B 

could be statistically considered.  Since there were no non-economically disadvantaged 

Black minority participants who were referred to SE services, this population could not 

be analyzed.  For the Hispanic minority population of District A, the population count for 

the pre-K group was less than five, which prevented the statistical analysis from being 

completed.  The data for the Hispanic minority population of District B indicated there 

was no relationship between the participation in the district pre-K program and the 

referral to SE services.   
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In looking at the economically disadvantaged population, there were 

economically disadvantaged minority participants in both districts.  In District A and 

District B, the CI values indicated that in the percentage of the SE population composed 

of economically disadvantaged Black minority participants, there was a lower proportion 

of participants who had attended pre-K. The analysis indicated the difference was not 

statistically significant.  The results for the Hispanic minority population differed for 

Districts A and B.  For District A, the CI values indicated a lower proportion of 

participants had attended pre-K.  The analysis indicated the difference was not 

statistically significant.  In the results for District B, the CI values indicated that in the 

percentage of the SE population composed of economically disadvantaged Hispanic 

minority participants there was a higher proportion of participants who had attended pre-

K.  The analysis indicated the difference was statistically significant.   

In District A and District B, the RI values indicated that in the percentage of the 

economically disadvantaged Black minority population referred to SE services, there was 

a lower proportion of participants who had attended pre-K. The analysis indicated the 

difference was not statistically significant.  The results for the Hispanic minority 

population differed for Districts A and B.  For District A, the RI values indicated that in 

the percentage of the Hispanic minority population referred for SE services, there were a 

lower proportion of participants who had attended pre-K.  The analysis indicated the 

difference was not statistically significant.  For District B, the RI values indicated that in 

the percentage of the Hispanic minority population referred for SE services, there were a 
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higher proportion of participants who had attended pre-K.  The analysis indicated the 

difference was statistically significant.   

In answering Research Question 3 for the economically disadvantaged population 

sample, the data for Black minority population of either district indicated there was no 

relationship between the participation in the district pre-K program and the referral to SE 

services.  The data for the Hispanic minority population differed between districts.  The 

data for the Hispanic minority participants of District A indicated there was no 

relationship between participation in the district pre-K program and the referral to SE 

services.   Conversely, the data for the Hispanic minority population of District B 

indicated there was a relationship between participation in the district pre-K program and 

the referral to SE services.  For District B, the statistical analysis of the CI values showed 

that in the percentage of the SE population composed of economically disadvantaged 

Hispanic minority participants there was a higher proportion of the participants who had 

attended pre-K.  The statistical analysis of the RI values for the Hispanic minority 

showed that of the economically disadvantaged participants referred to SE services, a 

significantly higher proportion of participants had attended pre-K.   This difference 

between districts concerning the relationship showed that there were other factors that 

came into play besides the variable of the participation in the district pre-K program.  

Although both populations were composed of economically disadvantaged participants, 

the demographics of the two districts differed.  There were a higher percentage of 

economically disadvantaged participants in District B.  The environments of the districts 

may have differed.  Additionally, because the specific income levels for the economic 
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status were not identified, the level of poverty was not addressed.  The variable of 

poverty may have had a greater influence in District B.   Moreover, a variable of added 

parental and educational resources may have influenced the lower referrals to SE services 

for the minority participants in District A.   

Research Question 4 asked: In controlling for language, how does the 

participation in a pre-K program influence the probability of referral to special education 

services among third grade Hispanic minority children?  To answer this question, the 

participants were separated by identification of LEP and non-LEP.  The analysis of the CI 

and RI values were completed for each population independently.    

The CI data for the non-LEP populations differed between District A and District 

B. In the data for District A, the CI values indicated that in the percentage of the SE 

population sample composed of non-LEP Hispanic minority participants there was a 

lower proportion of participants who had attended pre-K.  The analysis indicated the 

difference was not statistically significant.  For District B, the CI values indicated that in 

the percentage of the SE population composed of non-LEP Hispanic minority participants 

there was a significantly higher proportion of participants who had attended pre-K.  The 

analysis indicated the difference was statistically significant.   

The RI data for the non-LEP populations differed between District A and District 

B.  In the data for District A, the RI values indicated that, in the percentage of the non-

LEP Hispanic minority population referred to SE services, there was a lower proportion 

of participants who had attended pre-K.  The analysis indicated the difference was not 

statistically significant.  For District B, the RI values indicated that in the percentage of 
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the non-LEP Hispanic minority population referred to SE service there was a higher 

proportion of participants who had attended pre-K.  The analysis indicated the difference 

was statistically significant.   

In answering Research Question 4 for the group of non-LEP Hispanic minority 

participants, the findings differed between the school districts.  The data for the non-LEP 

Hispanic minority population of District A indicated there was no relationship between 

the participation in the district pre-K program and the referral to SE services.   

Conversely, the data for the non-LEP Hispanic minority population of District B 

indicated there was a relationship between the participation in the district pre-K program 

and the referral to SE services.  This difference between the districts for the answer to 

Research Question 4 indicated there were other unaccounted factors besides the variable 

of the participation in the district pre-K program and language limitations which affected 

the relationship.         

The CI data for the LEP populations differed between District A and District B.  

In the data for District A, the CI values indicated that, in the percentage of the SE 

population sample composed of LEP Hispanic minority participants there was a lower 

proportion of participants who had attended pre-K.  The analysis indicated the difference 

was not statistically significant.  For District B, the CI values indicated that, in the 

percentage of the SE population sample composed of LEP Hispanic minority participants 

there was a higher proportion of participants who had attended pre-K. The analysis 

indicated the difference was statistically significant.   
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The RI data for the LEP populations differed between District A and District B.  

In the data for District A, the RI values indicated that, in the percentage of the non-LEP 

Hispanic minority population referred to SE services, there was a lower proportion of 

participants who had attended pre-K.  The analysis indicated the difference was not 

statistically significant.  For District B, the RI values indicated that in the percentage of 

the LEP Hispanic minority population referred to SE services, there was a higher 

proportion of participants who had attended pre-K.  The analysis indicated that the 

difference was statistically significant.   

In answering Research Question 4 for the group of LEP Hispanic minority 

population, the findings differed between the school districts.  The data for the LEP 

Hispanic minority population of District A indicated there was no relationship between 

the participation in the district pre-K program and the referral to SE services.   The data 

for the LEP Hispanic minority population of District B indicated there was a relationship 

between the participation in the district pre-K program and the referral to SE services. 

This difference between the districts for the answer to the research question indicated 

there were other unaccounted factors besides the variable of the attendance to the pre-K 

program and language limitations that affected the relationship.   One reason that may 

have accounted for the difference between the districts was the possibility that District B 

had additional response to intervention (RTI) strategies in place for the identification of 

the learning disability of LEP participants who were qualified for SE services.  These 

strategies may have identified the learning disability of the LEP participants and thus 

qualified them for SE services at an earlier age. 
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Implications of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to see how the participation in a district provided 

pre-K program influences the probability of referral to special education services among 

third grade racial/ethnic minority children.  The literature and numerous studies have 

shown that preschool programs are crucial to preparing a child for the challenges of the 

future.  “What children experience in their families, communities, and pre-kindergarten 

programs during the first five years of life matters” (Takanishi, 2004, p. 63).  As noted by 

Takanishi, current policies have not kept up with America’s changing demographic 

diversity.  The issue over the changing diversity of America’s population is a valid 

concern because a wealth of current literature has addressed the disproportionate number 

of racial/ethnic minority children who have been referred to SE services.  With the 

increase of racial/ethnic minority children in the country, the disproportionality problem 

will increase unless strategies to address this issue are incorporated by educators across 

the country.  The NRC explained that among the most frequent reasons for referral to SE 

were reading difficulties and behavior problems. Inasmuch as these problems can be 

addressed in the general education classroom, the NRC recommended that high risk 

children should have access to early childhood interventions.  Early preschool programs 

are one way to provide these interventions (Donovan & Cross, 2002). 

 Hosp and Reschly (2004) contend that the research on variables to predict 

disproportionality have too often ignored the variable of academic achievement.  The 

variables studied have been demographic and economic characteristics of the children 

and of the school environments.  While these factors may contribute to disproportionality, 
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they are, nevertheless, factors for which educators cannot control. The findings by Hosp 

and Reschly found that academic achievement and disproportionality are related.  

Undoubtedly, there are many other factors that contribute to the complexities of 

disproportionality but since achievement is a variable that can be influenced by 

educators, it is a logical place to start developing interventions (Hosp & Reshly, 2004).  

 This study was an attempt to see if early intervention through a pre-K program 

could be one way to address the disproportionality issue.  The study attempted to see if 

there was a relationship between the referral to SE services and participation in an early 

intervention program such as a pre-K program.  The purpose of the study was to compare 

the number of SE referrals for two student groups (i.e., students who had not attended 

pre-K and students who had attended).  The idea was that a comparison of the two groups 

would show fewer numbers of referrals to SE services for those students who had 

attended a pre-K program. 

 Analysis of the CI values revealed that, for several of the results, the SE 

population sample was composed of a lower proportion of students who had attended 

pre-K.  Similarly, the RI values showed that in the percentage of the minority populations 

referred to special education services, a lower proportion of students had attended pre-K.   

In several of the data findings, the difference between the student groups was substantial 

but a statistical analysis could not be completed because of the zero participants in the 

pre-K group (e.g., of the 16 participants in the ID disability category [4 Black, 12 

Hispanic] none came from the pre-K group).  These results indicate the need for further 

research.  Additionally, the difference in the findings between District A and District B 
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indicate the need for further investigation.  Why were the findings contradictory between 

the districts?   

Suggestions for Future Research 

 Kaufman and Landrum (2009) insist that disproportionality is a quantitative 

construct and as such the test of its reality can be assessed only by quantitative research.  

While this assertion is true, the question of whether disproportionality exists is not the 

issue.  Research needs to investigate understanding the factors involved in why 

disproportionality occurs.  As Hosp and Reschly (2004) point out, a deeper understanding 

of the variables that affect disproportionality is needed to develop the strategies to 

effectively address the problem.  Inasmuch as there are a variety of variables addressed in 

the area of disproportionality, a mixed method research design would provide more 

opportunities to observe greater interaction of the different factors involved.  Research 

has only recently begun to study the association between effective classroom 

management and the referrals for emotional and behavioral disorders (Donovan & Cross, 

2002).  Studies that investigate the classroom management procedures as well as best 

practices should be investigated.   

For this study, observation of the pre-K variable was limited to the student’s 

participation.  However, there are additional variables within any pre-K program that 

should be addressed.  Donovan & Cross (2002) identified reading difficulties and 

behavior problems as one of the most common reasons for special education referrals.  

Thus, future studies should investigate the availability of reading programs at the 
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different pre-K programs as well as classroom management procedures and 

implementation of best practices (Donovan & Cross, 2002). 

 In addition, this study limited the variable of pre-K education to the district 

provided program.  Future investigations should include the different type of pre-k 

programs (e.g., private, community based, Head Start).  The comparison of half day 

versus full day pre-K programs would also be a valid factor to consider.   

 Finally, this study was limited to two school districts and to one grade level.  This 

limitation restricted the size of the population sample.  For several of the proportions, the 

statistical analysis could not be completed because of a population count that was too 

small.  Observation of state wide data would allow a larger population sample.  Likewise, 

for many of the comparisons between the two student groups, the number of special 

education referrals was lower for the pre-K group than for the non-pre-K group.  

However, analysis of the difference between the student groups indicated a difference 

that was not statistically significant.  A larger sample size may have produced different 

results.   

 The acknowledgment and fear encountered by Dunn (1968) forty five years ago 

that a disproportionate amount of minority children were being inappropriately placed in 

special education programs is being met today with the challenge by parents, 

administrators, educators, researchers, and most importantly by children that the problem 

be addressed.  Although educators are not able to control certain variables, such as the 

demographic characteristics of children, they are able to control the development and 

implementation of early interventions that can help to change the patterns of 
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disproportionality (Hosp & Reschly, 2004).  Educators can influence the “academic 

achievement of their students – in fact, it is their primary role” (Hosp & Reschly, 2004,  

p. 195).  Thus, armed with the strategy of early intervention programs such as pre-K 

services, school districts can confront the problems and complexities of 

disproportionality.  Overcoming this challenge is one that educators must “achieve in 

order to act in accordance with our commitment to educational equity and social justice 

for all students” (Gay, 2002). 
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Appendix A 

Table 1 

Disproportionality Calculation Methods 

Formula Equation 
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Appendix B 

Table 1 

Formula for Weighted Risk Ratio 

Weighted Risk Ratio 




ij

jj Rp

ii R )p  -  (1

 

ip  = the state % of the minority group for which the ratio is being calculated 

 

iR  = the district RI of the minority group for which the ratio is being calculated 

 

jp = the state % of all other minority group j, except the one being examined 

 

jR  = the district RI of all other minority group j, except the one being examined 

 

For the i group, the RI may be for the RI (non + pre), RI (non), or the RI (pre) 

 

For the j group, the RI will always be for the (non + pre) 

 

Source: Bollmer, J., Bethel, J., Garrison-Mogren, R., & Brauen, M. (2007). 

Using the risk ratio to assess racial/ethnic disproportionality in special 

education at the school-district level. The Journal of Special Education, 

41(3), 186–198. doi: 10.1177/00224669070410030401 
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Appendix C 

Table 1 

CI and RI Equations Modified for Pre-K Status 

Formula Equation 
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Appendix D 

Table 1 

CI Equations: Adjusted for Pre-K Status and Economic Status  

Formula Equation 
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Appendix E 

Table 1 

RI Equations: Adjusted for Pre-K Status and Economic Status 

Formula Equation 
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Appendix F 

Table 1 

CI Equations: Adjusted for Pre-K Status and LEP Status 

Formula Equation 
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Appendix G 

Table 1 

RI Equations: Adjusted for Pre-K Status and LEP Status 

Formula Equation 
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(non-pre-K) 

LEP 

 

                   (   )   (   ) 

                                 

                         (       )   (          )  

                                                     

      

RI  

(pre-K) 

(LEP) 

 

                  (   )    (   ) 

                                 

                          (       )   (          ) 

                                                       

      

RI  

(non-pre-K) 

(non-LEP) 

 

                   (   )   (      ) 

                                 

                         (       )   (          )

                                                       

      

RI  

(pre-K) 

(non-LEP) 

 

                   (   )   (      ) 

                                 

                         (       )   (          )

                                                       

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



121 

References 

Allison, S. R., & Vining, C. B. (1999). Native American culture and language: 

Considerations in service delivery. Bilingual Review, 24(1/2), 193-207. 

Artiles, A. J., & Bal, A. (2008). The next generation of disproportionality research: 

Toward a comparative model in the study of equity in ability differences. The 

Journal of Special Education, 42(1), 4-14. doi: 10.1177/0022466907313603 

Artiles, A. J., & Trent, S. C. (1994). Overrepresentation of minority students in special 

education: A continuing debate. The Journal of Special Education, 27(4), 410-

437. 

Benhabib, S. (1986). Critique, norm and utopia: A study of the foundations of critical 

theory. New York: Columbia University Press. 

Blackorby, J., & Wagner, M. (1996). Longitudinal post school outcomes of youth with 

disabilities: Findings from the national longitudinal transition study. Exceptional 

Children, 62(5), 399-413. Retrieved from 

http://www.freepatentsonline.com/article/Exceptional-Children/18139390.html 

Bollmer, J., Bethel, J., Garrison-Mogren, R., & Brauen, M. (2007). Using the risk ratio to 

assess racial/ethnic disproportionality in special education at the school-district 

level. The Journal of Special Education, 41(3), 186–198. doi: 

10.1177/00224669070410030401 

Bowman, B., Donovan, M., & Burns, M. (Eds.). (2001). Eager to learn: Educating our 

preschoolers. Washington, DC: National Academy Press. 



 122 

Cheung, O., Clements, B., & Pechman, E. United States Department of Education, Data 

Confidentiality Task Force. (1997). Protecting the privacy of student records: 

Guidelines for education agencies. Retrieved from National Center for Education 

Statistics website: http://nces.ed.gov/pubs97/97527.pdf 

Chinn, P. C., & Hughes, S. (1987). Representation of minority students in special 

education classes. Remedial and Special Education, 8(4), 41–46. 

Creswell, J. W. (2009). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 

approaches. (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications, Inc. 

Coutinho, M. J., & Oswald, D. P. (2000). Disproportionate representation in special 

education: A synthesis and recommendation. Journal of Child and Family 

Studies, 9(2), 135-56. 

Donovan, S. & Cross, C. (2002). Minority students in special and gifted education. 

Washington, DC: National Academy Press. 

Dunn, L. M. (1968). Special education for the mildly retarded - is much of it justifiable. 

The Council for Exceptional Children, 35(1), 5-23. 

Ferri, B. A., & Connor, D. J. (2006). Reading resistance: Discourses of exclusion in 

desegregation & inclusion debates. New York: Peter Lang Publishing, Inc. 

Ferri, B. A., & Connor, D. J. (2005). Tools of exclusion: Race, disability, and 

(re)segregated education. Teachers College Record, 107(3), 453-474. 

Finn, J. D. (1982). Patterns in special education placement as revealed by the OCR 

survey. In K. A. Heller, W. Holtzman, & S. Messick (Ed.), Placing children in 



 123 

special education: A strategy for equity (pp. 322–381). Washington, DC: National 

Academy Press. 

Garcia, S.B. & Ortiz, A.A. (1988). Preventing inappropriate referrals of language 

minority students to special education. Occasional papers in bilingual education 

(Report No. 300860069). Washington, D.C.: Focus/National Clearinghouse for 

Bilingual Education. (ED309591) 

Gartner, A., & Lipsky, D. K. (1987). Beyond special education: Toward a quality system 

for all students. Harvard Educational Review, 57(4), 367-395. 

Gay, G. (2002). Culturally responsive teaching in special education for ethnically diverse 

students: Setting the stage. International Journal of Qualitative Studies in 

Education, 15(6), 613-629. doi: 10.1080/0951839022000014349 

Haller, B., Dorries, B., & Rahn, J. (2006). Media labeling versus the US disability 

community identity: a study of shifting cultural language. Disability & Society, 

21(1), 61-75. doi: 10.1080/09687590500375416 

Harry, B., & Anderson, M. (1994). The disproportionate placement of African-American 

males in special education programs: A critique of the process. The Journal of 

Negro Education, 63, 602-619.  Retrieved from 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2967298  

Harry, B., & Klingner, J. K. (2006). Why are so many minority students in special 

education?: Understanding race & disability in schools. Teachers College Pr. 



 124 

Harry, B., & Klingner, J. (2007). Discarding the Deficit Model. Educational Leadership, 

64(5), 16-21. Retrieved from http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-

leadership.aspx 

Hart, J. E. (2009). Strategies for culturally and linguistically diverse students. Preventing 

School Failure: Alternative Education for Children, 53(3), 197-208. 

doi:10.3200/PSFL.53.3.197-208 

Hibel, J., Farkas, G., & Morgan, P. L. (2010). Who is placed into special education? 

Sociology of Education, 83(4), 312-332. doi: 10.1177/0038040710383518 

Hosp, J. L., & Reschly, D. J. (2003). Referral rates for intervention or assessment: A 

meta-analysis of racial differences. The Journal of Special Education, 37(2), 67-

80. doi: 10.1177/00224669030370020201 

Hosp, J. L., & Reschly, D. J. (2004). Disproportionate representation of minority students 

in special education: Academic, demographic, and economic predictors. Council 

for Exceptional Children, 70(2), 185-199. 

Individuals With Disabilities Education Improvement Act, 20 U.S.C. § 300.8 (2004). 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Amendments of 1997, Public Law 105-17, 

STAT. 39 (1997). 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Amendments of 1997, Pub. Law. No 105-17 

Stat. 40 (1997). 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Amendments of 1997, Pub. Law. No 105-17 

Stat. 41 (1997). 



 125 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Amendments of 1997, Pub. Law. No 105-17 

Stat. 46 (1997). 

Johnson, B., & Christensen, L. (2008). Educational research: Quantitative, qualitative, 

and mixed approaches. (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications, 

Inc. 

Kauffman, J., & Landrum, T. (2009). Politics, civil rights, and disproportional 

identification of students with emotional and behavioral disorders. Exceptionality, 

17, 177-188. Retrieved from doi: 10.1080/09362830903231903 

Klingner, J. K., Artiles, A. J., Kozleski, E., Harry, B., Zion, S., Tate, W., Durán, G. Z., & 

Riley, D. (2005). Addressing the disproportionate representation of culturally and 

linguistically diverse students in special education through culturally responsive 

educational systems. Education Policy Analysis Archives, 13(38). Retrieved [10-

11-2011] from http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/v13n38/ 

Linton, S. (1998). Claiming disability: Knowledge and identity. New York: New York 

University Press. 

Loeb, S., Bridges, M., Bassok, D., Fuller, B., & Rumberger, R. (2007). How much is too 

much? The influence of preschool centers on children’s development nationwide. 

Economics of Education Review, 26(1), 52-66. 

doi:10.1016/j.econedurev.2005.11.005 

MacMillan, D. L., & Reschly, D. J. (1998). Overrepresentation of minority students: The 

case for greater specificity or reconsideration of variables examined. The Journal 



 126 

of Special Education, 32, 15–24.  Retrieved from: 

http://sed.sagepub.com/content/32/1/15  

Martin, E., Martin, R., & Terman, D. (1996). The legislative and litigation history of 

special education. The Future of Children, 6(1), 25-38. Retrieved from 

http://wwfinductionmodules-resources.wiki.educ.msu.edu/file/view/History of 

Special Education.pdf 

McMillan, J. H. (2004). Educational research, fundamentals for the consumer. (4th ed.). 

Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon. 

McMillan, J. H., & Wergin, J. F. (2002). Understanding and evaluating educational 

research. (2nd ed.). Upper Saddle River, New Jersey: Merrill Prentice Hall. 

Meyer, G., & Patton, J.M. (2001). On the nexus of race, disability, and 

overrepresentation: What do we know? Where do we go? On point … brief 

discussions of critical issues in urban education (Report No. HO86C970005-98). 

Newton, MA: National Institute for Urban School Improvement. (ED462487) 

National Education Association (2007). Truth in labeling: Disproportionality in special 

education. National Education Association. Washington, DC. 

Norwich, B. (1999). The connotation of special education labels for professionals in the 

field. British Journal of Special Education, 26(4), 179-183. doi: 10.1111/1467-

8527.00135 

O'Connor, C., & Fernandez, S. (2006). Race, class, and disproportionality: Reevaluating 

the relationship between poverty and special education placement. Educational 

Researcher, 35(6), 6-11. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/3876747 



 127 

Oswald, D., Coutinho, M., Best, A., & Singh, N. (1999). Ethnic representation in special 

education: The influence of school-related economic and demographic variables.  

The Journal of Special Education, 32(4), 194-206. doi: 

10.1177/002246699903200401 

Patton, J. M. (1998). The disproportionate representation of African Americans in special 

education: Looking behind the curtain for understanding and possible solutions. 

The Journal of Special Education, 32, 25–31. 

Reschly, D. J. (1997). Disproportionate Minority Representation in General and Special 

Education: Patterns, Issues, and Alternatives. (ED415632) 

Seligman, T. J. (2001). An IDEA schools can use: Lessons from special education 

legislation. Fordham Urban Law Journal, 29(2), 759-790. 

Shonkoff, J. P., & Phillips, D. A. (2000). From neurons to neighborhoods: The science of  

early childhood development. National Academies Press.  

Skiba, R. J., Michael, R. S., Nardo, A. C., & Peterson, R. L. (2002). The color of 

discipline: Sources of racial and gender disproportionality in school discipline. 

The Urban Review, 34(4), 317-342. Retrieved from 

http://www.springer.com/education+%26+language/journal/11256 

Skiba, R., Simmons, A., Ritter, S., Kohler, K., Henderson, M., & Wu, T. (2006).                               

The context of minority disproportionality: Practitioner perspectives on special 

education referral. Teachers College Record, 108, 1424-1459.  Retrieved from 

http://www.indstate.edu.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/blumberg/evaluation/docs/Context

_of_Disproportionality.pdf 



 128 

Sullivan, A. L., A'Vant, E., Baker, J., Chandler, D., Graves, S., McKinney, E., & Sayles, 

T. (2009). Confronting inequity in special education, part i: Understanding the 

problem of disproportionality. NASP Communiqué, 38(1), Retrieved from 

http://www.nasponline.org/publications/cq/mocq381disproportionality.aspx 

Takanishi, R. (2004). Leveling the playing field: Supporting immigrant children from 

birth to eight. The Future of Children, 14(2), 60-79. Retrieved from 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/1602794  

Texas Department of Agriculture, (2011). NSLP handbook: Administrator's reference 

manual: Sec 1 Overview of School Nutrition Programs Retrieved from: 

http://www.squaremeals.org/Programs/NationalSchoolLunchProgram/NSLPPolic

yampARM.aspx 

Texas Education Agency. (2009). Enrollment in Texas public schools, 2008-09. (Document No. 

GE10 601 02). Austin TX: Author. 

Texas Education Agency. (2012). Enrollment in Texas public schools, 2011-12. 

(Document No. GE13 601 02). Austin TX: Author. 

Texas Education Agency. (2003b). 2003-2004 Public Education Information 

Management System addendum version data standards. Retrieved  from 

http://www.tea.state.tx.us/peims/standards/0304/index.html  

U.S. Bureau of Census. (1992a). Census of population and housing – Summary tape file 

1: Summary population and housing characteristics. Washington, DC: U.S. 

Government Printing Office. 



 129 

U.S. Bureau of Census. (1992b). Current population reports, P25-1092: Population 

projections of the United States by age, sex, race, and Hispanic origin: 1992-

2050. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office. 

U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. (2010). Status 

and trends in the education of racial and ethnic minorities. Retrieved from 

http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2010/2010015/indicator2_8.asp 

U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. (2010). Table 

8.1b: Number and percentage of children ages 3 to 5 and ages 6 to 21 served 

under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), by race/ethnicity 

and type of disability: 2007. Retrieved from 

http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2010/2010015/tables/table_8_1b.asp 

U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. (2011). The 

Condition of Education 2011, NCES 2011-033. Washington, DC: Author.  

Utley, C., Delquadri, J., Obiakor, F., & Mims, V. (2000). General and special educators. 

Teacher Education and Special Education, 23(1), 34-50. doi: 

10.1177/088840640002300107 

Will, M. C. (1986). Educating children with learning problems: A shared responsibility. 

Exceptional Children, 52(5), 411-415. Retrieved from 

http://eden.rutgers.edu/~nork/SNS/Educating Children with learning problems.pdf 

Willis, J. (2007). Foundations of qualitative research: Interpretive and critical 

approaches. Thousand Oaks, New York: Sage Publications, Inc. 



 130 

Winsler, A., Tran, H., Hartman, S., Madigan, A., Manfra, L., & Bleiker, C. (2008). 

School readiness gains made by ethnically diverse children in poverty. Early 

Childhood Research Quarterly, 23(3), 314–329. doi: 

10.1016/j.ecresq.2008.02.003 

Wong, V., Cook, T., Barnett, W., & Jung, K. (2008). An effectiveness-based evaluation 

of five state pre-kindergarten programs. Journal of Policy Analysis and 

Management, 27(1), 122–154. doi: 10.1002/pam.20310 

Zhang, D., & Katsiyannis, A. (2002). Minority representation in special education: A 

persistent challenge. Remedial and Special Education, 23(3), 180-187.  

doi: 10.1177/07419325020230030601 

 

 




