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PERCEPTIONS OF URBAN SCHOOL ADMINISTRATORS AND
GENERAL AND SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHERS ABOUT THE
OVERREPRESENTATION OF AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES IN SPECIAL
EDUCATION

Tricia Marie Jokerst, Ph.D.
The University of Texas at Austin, 2015
Supervisor: Barbara Pazey
The overrepresentation of African American (AA) males in special education is
not a new problem. In 1968, Lloyd Dunn recognized that economically disadvantaged
students and students of color were overrepresented in the mental retardation (MR)
category of special education. Since 1970, the pattern of disproportionality in special
education categories of MR and serious emotional disturbance (SED) has continued and,
more recently, the trend has been highlighted as a significant problem in special
education that needs immediate attention.
The number of minority students identified according to the special education
category of Other Health Impairment (OHI) has also increased. Notably, a
disproportionate number of AA males have been diagnosed with Attention Deficit
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). The crux of the problem whereby AA students have
been placed into special education programs—particularly in the categories of MR or
Intellectual Disability (ID), Emotional/Behavior Disorder (EBD), and ADHD—has led to
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a host of negative outcomes that are strongly correlated to the special education
membership of AA males.
Using a qualitative research design, this study sought to obtain the first-hand
perspectives of educators involved in special education regarding the overrepresentation
of AA males in special education. Individual interviews and focus groups were conducted
with campus administrators and general and special education teachers. Participants were
asked to give their perspectives regarding the following: What factors are responsible for
causing the overrepresentation of AA males in special education? Why does the problem
persist? How can the problem be resolved?
Thomas’ (2011) constant comparative method was used as means for analysis and
to elicit themes from the data. Participants identified the causes contributing to the
overrepresentation of AA males in special education as racism, poverty, systemic issues,
and external forces and named problematic belief systems, failed funding, and limiting
legislation as reasons why the problem persists. As potential solutions to the problem,
they called for changes to teacher and administrator preparation and professional
development programs, educators’ instructional practices, the educational system, the AA
community, and the American public.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
The overrepresentation of African American (AA) students in special education is
one of the most prominent concerns facing the U. S. educational system. However, it may
actually be a manifestation of a much larger social problem. For the past 45 years, the
overrepresentation of AA males in various categories of special education has been a hot
topic in education. Since Dunn revealed the disproportionality of AA males in the
Intellectual Disability (formerly referenced as Mentally Retarded) category of special
education in 1968, the problem has only worsened and does not appear to be dissipating.
From 1970 to 2000, the emotional disturbance (ED) category alone rose 36 percent, and
seven out of ten of identified students were minorities (U.S. Department of Education
[USDOE], 2010). The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Amendments
of 1997 stipulates that states must report the race, ethnicity, and disability category of
children who are receiving special education and related services. According to the
USDOE (2010), the overall AA population in special education increased from 11.4
percent in 1998 to 12.2 percent in 2007. Although this increase sounds relatively small, it
is significant because the national AA general population showed no increase from 1980
to 2008 (USDOE, 2010). Since the 2010 report revealed a continuation of the upward
trend in overrepresentation, a decline has yet to be evident. In 2013, the Department of
Education statistics revealed no change in AA special education statistics from 2010-11
school year to 2011-12 school year (USDOE).
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A number of researchers (Ahram, Fergus, & Noguera, 2011; Lynn, Bacon, Totten,
Bridges, & Jennings, 2010; Shippen, Curtis, & Miller, 2009; Skiba, Simmons, Ritter,
Kohler, Henderson, & Wu, 2006) and other education professionals (Zhang, Katsiyannis,
Ju, & Roberts, 2014; Ford, 2012; Waitoller, Artiles, & Cheney, 2010; McCall & Skrtic,
2009) have highlighted the overrepresentation of minority student populations in special
education; yet, few research studies have examined why this persistent practice continues
to occur. The limited studies that exist are predominantly correlational and/or theoretical
in nature. Correlational studies compare already existing data such as district
disproportionality with poverty, discipline referrals and removals, delinquency and
incarceration, dropout rates, mortality rates, and decreased college and career
opportunities in order to establish apparent relationships and glean possible causes
(Booker & Mitchell, 2011). However, correlations are generally not considered to be
strong indicators of causation and are lacking in their examination of any personal
experiences that might be occurring within the public school walls. Other articles that
address the overrepresentation problem offer theories about the cause but do not utilize
research methodologies (McCall & Skrtic, 2009; Obiakor, Beachum, & Harris, 2010).
Few studies have included participant samples of specific individuals who are directly
involved in the everyday operations of carrying out the full spectrum of services for AAs
and, more specifically, AA males who have been identified as eligible to receive special
education and related services.
2

The purpose of this study was to examine the held perceptions of individuals who
have been tasked with facilitating special education services on a daily basis within their
schools regarding the disproportionate and overrepresented number of AA males
currently placed in special education. An additional purpose of the study was to discover
potential reasons why disproportionality continues to be a problem in our schools and
explore potential solutions from the insider perspective. Based on the findings of this
study, possible long-term solutions are addressed.
Context of the Problem
Soon after the enactment of the Civil Rights Act (1964) and the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (1965), Lloyd Dunn (1968) shed light on a pervasive problem:
the disproportionality of African American (AA) students in special education. Dunn’s
work highlighted the finding that a disproportionate number of students in special
education were economically disadvantaged and students of color and, as ethnic
minorities, were more likely to be placed within the mental retardation (MR) category of
special education (Ahram et al., 2011). Although the topic gained notable attention for
the next 30 years, statistics drawn from 1970 to 2000 (U.S. Department of Education
[USDOE], 2012) revealed a continued pattern of disproportionality exists in the special
education categories of MR—since reclassified as Intellectual Disability (ID)—and
serious emotional disturbance (SED)—now referred to as emotional disturbance (ED).
The topic gained even more momentum after 2000 as a significant problem in special
3

education and was recognized as needing immediate attention in order to be rectified as
soon as possible (Skiba, Poloni-Staudinger, Gallini, Simmons, & Feggins-Azziz, 2012).
Fourteen years later, the problem persists (Skiba et al., 2012). According to
Morgan, Staff, Hillemeier, Fargas, and Maczuga (2013), the special education category
Other Health Impairment (OHI) now appears to have a disproportionate number of
minority students—including AA students—who have been diagnosed with Attention
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). Meanwhile, the ID and ED categories have
continued to reflect an overrepresentation of AA students (USDOE, 2012). It appears a
significant and disproportionate number of students from AA backgrounds are being
served—likely inappropriately—in special education programs, and the trend does not
appear to be dissipating.
In a special feature article in Exceptional Children, Ford (2012) discussed the
results from the 2011 U.S. Department of Education publication of The Condition of
Education. The purpose of Ford’s article was to address the overrepresentation problem
and suggest needed changes in the American school system. According to Ford (2012),
the report “revealed too little progress in the area of special education disproportionality”
(p. 392). Three primary statistical facts arose from the data collection contributing to the
report. First, ethnic, racial, and linguistic diversity existing in the public schools today is
much different than what has existed previously due to the drastic increase in the number
of minority children in the education system. Second, diverse student populations are
4

expected to continue. Meanwhile, teacher demographics, which predominantly consist of
Euro-American (EA) English speakers, remain the same (Ford, 2012). These statistical
facts coupled with Ford’s assertion that not enough changes have occurred to support the
growing student diversity strongly indicates a need for greater attention to this persistent
problem.
Statement of the Problem
In order to receive special education services, a student must undergo a series of
procedural requirements as they apply to referral, evaluation, eligibility, placement, and
enrollment processes (Obiakor et al., 2010). During each of these stages, the student’s
data are collected from and interpreted primarily by school-related personnel such as
general education teachers, special education teachers, counselors, administrators, school
psychologists and other staff members. Additionally, parents have a right to participate
and provide input throughout the process, and parent-invited supports are also permitted
to provide input and attend meetings (Obiakor et al., 2010). Although parents may be in
attendance, most of the data presented are drawn from teachers who are predominantly
EA and female (Ford, 2012), which is problematic. Staff members tend to perceive,
interpret and evaluate a student based on idiosyncratic beliefs and values about success
and failure in school (Obiakor et al., 2010), which other researchers (Abram et al., 2011;
Skiba et al., 2012) assert have contributed to the overrepresentation issue.

5

Both Ahram et al. (2011) and Skiba et al. (2012) suggest the disproportionality
issues have arisen and continue to persist due to a cultural clash between education staff
and students of color. This cultural deficit has resulted in misinterpretation of behavior
and special education mislabeling (Skiba et al., 2012; Abram et al., 2011). However,
other competing factors that contribute to the issue of overrepresentation of AA students
in special education may be involved.
Theoretical Framework
To fully grasp the disproportionality issue, one must understand the systemic
complexity of the issue—both internally and externally. McCall and Skrtic (2009)
illuminate this complicated issue with their conceptualization of intersectionality and “the
wicked problem.” Grant and Zwier (2014) contribute to the understanding of the
overrepresentation problem within the urban school context, challenging us to investigate
the ways in which student outcomes are related to the intersection of “three or more
identity axes” (p. 181) such as “racism, sexism, classism, ableism, heterosexism,
nationalism, and linguistic, religious, and geographical discrimination” (p. 181) in our
teaching and learning practices. Other researchers further enhance the theoretical
framework for this study, which is presented in Chapter 2.
Intersectionality
One of the predominant trends revealed in Ford’s (2012) response to The
Condition of Education was that diversity in our public school student population is
6

increasing at a rapid rate while the school staff, particularly the teachers, remains mostly
Euro-American females. Intersectionality explains the complex interaction of the
predominantly EA educational staff with the AA students and the misunderstandings and
misinterpretations that result. McCall and Skrtic (2009) describe the disproportionality
issue as “a multifaceted phenomenon involving complex interrelationships among, race,
ethnicity, class, gender, age, language, and geography” (p. 6).
McCall and Skrtic (2009) refer to the issue of disproportionality in special
education as a “wicked problem” (p. 3) due to “social, political, and institutional” (p. 4)
influences and opposing forces. Each of these forces have been operationalized based on
different interpretations and their “respective assumptions, remedies and consequences”
(p. 4) which, in turn, have helped to create an educational system that sustains a battle of
conflicting value systems. According to McCall and Skrtic (2009), a number of
researchers have contributed to three decades of disproportionality research revealing the
special education referral, identification, and placement process “continues to be
discriminatory” (p. 5). Additionally, discriminatory attitudes are supported by mass
media, school curricula, religious teachings, and community and family cultures. To
further complicate the issue, various policy makers voiced opposition to some of the
proposed solutions to the problems. Their opposition, however, may be due to a lack of
awareness regarding the “tacit or ideologically mediated” (p. 4) reasons behind their
selections. The “wicked problem” not only encompasses the intersectionality between
7

AA students and the EA teachers inside the school walls but also radiates outward to
include the external claws that keep the disproportionality problem from being properly
addressed and rectified.
Intersectionality in urban education was more closely examined by Grant and
Zwier (2014). These authors look at intersectionality theories across locations in regard to
oppression and privilege in order to help understand the disproportionality issue as it
exists in the global sphere and how it manifests in the local urban educational institutions.
They assert that major trends—multiculturalism and social inclusion—in education
introduced and implemented to equalize the playing field have some significant defects to
overcome. Some of those opposed to such movements deem the concepts unfeasible, and
others assert the concepts are incompatible with a capitalistic society (Grant & Zwier,
2014).
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to investigate the overrepresentation of AA
students in special education from the perspective of urban secondary school educators
who implement and deliver the full spectrum of special education and related services on
behalf of students with disabilities. By interviewing and gathering the perspectives of
administrators, general education teachers, and special education teachers who participate
in all aspects of special education services on a daily basis, a deeper understanding of the
disproportionality issue could be obtained. As the researcher conducting this study, my
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ultimate intent was to gain additional insight in the perceptions of educational
professionals working in special education under the current conditions in regard to the
ways in which they believe AA students can be better served.
Research Questions
Few researchers have investigated the disproportionate representation of AA
males in special education from the perspective of individuals who play a role in
providing special education and related services at the secondary school level. This study
drew from data obtained from adult participants housed within secondary urban schools.
Until researchers uncover the perceived reality of implementing and delivering special
education and related services in our public schools from insider perspective, the problem
may continue to exist and/or increase. To address the purpose of this study, the following
research questions were examined:
1. What are the perceptions of current urban public school administrators,
general education teachers, and special education teachers regarding the cause
of the overrepresentation of AA males in special education?
2. Why do current urban public school administrators, general education
teachers, and special education teachers believe the problem persists?
3. What suggestions do current urban public school administrators, general
education teachers, and special education teachers offer for improving the
problem?
9

Definition of Terms
Ableism. “A form of discrimination or prejudice against individuals with
physical, mental, or developmental disabilities that is characterized by the belief that
these individuals need to be fixed or cannot function as full members of society” (Smith,
Foley, & Chaney, 2008).
Admission/review/dismissal (ARD) Committee. In Texas, the term for the
group comprised of a student's parents and school staff who meet, at least annually, to
decide whether or not the student has an eligible disability and what special education
and related services will be provided. Its major responsibility is the development of the
individual education program (IEP) for students receiving special education. These
committees meetings are called "ARDs”
(www.austinisd.org/sites/default/files/.../sped_Parent_Handbook.pdf).
African American. A person whose origins are associated with any of the black
racial groups of Africa (USDOE, 2013).
Child study team (CST). Austin Independent School District’s response to
intervention process is called Child Find. The committee, or CST, consisting of the
students’ teachers, administrators, counselors and other school staff meet to discuss, plan
implementation, and discuss results, and make further referrals if necessary
(https://archive.austinisd.org/teachers/.../css_process_activity.pdf).
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Civil Rights Act of 1964. Title I of the act guarantees equal voting rights by
removing registration requirements and procedures biased against minorities and the
underprivileged. Title II prohibits segregation or discrimination in places of public
accommodation involved in interstate commerce. Title VII bans discrimination by trade
unions, schools, and employers involved in interstate commerce or doing business with
the federal government. This section also applies to discrimination on the basis of sex and
established the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission to enforce these provisions.
The act also calls for the desegregation of public schools (title IV), broadens the duties of
the Civil Rights Commission (title V), and assures nondiscrimination in the distribution
of funds under federally assisted programs (title VI). (http://legaldictionary.thefreedictionary.com/Civil+Rights+Act+of+1964).
Classism. “One approach to understanding class-related inequalities derives from
the context of power and privilege in which class inequity is seen as a form of
sociopolitical dominance by which some groups systematically prosper at the expense of
others” (Smith et al., 2008).
Code-switching. Code-switching is the practice of moving between variations of
languages in different contexts (http://www.learnnc.org/lp/pages/4558). Code switching
has expanded to address behavioral variations between contexts as well (Day-Vines &
Day-Hairston, 2005).
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Culture. “Culture refers to the sum total ways of living developed by a group of
human beings to satisfy biological and psychological needs. Culture has been defined as
the integrated pattern of human behaviors that include thoughts, communication, action,
customs, beliefs, values, and instructions of a racial, ethnic, religious, or social group
(Day-Vines & Day-Hairston, 2005).
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). “The DSM is
the standard classification of mental disorders used by mental health professionals in the
United States. It is intended to be applicable in a wide array of contexts and used by
clinicians and researchers of many different orientations (e.g., biological,
psychodynamic, cognitive, behavioral, interpersonal, family/systems). The Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5) is the current edition
and has been designed for use across clinical settings (inpatient, outpatient, partial
hospital, consultation-liaison, clinic, private practice, and primary care), with community
populations. It can be used by a wide range of health and mental health professionals,
including psychiatrists and other physicians, psychologists, social workers, nurses,
occupational and rehabilitation therapists, and counselors. It is also a necessary tool for
collecting and communicating accurate public health statistics. The DSM consists of
three major components: the diagnostic classification, the diagnostic criteria sets, and the
descriptive text” (http://www.psychiatry.org/practice/dsm).
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Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965. The Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (ESEA) is the most far-reaching federal legislation affecting
education ever passed by Congress. Enacted on April 11, 1965, under President Lyndon
B. Johnson, its goal was to combat widespread national poverty, mainly by providing all
children with equal access to a quality education (http://www.napequity.org/publicpolicy/current-laws-and-bills/elementary-secondary-education-act/).
Euro-American. A White person having origins of any European country
(USDOE, 2013).
Functional behavioral assessment (FBA). “FBA is a systematic process used to
identify the function of a given behaviour by describing inappropriate behaviour and
identifying environmental events—those immediately preceding and following the
behaviour in question—that trigger or maintain it” (Camacho, Anderson, Moore, &
Furlonger, 2014).
Gestalt. “The essence of Gestalt thinking is that things should be seen in their
totality” (Thomas, 2011, p. 49).
Heterosexism. The oppression of individuals who do not identify as heterosexual,
which supports the privilege and power maintained for the heterosexual population
(Smith et al., 2008).
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Hispanic privilege. Any phenomenon (individual, structural, political, economic,
or social) that serves to provide a benefit to Spanish-speaking immigrants and not to other
minority groups (researcher-generated, 2015).
Inclusion. A term applied to attendance in general education classes with
supplementary instructional support in that classroom (Hocutt, 1996).
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004). The nation’s federal
special education law that ensures public schools serve the educational needs of students
with disabilities. IDEA requires that schools provide special education services to eligible
students (http://www.ncld.org/disability-advocacy/learn-ld-laws/idea/what-is-idea).
Insider. An educator who currently works in the public education system and
participates in the special education process (Jokerst & Flower, 2014).
The Institutional Review Board (IRB) for the Protection of Human Subjects.
“The IRB is an administrative body established to protect the rights and welfare of human
research subjects recruited to participate in research activities conducted under the
auspices of the institution with which it is affiliated. The IRB has the authority to
approve, require modifications in, or disapprove all research activities that fall within its
jurisdiction as specified by both the federal regulations and local institutional policy.
Research that has been reviewed and approved by an IRB may be subject to review and
disapproval by officials of the institution. However, those officials may not approve
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research if it has been disapproved by the IRB” [Federal Policy §___.112].
(http://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/archive/irb/irb_chapter1.htm).
International Classification of Diseases (ICD). The ICD-10 is used to promote
international comparability in the collection, processing, classification, and presentation
of mortality statistics from death certificates. ICD-10 consists of: (a) tabular lists
containing cause-of-death titles and codes; (b) inclusion and exclusion terms for causeof-death titles; (c) an alphabetical index to diseases and nature of injury, external causes
of injury, table of drugs and chemicals; and (d) description, guidelines, and coding rules
(http://www.nlm.nih.gov/research/umls/sourcereleasedocs/current/ICD10/).
Intersectionality. A term applied to the “recognition that complex reciprocal
attachments and sometimes polarizing conflicts confront both individuals and movements
as they seek to ‘navigate’ among the raced, gendered, and class-based dimensions of
social and political life” (http://www.uccnrs.ucsb.edu/intersectionality).
Larry P. v Riles, 1979. This was a court case regarding the wrongful placement
of AA students into ID classrooms and challenged standardized intelligence testing
during the placement process. The court ruled in favor of the plaintiff and issued a
moratorium to suspend the use of such tests in California on AA students due to its bias
nature [793 F.2d 969 (9th Cir. 1979)].
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Licensed specialist in school psychology (LSSP). Specialist in school
psychology licensed by states; they are not school psychologists
(http://www.twu.edu/psychology-philosophy/school-psych-differences.asp).
Life Skills program. Life skills offers a continuum of services for students with
developmental disabilities that can include small group instruction, inclusion settings,
community-based vocational instruction, and individual instruction
(https://www.austinisd.org/academics/sped/services/lifeskills).
Marshall et al. v. Georgia, 1984/1985. An influential case regarding the
placement of AA students in the special education category of ID using standardized
testing for intelligence testing. The court did not rule in favor of the plaintiff, but the case
remains influential in the overrepresentation arena [No. 482-233 (S. D. Ga., June 26,
1984), aff’d, No. 84-8771 (11th Cir., Oct. 29, 1985)].
Multiculturalism. “The co-existence of diverse cultures, where culture includes
racial, religious, or cultural groups and is manifested in customary behaviours, cultural
assumptions and values, patterns of thinking, and communicative styles”
(http://www.ifla.org/publications/defining-multiculturalism).
Nationalism. “Nationalism is the belief that the members of a nation share
common interests that are different from the interests of other nations and different from
the interests of the human race as a whole. Furthermore, it is usually thought by
nationalists that these national interests are more significant than the competing interests
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that may exist between different members or groups who belong to the nation”
(http://directaction.org.au/issue9/what_is_nationalism).
No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 2001. “The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001
(NCLB) is the most recent iteration of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of
1965 (ESEA), the major federal law authorizing federal spending on programs to support
K-12 schooling. ESEA is the largest source of federal spending on elementary and
secondary education” (http://febp.newamerica.net/background-analysis/no-child-leftbehind-overview).
Other health impairment (OHI). OHI is a condition defined by IDEA [34
C.F.R. 300.7(c)(9)] as “having limited strength, vitality or alertness, including a
heightened alertness to environmental stimuli, that results in limited alertness with
respect to the educational environment, that:
(i) is due to chronic or acute health problems such as asthma, attention deficit disorder or
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, diabetes, epilepsy, a heart condition, hemophilia,
lead poisoning, leukemia, nephritis, rheumatic fever, and sickle cell anemia; and
(ii) adversely affects a child's educational performance”
(https://www.naset.org/2278.0.html).
Overrepresentation/disproportionality in special education. “A group’s
membership in the program is larger than the percentage of that group in the educational
system or within a given disability category” (Council for Exceptional Children, 2002).
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Parents advocating for special education (PASE) v. Hannon, 1980. An
influential case regarding the placement of AA student in the special education category
of ID using to standardized testing for intelligence testing. The court did not rule in favor
of the plaintiff but the case remains influential in the overrepresentation arena [506 F.
Supp. 831 (N. D. Ill. 1980)].
Polyhedron of intelligibility. Philosophy asserted by Michal Foucault (1981) that
“inquiries in the humanities and social sciences are too often one-dimensional, as if we
are looking at our subject from just one direction. In looking from several directions, a
more rounded, richer, more balanced picture of our subject is developed—we get a threedimensional view” (Thomas, 2011, p. 4).
Privilege. “The right or benefit that is given to some people and not to others”
(http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/privilege).
Psychoactive, or psychotropic drug. “Any substance that directly alters the
normal functioning of the central nervous system” is defined as a psychoactive drug
(Inaba & Cohen, W. E., 2004, p. 32).
Psychometrics. The field of study about psychological measurement that includes
the measurement of intelligence, abilities, personality, and attitudes
(http://www.assessmentpsychology.com/psychometrics.htm).
Racism. “The hatred of one person by another—or the belief that another person
is less than human—because of skin color, language, customs, place of birth or any factor
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that supposedly reveals the basic nature of that person” (http://archive.adl.org/hatepatrol/racism.html#.VOuHJuk5DIU).
Resource classroom. Resource room placement would indicate that a student
receives special education supports and related services outside of the general education
setting for less than 50% of the day
(http://www.texasprojectfirst.org/PlacementDecisions.html).
Response to intervention (RtI). A model that consists “of multi-tiered
instructional delivery systems in which educators provide, and assess frequently the
impact of, research-based interventions to students that increase in intensity depending on
students’ instructional response” (Proctor, Graves, & Esch, 2012, p. 268).
Section 504. “Section 504 Services are designed to provide a system of
identifying eligible students with disabilities as defined under Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act. Once identified, these students are ensured access to a Free and
Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) by providing accommodations that allow equal
access to the curriculum in the general education setting. The statute is intended to
prevent intentional or unintentional discrimination against persons with disabilities,
persons who are believed to have disabilities, or family members of persons with
disabilities” (https://www.austinisd.org/academics/504services).
Self-contained classroom. A self-contained placement would indicate that a
student receives special education supports and related services outside of the general
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education setting for more than 50% of the school day. Self-contained classrooms are
generally offered for SBS, life skills and SCORES programs
(http://www.texasprojectfirst.org/PlacementDecisions.html).
Sexism. “Discrimination based on sex. Sexism can be compared to racism; in
both the differences between two (or more) groups are viewed as indications that one
group is superior or inferior”
(http://womenshistory.about.com/od/glossary/a/sexism.htm).
Social communication resources and services (SCORES). Social
Communication Resources and Services is an instructional service that supports students
with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) and/or other disabilities demonstrating
impairment in social, communication, and behavioral skills
(http://www.texasprojectfirst.org/PlacementDecisions.html).
Social behavior skills (SBS). SBS is a service offered within the special
education program that focuses on the teaching of social and behavioral skills necessary
for success in the general education classroom
(https://www.austinisd.org/academics/sped/services).
Special education and related services. Specialized instruction and related
services that are designed to meet the unique needs of a child with a disability. The
education program is individually developed to address a specific child’s needs that result
from his or her disability. Since each child is unique, it is difficult to give an overall
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example of special education. It is individualized for each child
(http://nichcy.org/schoolage/iep/iepcontents/specialeducation).
Standardized assessment. A norm-referenced, which means they are “designed
to compare and rank test takers in relation to one another. Norm-referenced tests report
whether test takers performed better or worse than a hypothetical average student, which
is determined by comparing scores against the performance results of statistically
selected group of test takers, typically of the same age or grade level, who have already
taken the exam” (http://edglossary.org/norm-referenced-test/).
State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR). Assessments
conducted in the state of Texas on an annual basis that tracks students and schools
academic progress (http://tea.texas.gov).
Texas Education Agency (TEA). State of Texas guidelines and requirements for
educator certification. (http://tea.texas.gov).
Tier 1. The first level of the RtI system consists of a research-based, effective
core curriculum and instructional methods that are delivered to all students, through
which 80% of the students are expected to experience positive results. Progress is
monitored via universal screening for all students using curriculum-based assessments
three times per year (Proctor et al., 2012).
Tier 2. The second level of the RtI system employed if Tier 1 practices are not
working with a student. Tier 2 consists of the problem solving of specific needs, targeted
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interventions using direct systemic instruction, and small group instruction. Groups
should have a teacher student ratio of 1: 5-10 and meet 20-30 minutes 3-5 times per
week. Tier 2 is expected to be delivered to 5 – 10% of the student population in addition
to Tier 1 instruction. Progress is monitored using curriculum-based assessments every
one to two weeks (Proctor, et al., 2012).
Tier 3. The third level of the RtI system consists of frequent, intensive,
individualized interventions, in which group teacher student ratios should be 1:3 and
meet 30-60 minutes 4-5 times per week. This tier also consists of diagnostic testing.
Progress is monitored weekly using curriculum-based measurements. Tier 3 is expected
to be delivered to 1 – 5% of the student population in addition to Tier 1 (Proctor et al.,
2012).
U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA). This government organization
protects public health “by assuring the safety, efficacy and security of human and
veterinary drugs, biological products, medical devices, our nation's food supply,
cosmetics, and products that emit radiation” (www.fda.gov/AboutFDA/WhatWeDo/).
Wicked problem. Those problems in which it is "the very formulation of the
problem that is problematic.... [because] the formulation itself involves a choice of
interpretation that is already linked to a preferred solution" (Blanco, 1994, p. 22).
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White privilege. Any phenomenon (individual, structural, political, economic, or
social) that serves to “privilege Whites while oppressing people of color and promoting
White supremacy” (Blanchett, 2006, p. 24; McIntosh, 1990).
Rationale
For the past 45 years, the majority of AA overrepresentation literature has been
editorial and correlational, yet the problem persists (Waitoller et al., 2010). An obvious
need exists to investigate overrepresentation in special education from an insider
perspective. Examining the educators’ perceptions regarding the potential causes of
overrepresentation provided an empirical image that can aid in reversing this destructive
trend.
A number of negative outcomes correlate strongly to the special education
membership of AA students. Significant relationships exist between the assignment of
AA males to special education and increased discipline referrals and removals,
delinquency and incarceration, containment in a more restrictive environment, dropout
rates, mortality rates, and decreased college and career opportunities (Booker & Mitchell,
2011). These outcomes affect not only the individuals and their families but also the local
communities in which they live and ultimately the nation. Individuals and families may
suffer increased stress and financial hardship that accompany those negative outcomes
while the community and nation may experience increased crime rates and taxes to
support incarceration, unemployment, and welfare programs. To compound the issue of
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overrepresentation, the 2010 U.S. Census Bureau projected that minority populations will
comprise 62% of the U.S. child population by 2050 (Bullock, Gable, Lewis, Collins,
Zolkosky, Carrero, & Lusk, 2013) which represents an increase of 13% from 2010 to
2050 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). Without change, the number of AA males who are
disproportionately placed in special education is expected to increase.
Assumptions
Two major assumptions accompany this study. The first assumption is that a
disproportionate number of AA males in special education actually exists. Although the
opinion that overrepresentation does not exist seems preposterous in light of all the
disproportionality literature, some educators may question the validity of that statement.
The second assumption stems from the following argument: If there are a
disproportionate number of AA males who have been in special education programs, is
disproportionality truly a problem? Some educators may believe that despite statistics
confirming the reality that a disproportionate number of AA males are receiving special
education and related services, the actuality of labeling AA males and providing
accommodations and modifications is needed and necessary, and therefore, not a
problem.
Significance of the Study
This study is significant because the findings help to shed further light on the
growing special education overrepresentation problem by providing fresh “insider”
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insight into the issue. Because the problem still exists after 45 years of attention and
appears likely to persist, it seemed logical that an important piece of the puzzle may be
missing. By organizing a forum in which a diverse group of administrators, general
education, and special education teachers could freely express their perspectives and
discuss possible solutions, some valuable information pertinent to the problem was bound
to reveal itself.
Separating the administrators, general education teachers, and the special
education teachers from each other revealed valuable data regarding challenges involved
in the coordination and communication between each and all groups—necessary for
effective operations of the special education system. Essentially, the discovery of
findings from this study provided missing information and further illuminated the path
toward the possibility of resolving the problem and helping to prevent it from resurfacing.
Organization of the Study
Eight chapters comprise this study. The first chapter contains the introduction to
the overrepresentation problem, background information, and pertinent terminology.
Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature. It begins with the theoretical framework
needed to fully understand the depth of the issue, and then presents a review of the
research relevant to this study’s research questions. The primary theoretical framework
revolves around intersectionality as it manifests within various aspects of the special
education process. The third chapter explains the proposed research methods and includes
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the proposed research design; participant selection; and procedures used for conducting
the study, data collection, and type of analysis. Chapter 4 presents a more detailed
description of the participants and an overview of the results. Chapters 5, 6, and 7 provide
participants’ responses to each of the three research questions, arranged by themes and
sub-themes. A discussion of the results reported in Chapters 4 – 7, implications for the
study, recommended future research, and the conclusion appears in Chapter 8.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Although the topic of overrepresentation of AA males in special education has
been addressed since 1968, it still remains a persistent problem. Although researchers
(Ahram et al., 2011; Shippen et al., 2009; McCall & Skrtic, 2009; Artiles, Harry,
Reschly, & Chinn, 2002) have discussed probable causes and suggested potential
solutions, the problem has not subsided. Now, the question has become not only what
causes disproportionality but also why it continues to be a growing problem despite the
attention it has received.
This chapter begins with an overview of the overrepresentation problem of AA
males in special education in order to establish that the disproportionate representation of
AA male students continues to exist as a problem and warrants the need for additional
attention and further research. An overview of disproportionality research is provided to
show the extent of the problem and justify the purpose of this study. Following the
overview, a research review from an inside-educator, first-person perspective, as opposed
to editorial or theoretical and correlational studies, is presented. Editorial research is
based primarily on various theories and correlational studies that are derived from
second-hand data compiled from various statistical sources such as government census
data and aggregated school district data and documents to establish relationships between
disproportionality and possible causes. This review focuses specifically on AA
overrepresentation in special education and does not include research on linguistically
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diverse students or any other minority population. After the empirical research is
presented, the theoretical framework addressing intersectionality as a persistent problem
will be discussed. McCall and Skrtic (2009) and Grant and Zwier (2014) primarily
comprise the intersectionality framework along with researchers highlighted in Grant and
Zwier’s (2014) Intersectionality and Urban Education: Identities, Policies, Spaces, and
Power. Recommendations for additional research related to the issue of
disproportionality follows the literature review. The chapter ends with a discussion of the
literature review and conclusion.
Overview of Overrepresentation
Zhang et al. (2014) assert that “the trend of racial/ethnic representation in special
education remains the same as it was a decade ago” despite the legislative mandates and
other efforts that have been instituted and implemented to reduce it (p. 118). They noted a
significant decrease of AA students in the ID category, but no change in AA
overrepresentation overall. According to Zhang et al. the issue has endured as “one of the
most persistent and controversial issues in special education” (p. 118). They found that
the number of AA students placed in special education programs from 2004 to 2008
basically did not change. From 2004 to 2008, the AA population in special education
ranged from 14.79% to 15.45%—not even a whole percentage point difference during
that time period. The researchers assert that the trend is likely to continue due to its
relationship with low income and cultural differences and call for future research to be
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conducted that collects data directly from school practitioners and from students to fully
understand the complexity of the issue. Zhang et al. also argue for more research
examining high poverty rate states and low poverty rate states and the relationship with
special education overrepresentation. This call for research directly pertaining to poverty
and the disproportionality issue calls attention to the potential role poverty plays in
perpetuating the overrepresentation in special education and the intersection of race,
class, and disability.
In 2012, Bryan, Day-Vines, Griffin, and Moore-Thomas studied the patterns of
teachers’ disruptive behavior referrals due the overrepresentation that “plagues schools
nationwide in special education placement, dropout, discipline referral, suspension, and
expulsion rates” (p. 177). This study is particularly significant because of the vast number
of AA students diagnosed with ED, which generally begins with multiple referrals for
disruptive behavior. Although Bryan et al. pointed to race as a primary predictor and
discounted the role of poverty as a possible predictor, their results showed race was not
the primary predictor across subject areas studied. One of the primary predictors across
subjects taught was the teachers’ expectations for the students (Bryan et al.).
Unfortunately, the study provided the ethnic breakdown of the students but did not
provide demographics on the teachers involved in the study. Additionally, the data were
pulled from another larger study and did not include any personal perspectives from
teachers or students. Bryan et al. clearly indicated a need for further research delving into
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the overrepresentation problem and suggested researchers and practitioners place a
greater focus on developing cultural competence and building positive relationships to
rectify the problem. They also noted a need for research that “examines the precise nature
of miscommunication and the dynamic of these relationships” (Bryan et al., 2012, p.
188).
In another study, Gregory and Weinstein (2008) examined AA student
disproportionality in school suspensions and further illuminated the need to learn more
about miscommunication that may occur between educators and AA students which may
result in special education referrals. This study highlighted the importance of teacherstudent relationships and attributed referrals for defiance to be classroom specific. Once
again, student demographics were offered but not teacher descriptors or demographic
data. Additionally, the researchers did not provide SES information on students. When
AA students perceived their teachers—regardless of race—as trustworthy, caring and
having high expectations for them, fewer incidents of defiance were reported. Most of the
AA students who had referrals for defiance did not receive them from the majority of
their teachers; the students received the referrals from only one or a small fraction of their
teachers (Gregory & Weinstein, 2008). Both Gregory and Weinstein and Bryan et al.
(2012) claim that a cultural clash—whether it revolves around race or SES—can be
rectified if enough time and attention is spent on building cultural competency and
positive relationships.
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Blanchett, Klingner, and Harry (2009) highlight the fact that few researchers have
examined the intersection of race, culture, language and disability. These researchers
acknowledge the role poverty plays in the special education overrepresentation problem
but dig deeper to explain the role of race and ethnicity. The disproportionality issue is
especially prevalent among AA students attending urban schools. Although desegregation
has long been in effect, three fourths of the AA student population attends a public school
consisting of a majority minority student body (Blanchett et al., 2009; Orfield,
Frankenberg, & Lee, 2003). Additionally, many of those students qualify for free and
reduced lunch, an indicator used to identify students with low socio-economic status
(SES) (Blanchett et al., 2009). The researchers contend that high minority demographic
schools tend to be concentrated in high-poverty communities and the urban schools they
attend do not receive adequate federal and state funding due to racism that permeates the
overall culture of educational institutions. By not providing the same resource allocations
for high poverty community schools as middle class community schools, students living
in poverty may be more likely to remain in poverty. According to Blanchett et al. (2009),
AA students are at an increased risk for being identified as having disabilities not because
they are AA but because they are more likely to live in poverty and suffer the subsequent
circumstances that often surround poverty. Additionally, they propose that parents have
limited understanding of special education and related services and can be intimidated by
the differing value system and professional jargon used during meetings. To combat
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some of the issues contributing to the overrepresentation of AA students in special
education, Blanchett et al. recommend practitioners target skill development related to
cultural competency so families feel included and make sure parents understand what is
happening throughout the special education process (Blanchett et al., 2009). The
researchers call attention to the perpetuation of the problem as a racial issue and also
maintain that a strong connection between overrepresentation and poverty exists.
Prior to 2009, Blanchett (2006) called attention to the disproportionality issue in
conjunction with racism or White privilege in America and called the problem of
disproportionality “a complex and persistent one that must be examined in the context of
larger societal and social phenomena” (p. 27). She asserted that although AA students
comprise 14.8% of the population, they account for 20% of the special education
population. Furthermore, few studies have examined overrepresentation factors that exist
with “the context of larger societal and sociological phenomena such as cultural
construction of disability, disability categories, and conceptualization of individual
differences” (Blanchett, p. 25). She pointed to inadequate resource allocation for schools
with large AA student populations, academic curriculum that is inappropriate for diverse
students, and teacher education that lacks adequate preparation to deal with diversity.
According to Blanchett (2006), the issue is compounded by powers outside the schools
that dictate and restrict educators’ abilities to support and nurture diversity.
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Beachum, Dentith, McCray, and Boyle (2008) examined relationships between
educators and AA students that resulted in the success or failure of students in an urban
middle school. They noted that school educators are the “agents of change in schools”
and through them, “we seek to gain a better understanding of the factors that promote or
obstruct academic achievement” (p. 190). Only by seeing overrepresentation through
their eyes can the problem be better understood. Beachum et al. called for greater
attention to be paid to social context as well. They highlighted the cultural clash
happening within public schools. Although they focused on the racial tension between the
teachers and students, they also provided examples of how teacher behavior may
influence situational outcomes. One scenario described happened in the cafeteria. A
group of AA students were not following the expectation to be seated. One White teacher
yelled at the students and threatened to write a discipline referral while another teacher,
who was AA, calmly addressed the students over a microphone and by walking to the
group and speaking in a casual voice. Beachum et al. (2008) attributed the differences in
teacher behavior toward the AA students to be rooted in racism. Although race appeared
to play a primary role in this study, the actions and behaviors of the teachers seemed to be
the driving force that influenced the situation. Other studies (Moore, 2002; Neal, DavisMcCray, Webb-Johnson, & Bridgest, 2003; Lynn et al. 2010) have shown that race alone
does not dictate teacher attitude and behavior.
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In 2011, Baglieri, Bejoian, Broderick, Connor, and Valle contested the definition
of normalcy and the “normal child.” They claim the ideology of being normal and
desirable versus not normal and therefore undesirable is to blame for the problems in
special education. Normal and desirable students fit within the current confines of the
public school system. However, students who fall outside of those expectations are
deemed undesirable, or not normal, and tend to be referred for special education services.
Baglieri et al. called for a shift in values within the educational system—from valuing
standardization to valuing human diversity. For any real change to be made, others need
to be engaged inside and outside the school walls. These researchers concentrated
predominantly on changes that needed to take place within schools, but they also
indicated that other forces were affecting special education practices (Baglieri et al.,
2011).
In 2002, Artiles et al. announced, “the placement of students of color in special
education classes is perhaps one of the most complex problems facing educators as we
move into the new millennium” (p. 2). They identified sources contributing to the
overrepresentation issue that included poverty, a cultural gap between students and
teachers, and issues with instruction, assessments, and structural factors. People living in
poverty often experience a lack of necessary medical care throughout their lives, which
can cause developmental deficiencies as well as ongoing health problems.
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Cultural discontinuity is evident in the lack of diverse instructional practices and
assessments. Special education assessments have a history of controversy and lack a
focus on understanding a student’s development with cultural contexts. Furthermore, the
special education process can be influenced by undocumented and unofficial forces such
as pressure from administrators and/or referring teachers, unacknowledged biases of
school staff, and inconsistency and variety of chosen assessment tools. Artiles, Harry,
Reschly, and Chinn (2001) note that high poverty schools tend to receive less funding
and have more inexperienced and uncertified teachers than other schools. The researchers
suggest that educators should team up with public health professionals to educate the
public—particularly those living in poverty—about how to sustain a healthy lifestyle.
Finally, they ask for more research about the perception of differences and what
constitutes special education placement—especially with an increasingly diverse society
(Artiles et al., 2002).
According to Artiles et al. (2002), schools with the highest-poverty student bodies
are staffed with a higher percentage of uncertified and inexperienced teachers. The
authors asserted that a high percentage of special education students are poor and belong
to an ethnic minority while the educators are primarily White middle class females. In
their words, “When the cultural backgrounds of students and teachers are incongruent, it
may result in interpersonal misunderstandings, which may have consequences for special
education placement” (Artiles et al., 2002, p. 7). Additionally, they argued that additional
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research is needed on minority placement in special education, particularly regarding the
role of norming and the assessments and test results used for identification. According to
Artiles et al., the “assessment process is influenced by unofficial, undocumented
practices” (p. 7) including informal pressures from administrators and teachers which
may result in students being misdiagnosed as having a disability. Furthermore, school
psychologists vary widely on their cultural biases and choices and implementation of
assessment tools. Classroom instruction and academic or behavioral student issues may
not be sufficiently scrutinized before a referral for special education is accepted and the
special education process begins (Artiles et al., 2002).
According to Skiba, Simmons, Ritter, Gibb, Rausch, Cuadrado, & Chung (2008),
the disproportionate representation of minority students in special education is one of the
“most critical and enduring problems in the field of special education” (p. 264). Among a
list of possible factors causing disproportionality in special education, Skiba et al. pointed
to poverty, test bias, issues of behavior management, and a cultural mismatch or cultural
reproduction among other possible causes of disproportionality in special education. The
researchers found AA students tend to be overrepresented in special education overall
and specifically in MR and ED categories, which are considered soft categories. Soft
categories require more subjective documentation and data. A higher number of AA
students in special education programs tend to be placed in more restrictive learning
environments as well. Poverty and economic disadvantage were linked to educational
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issues that often result in special education referral. A lack of academic achievement and
increase in emotional/behavioral problems were attributed to certain socio-demographic
factors. Skiba et al. (2008) asserted the development of the link between poverty and
special education overrepresentation requires a series of logical connections that are not
well-documented. The researchers called attention to the strong link between poverty and
minority status and argued that “[a] variety of poverty-associated risk factors have been
shown to predict academic and behavioral gaps that might be expected to lead to special
education referral” (p. 273). The educational inequity of resources in low SES schools
has been well documented as well as the disconnection between mainstream school
culture and AA cultural orientations that causes and perpetuates AA overrepresentation in
special education. Mainstream school culture has been defined as the cultural orientations
of the White middle class, which can lead to inappropriate and inadequate experiences in
the educational environment for some minority groups (Skiba et al., 2008).
Twenty years ago, educational researchers already recognized and publicly
asserted the special education process was biased toward AAs. Harry and Anderson
(1995) argued the entire special education process “is seriously biased against AA male
students” (p. 602). According to the researchers, many teachers—who are mostly White
females—are unaware of and insensitive to the life experiences of AA males. Teachers
often fail to recognize their role in the students’ academic achievement and classroom
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behavior. The problem is compounded by the biased assessments used to render
educational diagnoses (Harry & Anderson, 1995).
From 1995 to 2014, an outcry for more research on the persistent
overrepresentation of AA students in special education has been heard. The consensus
states that special education disproportionality has been and remains problematic. A
strong relationship between AA ethnicity and special education disproportionality is
evident, and a clear connection between AA ethnicity and poverty has been established.
Despite the attention, the problem persists. This reality seems to indicate a gap in the
literature necessary to instigate the desperately needed paradigm shift.
Review of Research
Waitoller et al. (2010) published a review of research literature from 1967 to 2006
that examined the overrepresentation of culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD)
students and included AA disproportionality. They revealed three ways in which
overrepresentation studies have been framed: a socio-demographic model, socio-historic
analysis, and professional practices examination. The socio-demographic model centered
on the factors associated with poverty as the culprit causing the disproportionality issue.
The socio-historical analysis focused on race relations and power differentials and how
they manifest themselves in school districts and among individuals. The third explanation
for overrepresentation of CLD students in special education pointed to professional
practices as the cause. The biases in student perceptions and assessments combined with
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differing belief systems affected the decision-making processes and determination of
eligibility (Waitoller et al., 2010). Each one of these frames or causes represented a
cultural conflict between CLD students and families with school staff. That conflict was
described as originating in various ways, but the conflict of different cultures was at the
root of each cause.
In a study that examined the practices of AA teachers in early childhood
programs, Moore (2002) discovered the majority of teacher participants were not
knowledgeable about specific disabilities and the criteria that defined various disabilities.
The teachers did not realize that impact that assigning a label to a student could have on
the student’s educational trajectory. Establishment bias was described as the teachers’
perception of an ideal student versus a difficult student. According to Moore, “teachers
more often described their ideal students as female, fair, and average to very mature, and
their difficult students as male, dark, African-American and differently mature to very
immature” (p. 640). Moore’s teacher participants also reported they made referrals based
on their own perceptions and did not feel influenced by the school. This revelation begs
the questions whether professional development has a positive effect on special education
referrals. Some teachers believed the influence of students’ families, living environments,
or home lives helped to cause problems in school; thus, they tended to refer students due
to those beliefs. Moore’s results revealed the majority of teacher participants believed
they had been “underprepared to teach students with disabilities” (p. 646), which seemed
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to influence their decision to seek interventions including special education services
(Moore, 2002).
In 2003, Neal et al. conducted a quasi-experimental study to test the perceptions
of teachers about students based on their ethnicity and the way the students’ walked down
a hallway. The researchers found that the teachers perceived students who walked with an
“AA stroll” to be higher in aggression, lower in achievement, and more likely to need
special education services (Neal et al., 2003). Teacher belief systems influenced how
students were perceived, which may help to explain why the disproportionality issue has
continued to be a problem. A question that arises when referencing this study is whether
the stroll termed “AA” is more closely related to race or whether it is more closely
connected with behavior associated with high poverty communities.
Knotek (2003) took a closer look at student study teams (SST) who are
responsible for academic problem-solving and who decide whether a student should be
tested for special education services. The results revealed four themes related to the
team’s social context and bias in the problem-solving process. The teacher’s focus of
concern and locus of the problem was identified as one of the issues that contributed to
overrepresentation. According to Knotek, the teacher was responsible for student
academic success more than any other staff member. When a student was not successful,
the teacher needed to explain the failure and define the problem as emanating from either
the student or the teacher. The student was usually described as the problem. Another
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cause of overrepresentation was SES and problem identification, a problem teachers
defined as existing outside the school environment that precluded their ability to address
the issue through school-based interventions. Members’ social status and
conceptualizations of the problem also contributed to the problem solving bias. Some
high-status team members swayed the description of the problem by introducing negative
terminology. Finally, Knotek noted that interventions were based upon socially
constructed definitions of the problem so “intervention planning for children whose
problems were conceived as resulting from behavior or SES was less rigorous than it was
for other students” (Knotek, 2003, p. 10).
Kearns, Ford, and Linney (2005) conducted a qualitative study to examine the
perspective of school psychologists. Until then, the focus had been predominantly on
teachers. They found that psychologists considered overrepresentation to be caused by six
factors: (a) parents, (b) poverty, (c) the school system, (d) student issues, (e) teacher
causes, and (f) psycho-educational testing. Participants linked parental and poverty
causes, teen pregnancy, and overwhelming daily challenges to the failure to value
education. Within the school system, the emphasis on test-taking skills impeded teachers
in their ability to provide adequate instruction for diverse learners. School psychologists
also indicated AA students’ negative behavior contributed to their academic failure and
helped to cause teacher referrals to special education. Teachers were thought to resist
making accommodations and were identified as being in need of special education
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training. Additionally, the psycho-educational testing contained biased IQ tests,
assessment errors, and misinterpretation of test results (Kearns et al., 2005).
In 2006, Skiba et al. found that teachers, campus administrators, district
administrators, and school psychologists thought particular socio-demographic factors
contributed to disproportionality in addition to general education environmental factors
and aspects of the special education process. Other contributors to the disproportionality
issue were identified as the lack of available and needed resources for proper
identification of special education students and the lack of awareness about minority
disproportionality and diversity issues (Skiba et al, 2006). Once again, professional
practices were found to be a primary cause for overrepresentation in special education.
West-Olatunji, Baker, and Brooks (2006) explored the perspectives of AA
teenagers due to overrepresentation of AA males in special education as “one of the most
persistent and unresolved issues in education” (p. 3). Their findings produced one
primary theme, a feeling of not being respected in school. Three additional themes voiced
by AA student participants emerged: (a) boredom with teaching methods, (b) a
preference for after school activities, and (c) an awareness of educational inequalities
between different schools. West-Olatunji et al. (2006) asserted that AA
overrepresentation—particularly males in the ED category—“continues to be one of the
most persistent and unresolved issues in education” (p. 3) They cited Cartledge and Loe
(2001) who attributed disproportionality of disciplinary actions to a cultural clash that
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occurs among White teachers and their AA students due to differences in personal
distance, voice tone, pitch and speech rate, and facial expressions including eye gazes.
West-Olatunji et al. (2006) also attributed the on-going problem to systemic issues.
Shippen et al. (2009) examined teachers’ and counselors’ perceptions of the
disproportionality of AA students in special education. Participants identified the causes
of disproportionality to be the lack of AA students’ family involvement, understanding
about assessment results, understanding about overrepresentation, and understanding of
disability characteristics (Shippen et al., 2009).
Following Shippen et al.’s (2009) examination of teacher and counselor
perceptions, Lynn et al. (2010) included campus administrators’ perspectives with that of
teachers and counselors. The administrators attended the same focus group interviews
with the teachers and counselors. Their results suggested that school staff blamed the AA
students, their families, and communities for the achievement gap which was directly
related to special education referrals. The participants identified three primary
explanations for the achievement gap: (a) negative student attitude and behavior towards
school, (b) local environment, and (c) lack of parent involvement.
The most recent research study about the overrepresentation in special education
from the perspective of current educators was Ahram et al.’s (2011) project in
conjunction with the New York’s Technical Assistance Center on Disproportionality
(TASD) project. According to Ahram et al., disproportionality in special education was
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the product of a special education referral and classification process that racializes the
normal child. Participants perceived disproportionality to be caused by cultural deficit
thinking, lack of safeguards, and “fixes” that did not address the underlying beliefs.
Safeguards—such as a district-wide common referral form, a variety of interventions for
diverse students, and core reading programs—are in place in order to ensure that
struggling learners receive appropriate instruction and assistance. In this case, the
culturally relevant PD proved a successful means to reduce disproportionality (Ahram et
al., 2011).
In 2014, Jokerst and Flower conducted a synthesis on research from the
educators’ perspective and identified three primary causes for overrepresentation in
special education: (a) the school system, (b) the AA community, and (c) poverty (see
Appendices A & B). They defined the school system as the misinterpretation of AA
culture by predominantly EA educators. The AA community was described as the lack of
understanding and adherence to academic culture, and poverty encompassed the
circumstances likely to be experience by an individual living in poverty. Using Thomas’
constant comparative method (2011), the researchers found an overarching theme from
the three identified causes. Overall, the studies indicated a conflict of AA and EA cultural
norms within the school system (Jokerst & Flower, 2014). A notable aspect of this study
was the focus on the difference between AA and EA norms, which were closely
associated with value systems, not on the difference between AA and EA populations.
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Theoretical Framework
This study employed one primary theory to understand the complex problem of
disproportionality in special education: intersectionality. Federal and state mandates and
school initiatives often contradict themselves and leave teachers in a precarious position
that forces them to refer students who cannot be served by typical teaching techniques. In
fact, behavior displayed by the differing culture is often the symptom that drives the
special education referral. According to Skrtic (2005) schools are bureaucracies and, as
performance organizations, are standardized structures that do not promote efforts to
make adaptions for diversity. Schools are designed to “screen out diversity by forcing
students with unconventional needs out of the system” (Skrtic, 2005, p. 149).
Intersectionality
As Ford (2009) and Artiles et al. (2002) asserted, student diversity has grown
exponentially since schools first came into being, yet the teachers continue to primarily
be White, middle class females. This incongruence between educators’ and students’
culture seems to be a significant contributor to the disproportionality issue in special
education. Intertwined with that cultural gap between teachers and students is the
condition of poverty, which further complicates the educational environment.
Additionally, these problematic circumstances are imbedded within a structure that
perpetuates those issues and often does not support the necessary changes.

45

The Wicked Problem
According to McCall and Skrtic (2009), the special education disproportionality
issue has become a wicked problem. A wicked problem is an extension of the
intersectionality issue that further compounds the special education struggle within
schools (McCall & Skrtic, 2009). A wicked problem occurs because the formulation of
the issue is viewed as problematic. The issue can be interpreted in a variety of ways and
each perspective can lead to a specific solution that is in conflict with the other
perspectives’ solutions. Poverty, racism, and world hunger are considered to be wicked
problems. The overrepresentation of AA students in special education has joined the
wicked problem echelon (McCall & Skrtic, 2009). Because the formation of a person’s
problem is viewed as problematic, McCall and Skrtic (2009) called the disproportionality
issue a wicked problem. Moreover, the educational system is set up to sustain the battle
of conflicting value systems.
As noted by McCall and Skrtic (2009), researchers have contributed to three
decades of disproportionality research indicating the special education referral,
identification, and placement process to be a discriminatory process. This discrimination
is supported by the mass media, school curricula, religious teachings, and community and
family cultures. To further complicate the issue, solutions to the problem have been
opposed by educational policy makers; thus, the issue has been further compounded by
the social, political and institutional complexity. The “wicked problem” not only
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encompasses the intersectionality between the AA students and the EA teachers inside
the school walls but also radiates outward to include the external claws that keep the
disproportionality problem from being properly addressed and rectified (McCall &
Skrtic, 2009).
The Urban Experience
Grant and Zwier (2014) further illuminated the understanding of intersectionality
as it manifests in the urban school system. The authors established that identities are
formed through an individual’s experiences, and where people live has a huge influence
on their experiences. Intersectionality theories offer a means “to examine cultural and
social categories of inclusion and exclusion and the processes through which these
interactions can produce systemic and individual equalities” (p. xv). These authors
looked at intersectionality theories across locations in regard to oppression and privilege
in order to help understand the disproportionality issue as it exists in the global sphere
and how it manifests in the local urban educational institutions. They asserted that major
trends—multiculturalism and social inclusion—in education introduced and implemented
to equalize the playing field have some significant defects to overcome. Some of those
opposed to such movements deem the concepts unfeasible, and others assert the concepts
are incompatible with a capitalistic society (Grant & Zwier). Within Grant and Zwier’s
book, Noguera and Leslie (2014) and Chapman (2014) offered additional insight specific
to AAs in the American educational system.
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Noguera and Leslie (2014) addressed intersectionality specifically in regard to
AA males. They asserted that studying how race, class, and gender intersect and affect
each other is imperative to understanding the experience of the AA male: “Low income
Black males, constitute a pariah group in American society, and because of their status,
relatively little public concern has been generated over their plight” (p. 81). Gaining that
understanding is especially important for educators who have the responsibility of
developing AA males intellectually and socially. Unfortunately, the educational
environment is often the source of perpetuating and exacerbating the marginalization of
those students (Noguera & Leslie, 2014).
Noguera and Leslie (2014) asserted that “institutionalized racism, economic
marginalization, mass incarceration and gender socialization within schools, families and
communities, work in concert to perpetuate the status and the vulnerability of Black
males in American society" (p. 81). Additionally, the researchers drew attention to the
importance of not viewing Black males as merely victims of social injustice and a biased
educational system. Empirical research suggests class status—due to the vulnerabilities
associated with it, along with race and gender combine to create a the current experience
of AA males (Noguera & Leslie, 2014). Therefore, understanding the synergy of all three
concepts is necessary to finding a solution to the problem of disproportionality in special
education.
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Four forms of intersectionality were examined by Chapman (2014)—specifically
experienced by students of color in majority White schools. Chapman explored structural
intersectionality, gendered structural intersectionality, political intersectionality, and
representational intersectionality. Structural intersectionality is most evident through the
tracking system. Most students of color are not on the college track, and advanced classes
are comprised by a majority of White and Asian students. Gendered structural
intersectionality is best described through examples. An AA female student reported that
a White student can be out of dress code the entire day, but if she is out of dress code, her
infraction is addressed within the first thirty minutes of school. Additionally, an AA male
reported that he has to leave school grounds immediately after school, or he risks being
questioned by police. Political intersectionality is most pervasive and less obvious and
appears when students are asked to designate their race. Some bi-racial students
presented complicated descriptions about their heritage and race. Chapman (2014) also
addressed representational intersectionality. The AA students reported that so few AAs
are represented in the environment that the media’s negative depiction of AA people—
particularly males—permeates through the school despite the positive behavior that can
be observed. Chapman (2014) ended the article by reminding the reader: “[O]nly through
a continued interrogation into the pervasive nature of race and racism will we discover
ways to help students of color fully access a quality and equitable education" (p. 143).
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Recommendations for Future Research
The majority of research review article discussions suggested the need for
culturally relevant professional development to alleviate the problem. Ahram et al.’s
(2011) mixed method research was the only study that specifically addressed and tested a
solution to overrepresentation. Culturally relevant professional development (PD) served
as the independent variable while disproportionality data were collected over a three-year
period. Their results showed a decrease in disproportionality due to the implementation
of culturally relevant PD. Future researchers could replicate the work of Ahram et al.
(2011) to study whether culturally relevant PD impacts overrepresentation. Additionally,
future research could identify the critical factors that need to be contained in such PD in
order for PD to be developed and implemented appropriately and successfully. By
conducting this research study, I hope to illuminate where the PD gaps lie for the three
educational groups: (a) administrators, (b) general education teachers, and (c) special
education teachers.
A strong relationship exists between special education status and low SES (Zhang
et al., 2014; Blanchet et al., 2009; Skiba et al., 2008; Artiles et al., 2002). However, more
research is needed to specifically examine the disproportionality of special education
within urban public schools because of the established correlation between poverty and
special education overrepresentation (Blanchett et al., 2009). Research needs to be
conducted that examines RtI and special education referral meetings because more data
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are needed about how student behaviors are interpreted and who is interpreting that
behavior from what perspective.
Coupled with PD research and specific concentration on urban environments,
more empirical evidence is needed. To uncover the daily routine conflicts within special
education and school systems, more qualitative studies should be conducted. Revealing
and describing varying conflicts that may be present may help to provide information that
can assist us in building more effective solutions.
According to Zhang et al. (2014), more data needs to be collected directly from
school practitioners and students in order to fully understand the complexity of
overrepresentation. Many of the studies in the research review were missing pertinent
information about the sample and procedural details (see Appendices A and B). Future
qualitative studies should attend to the quality indicators set forth by Brantlinger,
Jiminez, Klinger, Pugach, and Richardson (2006) such as rich description of participants,
use of triangulation, researcher reflexivity—openly stating position and perspective on
the topic, member checks, and external auditors.
Discussion
Overrepresentation of AA students—particularly AA males—in special education
is a significant concern facing the educational community and has been recognized for a
long period of time. The problem has yet to be rectified despite the variety of research
addressing the factors that may cause or contribute to the problem. No research studies or
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literature denied the fact that the disproportionality of AA males in special education
continues to persist as a problem, nor did they indicate the problem was likely to dissipate
over time. All of the research literature called for more research on the topic.
Besides contributing to the body of knowledge on overrepresentation in special
education from an educator’s perspective, this study also focused on possible solutions
within and beyond the school walls. The three focus groups were conducted separate
from each other, which is a variation not yet employed in previous studies. Facilitating
the discussions with each group independently helped to reduce any pressure to conform
to another groups’ ideologies and opinions. In past research (Shippen et al. 2009),
administrators, special education teachers, and general education teachers were in the
same focus group.
Empirical Research
The search to find empirical research, excluding correlations, revolving around
AA disproportionality proved challenging. Waitoller et al. (2010) published a review of
overrepresentation research and explanations. Their review revealed only five qualitative
articles out of the 42 articles reviewed. Because so few studies with qualitative
methodologies currently exist, the voices of the insiders experiencing the actual
phenomenon seem to be somewhat stifled. This raises questions regarding the validity of
information in disproportionality research. Insider perspectives are necessary in order to
provide an accurate, realistic depiction of how special education unfolds on a daily basis.
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Yet, a mere ten studies, among over 400 articles, have been conducted that examined
disproportionality from the “insider” participants’ perspectives in order to provide more
insight into possible reasons why the overrepresentation of AAs in special education
exists and persists. Only one study out of ten used students as participants (West-Olatunji
et al., 2006). Bullock et al. (2013) underscored the necessity for researchers and
practitioners to work closely together to create an effective plan in order to overcome the
overrepresentation problem. Learning about special education issues through the
perspective of the three individual groups who are responsible for serving students in
special education programs may assist in a better understanding the issue.
The Cultural Conflict
The ten empirical studies reported results that were thematically analyzed using
Thomas’ (2011) constant comparative method to elicit themes related to our attempt to
understand the disproportionality issue (Jokerst & Flower, 2014). This analysis led to the
suggestion that the primary cause or contributing factors responsible for the
overrepresentation of AA students in special education could be categorized as a cultural
conflict between AA and EA norms within the school system. The term of norm was
employed because the studies revealed that race was not the primary factor causing the
conflict; rather, a specific behavior was actually the culprit (Lynn et al., 2010, Neal et al.,
2003; Moore, 2002).
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Fifty out of the 56 teacher participants who perceived overrepresentation to be
related to AA students’ lack of academic achievement leading to special education
referral and admission were AA (Lynn et al., 2010). Participants in Moore’s (2002)
study, who were all AA teachers, indicated they believed the disproportionality issue was
caused by AA student characteristics and teacher expectations within a biased
establishment. Based on these two studies, one could assert that differing ethnicity
between students and educational staff may not necessarily be the problem. The
university system may actually acculturate AA teacher education preservice candidates to
adopt EA norms. Nevertheless, a clear clash of school and community culture remains.
Findings from Neal et al.’s (2003) study indicated the ethnicity of the student was
not a predictor for influencing teachers’ perceptions; the appearance of a culturally
related movement actually induced the negative perception. The culturally related
movement style was described as an AA movement style and was indicative of the
behavior also described by Cartledge et al. (2001). These collective results make it more
difficult to establish the argument that racial/ethnic cultural conflict is solely responsible
for AA overrepresentation. Rather, it could be the case that the conflict is also embedded
within the socialization process and is more indicative of SES.
The overlay of SES and AA ethnicity can create a distortion when examining and
discussing the issue. Although the intersection of race cannot be denied, the lines are not
clear when looking at the research. Studies have shown that AA teachers refer AA
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students to special education for the same reasons EA teachers refer (Lynn et al., 2009; &
Moore, 2002). Neal et al.’s (2003) study also brought attention to the blurring of the race
line when their study produced findings that students were judged by their behavior
despite their race.
An Expanded Perspective
Most of the special education overrepresentation literature appeared to suggest
that schools and the educational system were to blame for the problem. The empirical
studies in the research review unanimously indicated school staff needed to receive
cultural training so they might be able to stop misinterpreting AA behavior and norms as
a disability. These findings agree with the assertions made by Obiakor et al. (2010) in
The Western Journal of Black Studies. Obiakor et al. contended the needs of most AA
students can be met but only under certain circumstances. Teachers and administrators
must be supplied with sufficient resources. Support must be provided for educational
leaders, and on-going cultural competence PD must be provided. On the other hand,
Obiakor et al. also turned their attention toward the AA community and asserted, “Some
African Americans further this cyclical malaise when they fail to acknowledge or do
something about self-destructive tendencies” (p. 434). The researchers described some of
the self-destructive behavior as drug abuse, drug dealing, adolescent pregnancy,
committing crimes, and using special education labels for government money (Obiakor et
al., 2010). This seems to suggest a need for an alliance between the school and social
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service systems in order to institute a real change that will positively impact the current
problem in special education.
A possible reason for the continued issue may be that few studies have focused on
the perspective of the people inside the public schools who participate in the daily
implementation of special education services. Since 1968, only ten studies seeking to
identify the causes of disproportionality have been facilitated using the perspectives of
insiders as primary data. Past studies also failed to recognize the need to candidly and
openly discuss the role of racism and White privilege as this study did. Furthermore,
those studies did not extend their findings and search for actions that might be taken to
help improve and move toward rectifying the problem.
Conclusion
The current research overwhelmingly agrees that more research on
overrepresentation in special education is sorely needed. Some gaps in the research seem
apparent due to the inability to decrease the problem despite all the information on the
topic. The purpose of this study was to fill some of those gaps. This study examined the
overrepresentation of AA students in special education from the perspective of urban,
public school educators who implement and deliver the full spectrum of special education
and related services on behalf of students with disabilities. Much attention was focused
on recruiting both AA and EA educators who were willing to discuss racism and White
privilege and offer possible actions to further shift education toward true equality and
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understanding between races. By interviewing and gathering the perspectives of
administrators, general education teachers, and special education teachers who are
responsible for the oversight and provision of these services on a daily basis, a deeper
understanding of the disproportionality issue may be obtained. Ultimately, the intent of
the study was to pave the way toward finding a potential solution that may move us
closer toward rectifying the problem.
One gap in the research is the lack of inside educator perspectives gained through
empirical methodology. In order to accurately identify the conflicts within the special
education process, listening and analyzing inside information from the people whose
professional practice involves working with AA students in special education programs
on a daily basis is necessary. This study not only explored educator perspectives on
disproportionality but also strived to expose communication and interaction issues
between the administrators, general education teachers, and special education teachers by
interviewing each group separately. Separating the administrators and teachers from each
other allowed a more candid discussion without influence from the other professional
groups.
Defining the three groups by professional title served to establish if particular
biases or other obstacles are specific to a group. This separation, compiling of data, and
analyzing for themes within and between groups served to reveal the different
interpretations about acceptable and unacceptable behavior that are prevalent among
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multiple stakeholders (i.e., teachers, administrators, students, school psychologists and
counselors) within schools. The data was expected to indicate specific PD needed for the
various groups.
This study’s snowball sampling allowed the composition of the participants to
include an increased demographic sample, and that information was carefully detailed.
Many of the research studies do not include detailed demographics of the participants.
The studies that do include the sample descriptions do not seem to have a variety of
ethnicities. This study paid careful attention to creating a diverse group of educators
within each focus group.
This study was inspired by the Lynn et al. (2010) and Shippen et al. (2009)
studies. The best methods from these studies coupled with adherence to Brantlinger et
al.’s (2005) qualitative indicators was used. Another addition to the current research was
a discussion about White privilege as it relates to RtI and special education. That topic
was not discussed in any of the past qualitative empirical research. Overall, this study
was intended to begin to bridge the gaps in overrepresentation knowledge that are
perpetuating the problem.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
In this chapter, the research design and methods used for this study are presented,
which were approved by the IRB (see Appendix C). The purpose of the study was to
explore the perceived causes and possible solutions to the overrepresentation of AA male
students in special education through the eyes of the people who directly participate in
the daily implementation of special education services. This study utilized individual
interviews, focus groups, and the opportunity to contribute additional responses via
email. Providing three different means for participants to respond to the interview
questions increased the likelihood that their candid perspectives about the
disproportionate representation of AA males in special education as well as possible
causes and solutions to the program could be collected.
Rationale
A gap in the research literature pertaining to the overrepresentation of AA males
in special education programs currently exists. Although the topic has been explored
since 1968, few studies have addressed the issue by gaining insight from an insider
perspective, and few of those have directly addressed the perceived role of White
privilege in school systems. A majority of individuals who have investigated this
phenomenon have relied on a correlational methodology or have generated research that
has been editorial in nature. Due to the persistence of the problem despite the amount of
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attention it has received, a more in-depth analysis of the reality of everyday activities
involved in the full spectrum of implementing special education services is needed.
The following research questions were used to guide this study:
1. What are the perceptions of current urban public school administrators,
general education teachers, and special education teachers regarding the cause
of the overrepresentation of AA males in special education?
2. Why do current urban public school administrators, general education
teachers, and special education teachers believe the problem persists?
3. What suggestions do current urban public school administrators, general
education teachers, and special education teachers offer for improving the
problem?
Research Method, Design, and Data Analysis
In order to answer, or attempt to answer, the research questions seeking to both
discover the potential causes behind the creation and continuation of the
overrepresentation of AA males in special education and identify concrete means to
improve the problem, a key case study approach was employed. According to Thomas
(2011), deciding on the methodology follows the identification of the question(s) to be
answered. Because the overrepresentation problem has persisted for so long and does not
appear to be dissipating, the need to take a closer look at the problem from the inside
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seemed logical and necessary. A case study methodology seemed to be the best fit to
answer the research.
A qualitative case study was used to study the subject, or phenomenon, in context
(Ritchie & Lewis, 2007; Cresswell, 1998; Hollaway and Wheeler, 1996; Robson, 2002;
Yin, 1993, 1994). The case study acts to “drill down further and create a three
dimensional picture” or what Foucault called a “polyhedron of intelligibility” (Thomas,
2011, p. 4). A case study is comprised of two elements: a subject and an analytical frame
or object (Thomas, 2011; Wieviorka, 1992). The subject examined in this case study was
the overrepresentation of AA males in special education, and the analytical, or
theoretical, framework used for analysis was intersectionality. The purpose of the case
study was to understand the details of what has occurred in the past as well as what is
currently happening in the present (Thomas, 2011).
According to Thomas (2011), the overrepresentation of AA males in special
education could be best described as a key case, which is “a good example of something;
a classic or exemplary case” (p. 77). The purpose of this study was intrinsic, exploratory,
and explanatory because I was interested in the phenomenon in and of itself, exploring
the topic beyond my current understanding, and sought to further explain the
phenomenon (Thomas, 2011). The approach I took to conduct this case study was to (a)
describe the overrepresentation of AA males in special education as it has been
experienced by educators who work and function inside the school system, (b) create a
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picture to deepen understanding, and (c) interpret the results to render a holistic, or
Gestalt view (Thomas, 2011). This key case is considered a nested case study because the
focus of the study was limited to obtaining the perspectives from three groups:
administrators, general education teachers, and special education teachers. Students and
parents were not interviewed. Other educators involved in the public school system were
not interviewed. Further, I did not seek to obtain perspectives from legislators or
education policy makers at the state or federal levels.
The research methodology and design used for this study was adapted from a
preliminary qualitative study conducted by Shippen et al. (2009) who explored
counselors’ perspectives regarding the overrepresentation of AA students in special
education. My intent in conducting this study was to interview public school staff who
are responsible for facilitating and implementing special education services on a daily
basis within an urban public school context in order to acquire information specifically
related to their perspectives and beliefs about the overrepresentation of AA male students
in special education. Through data collection and an analysis of the multiple perspectives
of urban public school administrators, general education and special education teachers, I
hoped to extract and provide information that might help to explain why the
disproportionate representation of AA males in special education persists and how we
might begin to address or resolve the problem.
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Participants’ perspectives were collected via three means: individual interviews,
focus groups, and email. The researcher conducted semi-structured individual interviews
with male and female AA and EA administrators, general education teachers, and special
education teachers. A researcher-modified version of Shippen et al.’s semi-structured
interview (Appendix D) that reflects this study’s research questions and focus was
utilized for the individual interviews. Three additional participants were recruited to join
the focus groups. Three focus groups using an expanded version of the semi-structured
interview protocol that was intended to solicit conversation regarding racial/ethnic
stereotypes and perceptions that may contribute to the overrepresentation issue
(Appendix D) were facilitated next: one composed of administrators, one composed of
general education teachers, and one composed of special education teachers. According
to Shippen et al. (2009), focus groups can be especially helpful when the researcher is
seeking to uncover potential reasons underlying a particular outcome and to answer how
and why questions as opposed to what and how many questions. The researcher
conducted the focus group interviews and is a certified and licensed professional
counselor who is well versed in group dynamics and leadership skills.
The researcher travelled to the participants for the individual interview, which
took place in participants’ homes, offices, and/or classrooms and were audio recorded.
The focus groups convened in a university classroom and parking was reimbursed. This
venue was expected to remove stress about discussing a controversial subject within a
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school setting with individuals who might have differing opinions. Participants signed
consent forms prior to the individual or focus group interview (Appendix E) and provided
demographic data (Appendix F). The length of the individual interview was 45 to 60
minutes, and the focus group sessions lasted approximately 90 minutes. Both the
individual and focus group interviews were audio recorded, using two audio recorders.
Recordings were coded with a descriptor to ensure anonymity and were sent to outside
transcribers. The invitation for additional comments via email was sent the day after the
individual interviews and focus groups had convened. After transcriptions were
transferred to raw data tables, those tables were emailed to participants with the
opportunity to provide clarification and/or refute data themes and categories to promote
transparency and ensure accuracy of data analysis. The participants were also provided
with copies of Chapters 5, 6, and 7 that contained participants’ response data for their
review and feedback.
Participants
To conduct this study, participants were recruited from multiple school districts
and various schools in those districts in central Texas. All participants held current
positions in an urban public school setting and had been employed in the public school
system for a minimum of three years. Some participants had worked in additional
districts and schools across the U.S. during their educational career. Fifteen educators
participated in the study. Twelve participants completed individual interviews: three AA
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men, three AA women, three EA men, and three EA women. The focus groups consisted
of those same 12 educators plus three others, who identified themselves as EA male, EA
female, and Hispanic female. However, two of the four administrators and one of the six
special education teachers who had confirmed they would attend the focus group were
unable to attend at the last minute. Two other AA educators were invited to participate
but declined. The participants ranged in age from 32 to 61 years old and had 3 to 40 years
of experience working in the public school system.
The administrative group was composed of four participants. Five participants
comprised the general education group, and the special education group consisted of six
participants. Each focus group presented perspectives from the AA male, AA female, EA
male and EA female point of view. The first focus group to convene was composed of
secondary general education teachers, some of which had previously taught in elementary
schools, who taught in core subject areas—math, English, science, and/or social studies.
The second focus group was comprised of secondary special education teachers who
were currently teaching or working with AA students with disabilities who received
instruction in inclusion and resource classrooms and Social Behavior Skills (SBS), Social
Communication Resource and Services (SCORES), or Life Skills programs. The third
focus group consisted of public school principals who had experience working at
elementary and secondary levels.
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Selection Criteria
A non-random snowball sample procedure was employed to select the
participants. The participants were selected based on their willingness to participate in the
study, their willingness to openly and honestly discuss this controversial topic, and their
position in an urban public school setting with a minimum of three years of experience.
Educators were also purposefully recruited to represent the male and female perspective
of the AA and EA race for each group.
Data Analysis
After the individual interviews and focus groups were conducted, electronic
copies of the audio recordings coded with anonymous descriptors (AD1 - 4, GET1 – 4,
SET1 – 4, FG_AD, FG_GET, and FG_SET) were sent to an outside source for
transcription. Thomas’ (2011) constant comparative method to elicit themes from the data
was used for analysis (see Figure 1 on p. 68). According to Thomas (2011), “The basic
principle governing the process of constant comparison is that you emerge with themes
that capture or summarize the essence (or essences) of your data” (p. 171). A condensed
list of the general process is listed below.
1. Examine all data—read transcripts and listen to audiotapes.
2. Make an electronic copy of all raw data.
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3. Make another copy and name that copy “working.” Read transcripts and
underline or highlight parts that seem important. Important ideas that reoccur
will become the temporary constructs.
4. Read through data again and compare to temporary constructs from first
reading. Record constructs on table with page number references to the
constructs. Make notes as you go along.
5. Eliminate any temporary constructs that do not reinforce the rest of the data.
Mark these because you may need them later in case they provide an
important counter example to the themes.
6. Compose second-order constructs that summarize the important themes in the
data.
7. Reread data again and refine second-order constructs. These become the final
themes.
8. Look for unanimous areas of agreement and any contradictions.
9. Map themes.
10. Illustrate themes with quotations.
This method of data analysis was chosen in order to pull together multiple elements of
the overrepresentation problem that have been largely addressed as compartmentalized
causes without focus on the stimulus/response nature of a complex system. “Interpretive
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inquirers believe that you can’t fracture the social world into variables like a geologist
fractures a rock” (p. 171).
Thomas’ Constant Comparative Method: Eliciting Themes

Figure 1. Illustration of the stages of Thomas’ Constant Comparative Method to elicit
themes from raw data to final themes.
Upon return of the transcribed audio recordings, the researcher listened to the
audiotapes and read transcripts to ensure accuracy in transcribing and to attain a general
impression of the data. After making a back-up copy, the transcripts were reread and
important themes were underlined and recorded on a researcher generated raw data table
for each interview—individual and focus groups (see Figure 2). The underlined important
themes served as the original temporary constructs. Next, the transcripts were examined
again, notes were recorded in the margins, and page numbers that referenced each
temporary construct were recorded on the table for future reference. Changes were made
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as needed to accurately reflect the data collected. These tables were emailed to the
respective participants for verification and feedback; the focus group raw data tables were
emailed to the entire group including those participants who were unable to attend. The
participants were given one week to make changes, clarifications, or additions. Only
confirmations of data were received. The participants had no changes, clarifications, or
additions to make to the recorded temporary constructs.
Raw Data Table Example
CAUSE
Due to disciplinary actions
that affect academics--1

PERSISTS
After get behind—then
misbehave to avoid being
confronted with work they
are not prepared for--1

If Ts think S won’t pass
test—put them in SPED--2

Not getting help with true
issue & socialization they
need to get out--3
Lack of funding—17,20

Sometimes no hard data--3
Easy to put Ss in SPED ’91’98 Mostly ED diagnosis--2
Pressures of testing & state
accountability--4
Ps don’t know what to ask
for--5

Current pedagogy & lack of
philosophical know how--7
Reduction of social services
in school by school system-16
Increase of demands on
school to making Ss do
things they are not
developmentally ready to
do--18

(Figure 2 continues)
(Figure 2 continued)
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SOLUTIONS
Help non-minority Ts to
think about having
culturally relevant books
that reflect AA ethnicity—
6
RtI needs to be better
organized and monitored-17
RtI would include wrap
around services—16
Ps need social services--16
Ss & Ps need technical
teaching—16
Ps would be able and more
likely to support Ss and
school if they felt the
system was helping them &
understood what they
need—17

White Ts not cognizant that
race can be a problem (don’t
have to think about it)--5
Not enough AA
administrators and Ts--7

Ss have too much pressure
to preform to standards--18

Improve Ts in Tier 1
instruction—20

No safety net for Ss who
Need more staff for Tier to
aren’t academically gifted— support--20
turn to drugs and other
methods of escape from
system—18
AA males might not connect Not enough SPED staff--11 Admin need to hold staff
with T and/or school
accountable
for
environment--6
implementations—21
Ts not well trained to deal
Reliance on low yield
AA community would
with current S diversity—
strategies in RtI because
promote respectable
6,7
that’s what Ts can do--19
attitude (Obama instead of
rappers)—23,24
Educator attitudes and
Our ideas of what is
Shift in AA community &
defensiveness about not
appropriate for schools to do how we treat/value
being racist—afraid to ask
& deliver--20
ourselves—advocate for
question and discuss due to
ourselves in a way that’s
fear of being perceived as
respectful--23,24,25
racist
White educators don’t think Negative attitudes about
Administrators need to be
about what minority Ss and what will work to improve
willing to have more open
Ps need in order to connect
situation
discussions with Ts/Ok to
with the campus--7
disagree—26
AA Ps and Ss don’t feel like Ts stuck in old school
Need to change public
they are cared about or
ways—unwilling to change view of Ts—people think
comfortable in school
because expect that this
anybody can teach—28
environment—8,9
“phase” will pass--21
AA history not taught in
T assumption about AA
school—cause disconnect
males—“that’s just the way
from educational system
they are”--21
RtI not effective enough-10
(Figure 2 continues)
Figure 2 (continued)
SPED process not done
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correctly & with fidelity--11
As soon as S enters into RtI,
they are treated
differently—not included in
all activities/events—11,12
Ss in RtI considered
“unable”
Ts assumptions that Ps don’t
care--12
Ts don’t take the extra time
to try to connect with Ss
having difficulty--12
School is culturally biased
all the way around--13
Ts in a hurry to go through
the curriculum—not
concerned that Ss may not
be interested in selected
material--14
Ss may appear defiant &
disrespectful because they
are offended—but not
consideration for the
antecedent that may have
solicited that negative
behavior--16
AA males perceived as
violent and aggressive--24
Ps aren’t teaching AA Ms
how to code switch--25
Figure 2: Example of raw data table reflecting original temporary constructs sent to
participants for verification.
After participant verification, the raw data and temporary constructs were
compiled onto one table, similar data were grouped together by manipulating table cells
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and the second-order constructs emerged along with the sub-themes. These second-order
constructs and sub-themes were named and transferred to an excel spreadsheet. For
example, racism emerged as one of the perceived causes of overrepresentation with the
sub-themes AA male stereotype, White privilege, and AA influence. Each transcript was
reviewed again and data were recorded for each participant (including focus group data)
onto the excel spreadsheet to recheck and further refine constructs (see Figure 3 on p.
73). Special attention was paid to looking for outliers or additional themes and subthemes.
After data were recorded onto the excel spreadsheet from all individual and focus
group interviews and any additional themes or sub-themes were added, final themes were
confirmed. Using the sort data function in Excel®, triangulation of themes and subthemes within and between groups was examined. Comparisons between ethnicities and
gender were also conducted within and across groups. Lastly, the compiled administrator,
general education teacher, special education teacher final themes were examined for “any
unanimous areas of agreement” (Thomas, 2011, p. 172).
After looking for unanimous areas of agreement using the excel worksheet,
Thomas (2011) suggests creating a thematic map to provide a visual impression of the
thematic data (see Figure 4 on p. 74).
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Excel Spreadsheet Example

Figure 3. Screenshot of excel spreadsheet for the overrepresentation causes secondary
constructs.
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Thematic Map of Overrepresentation of AA Males in Special Education

Figure 4: Word Cloud that provides a visual impression of the themes and categories
within themes for the perceived creation and continuation causes and needed
improvements.
The final step of Thomas’ (2011) constant comparative method is to revisit
transcripts and notes to identify quotations that exemplify the themes. Each transcript was
reread and appropriate quotes were chosen for each theme. The themes along with their
respective quotes were composed into Chapters 4 – 7. After the result chapters were
composed, those chapters were sent to participants for a final review to ensure accuracy
and allow for any final thoughts and responses. Participants were given two weeks to
reply and make changes. No changes were received.
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Reliability and Validity
According to Thomas (2011) and Smith and Deemer (2000), reliability and
validity are not fundamental concerns in a case study. Reliability is “a concept imported
into research methodology principally from psychometrics” (Thomas, 2011, p. 63). When
testing the mental facilities, the generation of accurate results under a variety of
circumstances and time periods is important, and some kinds of inquiry in certain kinds
of applied research share the same expectations as psychometrics (Thomas, 2011).
However, case studies do not assume that if the inquiry is repeated with another sample,
the same results will be found. Thomas looks at validity in a case study in the same way.
An important aspect to remember before becoming too obsessed with the terms reliability
and validity in a case study is that “some of the most fascinating and ground-breaking
pieces of research would have failed all of the tests of validity” (Thomas, 2011, p. 64).
However, this study employed several levels of reliability and validation practices.
Interrater reliability. Three outside coders who are familiar with qualitative
research methods served as secondary coders for inter-rater reliability purposes: one
special education doctoral candidate, one special education doctoral graduate, and one
education administrator masters graduate. Each coder received the administrator, general
education teacher, or special education teacher interviews, and each set included four
individual interviews and the focus group interview. Each coder chose three transcripts
and read three pages of each one. Based on the research questions and definitions of
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themes, and the list of sub-themes within each theme provided by the researcher, the
coders checked for accuracy of the researcher’s coding. Upon first examination, interrater reliability was 96%. After discussion, inter-rater reliability was 98%. One coder had
a difference of opinion about what constitutes White privilege and agreement could not
be reached.
Validation. Ritchie and Lewis (2007) provide several ways the validation of
qualitative research can be measured. They describe two main categories: internal and
external validation. Internal validation is achieved by the constant comparative method,
which involves “deriving a hypotheses from one part of the data and testing them on
another by constant checking and comparison across different sites, times, cases,
individuals, etc.”, and deviant case analysis that uses outlier data as “an important
resource in aiding understanding or theory development (Lewis & Ritchie, 2007, p. 275).
External validation is determined by triangulation and member or respondent validation.
Internal validation. Thomas’ constant comparative method used in this study
covers both methods of internal validation. The data were reviewed four times during the
process and were compared to the previous interpretations of data. Additionally, the
incorporation of quotes provided another round of comparison to the themes and subthemes that had previously emerged. This method allowed for multiple comparisons and
checking for outliers, which was further validated by the secondary coders.
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External validation. External validation was achieved in this study using both
triangulation and member or respondent validation. “Triangulation assumes that the use
of different sources of information will help both to confirm and to improve the clarity, or
precision, of a research finding (Ritchie & Lewis, 2007, p. 275). Theory triangulation was
incorporated by interviewing multiple participants, which provided 15 individual
theoretical perspectives, from three distinctly different educator roles, which provided an
additional layer for agreement comparison. Respondent validation was employed at two
points during the study. The temporary constructs and final themes with quotes were sent
to respondents for validation prior to completion of the study.
Qualitative Indicators
Brantlinger et al. (2005) provide a list of quality indicators in the form of
questions to distinguish high quality qualitative research from lower quality work. These
indicators were carefully applied to the study. Eight out of eight indicators were met for
interviews. Six quality indicators were listed for data analysis and reporting results and
this study covered all six.
Interviews. Based on the research questions, participants were carefully chosen to
ensure race/ethnicity and gender perspectives were represented in each of the educator
groups and they were willing to openly and honestly discuss the overrepresentation topic.
The participant specific demographics pertinent to the study are detailed in the results
section. The snowball sampling method in conjunction with flow populations was used
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and served to supply a more diverse group of participants than snowball sampling alone.
Because this study was concerned with representing AA and EA male and female
perspectives equally and was concerned with facilitating in-depth interviews of a
sensitive and sometimes controversial topic with a relatively small sample, the chosen
sampling methods were the best choices.
The questions developed for the interviews were modeled after a preliminary
study of a similar nature and adjusted for this study’s research questions and were
subsequently reviewed by a committee of five researchers prior to their use. Additional
questions were included in the focus group interviews to specifically reference racial
stereotypes and perspectives: a primary focus of the study. The interviews were recorded
using two high quality digital recorders and the files were uploaded onto the university’s
online storage folder, which requires the researcher to invite specific individuals to view
files. Without the link, the files cannot be viewed.
To ensure participants were represented in a fair and reasonable way, a copy of
the final rough draft was sent to participants for their review, and they were given two
weeks to provide feedback. Measures were taken to ensure anonymity and confidentiality
of the participants. Names were not included on the demographic forms completed by the
participants with the consent forms and the audio recordings were coded with descriptors
known only by the researcher.
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Data analysis and reporting results. A detailed description is included of how the
results were sorted and coded using a systematic and well-known data analysis process:
Thomas’ (2011) Constant Comparative Method: Eliciting Themes. Data included in the
results represented all ideas conveyed that directly related to the research questions.
Trustworthiness and credibility were addressed in the prior sections using multiple
researchers’ perspectives. The researcher’s perspective and possible biases are presented
in the limitations section. Participants’ quotations are provided for each theme and subtheme asserted by the researcher. Related research accompanied and substantiated the
data collected.
Limitations
Some limitations are inevitable in any study. However, some of these perceived
limitations are countered with sufficient explanation. As with the views of reliability and
validity addressed above, this researcher believes limitations often reflect the researcher’s
personal perspectives and biases.
Participants. The snowball sampling method could be considered a limitation in
this study. However, the snowball sampling provided a more diverse group based on
school districts. The snowball sampling also began with flow sampling instigated by the
researcher. According to Ritchie and Lewis (2007), flow population sampling “will
sometimes be the most effective way of identifying a specific population” (p. 94). A few
participants knew each other, which could have influenced their willingness to share their
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opinions freely. The focus-group method may have caused some participants to gravitate
toward the majority opinion. However, additional opportunities to respond via email were
presented after the individual interview, after the focus group interview, after the raw
data tables were compiled, and after chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7 were written. Another
limitation resides within the method used for data analysis. Some research professionals
regard qualitative studies as subjective and researcher biased. However, because the
research questions dictate the methodology (Thomas, 2011), a qualitative study was the
best way to answer the research questions and provide a more in-depth picture of the
problem.
Researcher. Researcher bias could be construed as a limitation to the study. With
six years of being entrenched in the urban public school special education system, I have
indeed developed my own opinions and perspectives about the causes of the creation and
continuation of AA male overrepresentation in special education. An additional eight
years of working primarily with AA males in the juvenile justice and social service
systems provides another angle of perspective. As a clinical counselor and special
education teacher, I can provide a level of examination and interpretation that may not be
obtained by a researcher with more limited experience. In my interpretation, I also draw
from fields of study outside education. My formal education includes training in
education, special education, psychology, biology, criminology, and literary analysis.
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Reflectivity and precaution against intentionally evidencing my own perspectives
were first and foremost on my mind during the interviewing, compiling of data, and
reporting process. Keeping an open mind and establishing the needed level of rapport to
dig deeper into the issue with the participants became a transformational experience.
Their personal stories and perspectives of the causes and needed changes expanded my
understanding of the issue, which will hopefully be transferred to the readers through this
study.
Potential Risks and Benefits
This study posed no risks to the participants and did not offer any direct,
immediate benefits. However, questions asked and results from the study may have
provided long-term benefits to the participants due to their employment within the public
school system and opportunity to reflect on their own beliefs, values, and perceptions
related to the current practice of referring AA males, eligibility testing and potential
identification for special education and related services. Participants may have gained
new insights and understanding of how they might implement or provide instruction and
educational services to AA males as well as to other students.
Chapter Summary
This study was conducted via individual interviews, focus groups, and electronic
feedback from 15 urban public school educators. The semi-structured interviews were
constructed and delivered by the researcher. Transcripts were generated and analyzed for
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specific constructs and themes to answer the research questions. No potential risks or
immediate direct benefits were expected. Thomas’ (2011) constant comparative method
was employed for data analysis. The high quality of the study was established based on
the suggestions from several researchers (all cited above).
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Chapter 4: Results
The purpose of this study was to explore the perspectives of urban public school
administrators and general and special education teachers in order to gain a deeper
understanding of the overrepresentation of AA males in special education. For the last 45
years, the problem has not improved despite the attention it has received. To date, only
ten studies have actually paid attention to the thoughts and actions of educators who are
responsible for the implementation and delivery of the full spectrum of special education
services on a daily basis and how they interact with AA males. The overarching goal of
this study was to listen to and analyze the perceptions, reasoning, and suggestions offered
by the study participants—both as individuals and grouped according to their
professional role in public education—regarding this persistent problem. Insights
obtained from this study may shed light on barriers that currently exist and potential steps
that can be taken to help move us in a more positive direction toward improving the
situation that currently exists.
The following research questions were used to guide this study:
1. What are the perceptions of current urban public school administrators,
general education teachers, and special education teachers regarding the cause
of the overrepresentation of AA males in special education?
2. Why do current urban public school administrators, general education
teachers, and special education teachers believe the problem persists?
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3. What suggestions do current urban public school administrators, general
education teachers, and special education teachers offer for improving the
problem?
This chapter begins with an overview of the participants and details the
participants’ demographics. Final theme definitions are then provided, followed by a
synopsis of the participants’ responses to the research questions. The chapter ends with
the addressing of over-arching themes.
Overview of Study Participants
Fifteen educators participated in this study: four administrators, five general
education teachers and six special education teachers. Twelve participants engaged in
individual interviews, and three more participants were added to the focus groups. Each
group contained at least one AA female, one AA male, one EA female, and one EA male.
The 15 participants are currently working in an urban public school in Texas and have
been employed in an urban school district for a minimum of three years. Participants’
perceptions are based on their current and prior experiences acquired while working on
multiple campuses and in multiple districts and states.
Twelve interviews and three focus groups were conducted. Four administrators,
four general education teachers, and four special education teachers participated in
individual interviews. The administrator focus group was scheduled to have all four
administrators who had participated in the individual interviews; however, two were
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unable to attend at the last minute. The general education teacher focus group was
comprised of the same four teachers who granted individual interviews and an additional
general education teacher. The special education focus group consisted of five
participants, three of which provided individual interviews plus two others (see Table 1).
Table 1
Participants Level of Involvement
Role
Administrators
African American
Euro-American
Male
Female
General Education Teachers
African American
Euro-American
Hispanic
Male
Female
Special Education Teachers
African American
Euro-American
Male
Female

Total (N)
4
2
2
2
2
5
2
2
1
2
3
6
2
4
3
3

Individual Interviews
4
2
2
2
2
4
2
2
0
2
2
4
2
2
2
2

Focus Group
2
0
2
1
1
5
2
2
1
2
3
5
1
4
2
3

Ethnicity
The participants included AA, EA, and Hispanic representatives. Of the 15
educators, six were AA. The rest of the sample was comprised of eight EAs and one
Latina. The administrative group consisted of two AAs and two EAs. The general
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education group was comprised of two AA educators, two EA educators, and one
Hispanic teacher. Two AA and four EA special education teachers formed the special
education group (see Table 1 above).
Gender
Seven males and eight females comprised the participant sample. The
administrative group consisted of two males and two females. The general education
group contained two males and three females. Three males and three females were in the
special education group (see Table 1 above).
Academic Core Certification
Four administrators participated. All four served as principals of their schools.
Assistant principals were not included in this study. The four principals reported their
teacher certifications in the core subject areas. Five general education teachers
participated. Between the five teachers, the four core subjects were represented: math,
English Language Arts (ELA), social studies, and science. The six special education
teachers represented the five levels of special education services. Some educators held
certifications in multiple disciplines as indicated on Table 2. These teachers worked in
inclusion, resource, SBS, life skills, and/or SCORES programs. Two of the special
education teachers served as special education department chairs (see Table 2 on p. 88).
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Years of Experience
The educators had a combined total of 250 years of experience working in the
American public school system with an average of 16.7 years. Their years of experience
ranged from 3 to 40 years. The administrators reported working from 3 to 11 years as
principals in urban schools. The general education teachers had from 3 to 21 years of
experience as a teacher. The special education group had been working as special
education teachers for 5 to 16 years (see Table 2 on p. 88).
Educator Preparation
The participants also reported if they had received their certifications traditionally
or through alternative programs. The participants’ certification program routes were
almost equal. Seven educators had traditional certifications and eight had alternative
certifications. The administrators were split: two from traditional programs and two from
alternative programs. In the general education group, the teachers reported three
traditional certifications and two alternative certifications. The special education group
consisted of two traditional certified teachers and four alternative certification teachers
(see Table 2 on p. 88).
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Table 2
Experience of Participants
Demographic Categories

Years of Experience
3-5
5-9
10-14
15-19
20+
Content Certification
Math
English Language Arts
Science
Social Studies
Teacher Preparation Program
Traditional Certification
Alternative Certification

Administrators

General
Education
Teachers

Special
Education
Teachers

Total
Participants

1
1
2
3

1
1
3
6
4

2
2

1
1
2

1
3
2
4

1
2
1
2

4
3
2
3

6
8
5
9

2
2

3
2

2
4

7
8

Participant Codes
Due to the focus on the role of race and the comparison between AA and EA
perspectives, knowing the race of the participant providing the response is important.
Chapters 5, 6, and 7 present participants’ responses divided by themes and subthemes.
Each participant was assigned a code representative of their role, ethnicity, and gender.
The odd numbers represent female participants across the three groups. The even
numbers indicate male participants across groups. The AA participants are designated
with 1s and 2s across groups, and the EA participants are assigned codes of 3s and 4s
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across groups. The general education teacher group had an extra participant join them for
the focus group, a Hispanic female, who was coded with a 5. The special education
teacher group had two extra participants join them for the focus group, who were both
EA. The female was coded with a 5, and the male was coded with a 6 (see Table 3).
Table 3
Participant Interview Codes
Codes
Administrators
AD1
AD2
AD3
AD4
General Education Teachers
GET1
GET2
GET3
GET4
GET5
Special Education Teachers
SET1
SET2
SET3
SET4
SET5
SET6

Race/Ethnicity

Gender

African American (AA)
African American (AA)
Euro-American/White (EA)
Euro-American/White (EA)

Female
Male
Female
Male

African American (AA)
African American (AA)
Euro-American/White (EA)
Euro-American/White (EA)
Hispanic (H)

Female
Male
Female
Male
Female

African American (AA)
African American (AA)
Euro-American/White (EA)
Euro-American/White (EA)
Euro-American/White (EA)
Euro-American/White (EA)

Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male

Final Themes and Definitions
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After transcripts were reviewed and results were compiled, final themes emerged
to answer the three research questions from the perspective of educators currently
working in the public school system. The themes for each research question are described
below. After the general definitions of the themes, an overview of each professional
group’s perspectives follows (chapters 5, 6, and 7 that contain the detailed participant
responses). The over-arching theme, or unanimous areas of agreement, is presented at the
end of this chapter.
An important factor to keep in mind while reading theme definitions and
participant responses is that clean lines of separation are difficult to draw. Most of the
themes and categories within themes are interconnected. The various themes tended to
overlap and intersect each other. However, many participant responses encompassed
more than one element. Therefore, when presenting quotes in chapter 5, 6, and 7, the
researcher had to make a judgement about the main idea of the statement in order to place
it within the chapter. The intersectionality of the themes will become apparent when
reading the detailed results. When reading and recording participant responses, no
inferences were made in order to ensure validity. In other words, if a participant did not
verbally express a particular idea that generated audio recorded evidence, I did not infer
based on a nodding head, for example, that the participant agreed.
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Research Question One Final Themes
Research Question One asked urban public school administrators, general
education teachers, and special education teachers to provide their perspectives regarding
the potential causes or reasons for the overrepresentation of AA males in special
education. Four themes emerged. Based on the participants’ responses, they perceived
racism, poverty, systemic issues, and external forces as the interacting factors that caused
the overrepresentation of AA males in special education.
Racism. This theme revolves around the historical oppression of African
Americans (AAs) in the U.S. and supports the belief that AAs are inferior to EuroAmericans (EAs) or Whites. Racism includes the concept of White privilege and reverse
racism that exists after the abolishment of slavery and illegalization of segregation. White
privilege refers to the overt biases projected onto AAs and the residual racial stereotypes
that can cause unintentional or subconscious misinterpretations of AA behavior and
intentions. The media plays a role in prolonging these negative perceptions. Reverse
racism also exists and refers to the AA community’s distrust and rejection of EA culture
including the systems created by EAs. This rejection has led to a destructive juxtaposition
in thinking and social behavior: acting White versus acting Black. Acting White is
associated with high academic performance including reading and compliance with
systemic rules and policies, which by default means acting Black is associated with low
academic achievement and combativeness.
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Poverty. Poverty includes any and all possible conditions likely to be experienced
by an individual with inadequate legitimate monetary means to provide for him/herself
and his/her dependents. These conditions include but are not limited to homelessness,
hunger, lack of sleep, victimization, addictions, health issues, and lack of utilities
(electric/gas/communication). Enduring these negative impacts is likely to cause anxiety
and/or depression associated with behavior such as lack of focus, hyperactivity, apathy,
anger, and/or defensiveness. All of these factors can lead to low self-efficacy and low
self-confidence as well as birth defects and developmental difficulties. This theme
includes developmental impacts, lack of parental involvement, and socialization issues.
Systemic issues. Multiple layers exist that dictate and restrain school and
classroom activities, policies, and procedures. These layers include the American
nation—the general public, federal government, state government, district administration,
and campus administration. Teacher and administrative education and certification
programs are included in this theme because educator standards are determined by the
U.S. Department of Education and state education agencies. Systemic issues may include
any or all of the following: standardized testing, educator preparation and certification
programs, Response to Intervention (RtI), and special education as a process.
External forces. Some forces outside the educational system play a role in the
overrepresentation issue. They influence special education identification and admission
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rates. Such forces include the social services system, medical and pharmaceutical
industries, and capitalism.
Research Question Two Final Themes
Research Question Two asked urban public school administrators, general
education teachers, and special education teachers to provide their perspectives regarding
why they believed the overrepresentation of AA males in special education still persisted
after 45 years despite the attention the issue has received. The participant responses
generated three sources responsible for the persistence of the problem. Data indicated that
educators believed the persistence of the overrepresentation problem was due to
problematic belief systems, failed funding, and limiting legislation.
Problematic belief systems. Human behavior is the manifestation of belief
systems combined with innate (biological and psychological) drives. Many people inside
and outside the educational system cling to belief systems that negatively impact the
school system—particularly the overrepresentation of AA males in special education.
Those beliefs hinder the changes that need to take place and create barriers to progress.
Problematic belief systems include racist viewpoints, other negative educator attitudes,
and teacher preparation and support that does not truly prepare or support teachers for
success with diverse student populations. Some problematic beliefs that remain also
impede progress in RtI and special education program improvement. To complicate the
situation further, the emergence of a new majority—the Hispanic population—has drawn
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focus off the AA population and reverted much of the attention and resources to
supporting the Spanish-speaking population.
Failed funding. The educational system has and continues to receive inadequate
and insufficient funding to fulfill its obligations. As diversity and education needs have
increased, funding and resources have dwindled. The government continues to underpay
teachers and financially stifle RtI and special education programs from improving, which
results in multiple negative outcomes.
Limiting legislation. Legislation continues to limit educator options for serving
all children. Current legislation does not reflect accurate child developmental stages and
does not completely support social services needed in some schools. Legislation drives
many of the ineffective practices due to the pressure imposed on educators by
standardized testing scores and opposing mandates between federal, state, district and
schools. Schools are mandated to push college at the expense of other non-college
programming. Overall, legislation continues to create additional responsibilities without
providing the necessary adequate resources—human and material.
Research Question Three Final Themes
Research Question Three asked urban public school administrators, general
education teachers, and special education teachers to provide their perspectives regarding
the potential causes or reasons for the overrepresentation of AA males in special
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education. Four final themes emerged. Responses indicated needed changes and
suggestions for educators, the system, the AA community, and the American public.
Essential educator changes. Changes in educator behavior and roles that would
promote the dissipation of AA overrepresentation in special education was addressed.
Educators include teachers, administrators, and LSSPs. Some suggested changes were
made for all educators in general and some suggestions were provided for particular
groups of educators.
Necessary systemic changes. This construct encompasses a number of suggested
changes to the education system as a whole such as changes in current staffing and the
overall structure of the school day, RtI, special education processes and procedures, and
more holistically, a change in educational philosophies. Also included in this construct
are changes to current national accreditation and state-level requirements and oversight
that leads to educator preparation and certification programs that train educational
professionals to work with diverse student populations.
Vital AA action. The AA community must be a part of the solution. The mindset
of acting Black as opposed to acting White must be addressed in the home; the school
system alone cannot combat this stereotype. Parents must be willing to become more
involved with the schools.
Imperative shift in public perception. A movement is needed to educate the
private sector on the challenges of today’s schools in order to gain support. As long as
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teachers are not valued in society, major change is not likely. Without the support of the
public, changes in legislation and school funding is not likely to happen.
Research Question One Summary
Research Question One asked urban public school administrators, general
education teachers, and special education teachers to provide their perspectives regarding
the potential causes or reasons for the overrepresentation of AA males in special
education. The guiding questions used during the semi-structured interviews were:
1. What is your perception of the issue of overrepresentation of AA male students
receiving special education services?
2. Does overrepresentation exist? If so, what makes this an issue? If not, what makes
this a non-issue?
3. How does the Response to intervention (RtI) process affect special education
service referrals?
4. What role, if any, does “White privilege” and racism play in the school system? In
special education?
In addition to providing the themes that emerged from each participant group,
individually and corporately, sub-themes are also presented to supplement the themes
with participants’ verbatim responses to questions seeking their perspectives relevant to
the overrepresentation of AA males in special education.
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Administrators
The four ADs did not express disagreement with each other’s perspectives. They
unanimously agreed that racism was a major contributor to the overrepresentation of AA
males in special education and all spoke about White privilege. The ADs unanimously
agreed that poverty played a significant role in the overrepresentation problem.
Additionally, the ADs provided perspectives that educational systemic issues—
particularly related to RtI, special education processes and procedures, and teacher
preparation programs—caused overrepresentation (see Table 4).
Table 4
Triangulation Within and between Groups for Causes
Theme

Racism
AA male stereotype
White Privilege
Poverty
Environmental Impacts
Systemic Issues
Standardized Tests
Teacher Preparation
RtI
Special Education
Diagnosing
After admission
External Forces
Social Service System

Administrators
(N = 4)

4
4
4
3
4
3
4
4
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General
Special
Group
Education Education Triangulation
Teachers Teachers
(N = 15)
(N = 5)
(N = 6)
5
6
15
5
8
4
4
12
3
3
10
7
5
6
15
3
5
4
12
5
3
4
6
14
4
4
9
3
3
4
3

Ethnicity comparison. When comparing expressed perspectives between the AA
and EA ADs, a subtle difference appeared when addressing negative AA male behavior
and its relationship to special education overrepresentation. The AA ADs talked about
how the negative stereotype of AA males evokes fear in teachers resulting in the
submitting of discipline referrals when students exhibit certain behaviors which can lead
to special education referrals—especially for students with ED. The EA ADs addressed
the negative classroom behavior as a product of a poor relationship between the EA
teachers and their AA male students. While both perspectives seem to be practically the
same on the surface, the difference lies in the acknowledgement that AA males, at times,
display behaviors and characteristics that can be problematic in the classroom.
Interestingly, the AA ADs made that distinction.
Although all four of the ADs agreed that poverty, overall, was one of the causes
of overrepresentation, the focus of the specific aspect of poverty that caused
overrepresentation varied. While the AA ADs acknowledged poverty, they did not
provide as much specificity as the EA ADs. The EA ADs addressed the AA students’
academic unpreparedness due to environmental factors associated with poverty such as
lack of health care, good nutrition, and home stability. Additionally, they specifically
addressed overrepresentation in regard to the lack of resources in low SES and lowperforming schools. Of course, the absence of that particular subject matter does not
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indicate the ADs did not agree with the other perspectives stated. However, it may
indicate a particular lens through which the problem is viewed.
Gender comparison. When comparing male perspectives to the female
perspectives, one variation appeared. The female ADs called attention to the lack of
verbal communication about White privilege and its role within the school. The male
ADs did not comment on the lack of communication.
General Education Teachers
The GETs unanimously believed racism and systemic issues caused the
overrepresentation of AA males in special education. Four out of five GETs perceived
that White privilege played a significant role in the problem. All five believed inadequate
educator preparation and support as well as an ineffective RtI process were responsible
for causing the problem. Four GETs voiced their belief that special education programs,
testing, and diagnoses were contributing causes of overrepresentation. Three out of five
GETs perceived that poverty and external forces were also contributing causes of
overrepresentation (see Table 4).
Ethnicity comparison. Very little differences appeared when comparing by
ethnicity. The AA GETs voiced their belief that the overrepresentation issue was partially
due to the AA males’ lack of understanding how to adjust their behavior based on
differing environments such as home versus school. The EA GETs focused more on the
environmental impacts associated with poverty as a contributing cause.
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Gender comparison. A few differences appeared between gender perceptions of
the cause of overrepresentation. The females identified a biased curriculum and testing as
a cause of the overrepresentation problem. Both males perceived low performing schools
as a cause. The male GETs also believed the medical/pharmacological industry, within
the external forces theme, was responsible for causing the overrepresentation of AA
males in special education.
Special Education Teachers
The six SETs unanimously attributed the overrepresentation of AA males in
special education to racism and systemic issues. Five of the SETs believed the negative
AA male stereotype caused a large part of the problem, and four perceived White
privilege also played a role. Within the systemic issue theme, all six SETs expressed the
belief that the special education system itself was responsible for the overrepresentation
problem. Four of the six perceived the processes used to both diagnose students for
special education eligibility and provide special education and related services to students
after admission were a problem. Four of the SETs named lack of adequate educator
preparation and support as a cause for overrepresentation, and three identified an
ineffective RtI process as a cause for overrepresentation.
Four identified external forces as a cause. Three of those four believed the social
service system that provides financial assistance for students with special education
labels and placements, which is intended to pay for medications and/ or therapy, but does
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not employ any accountability practices played a role in causing overrepresentation in
special education. Three of the SETs believed poverty was a contributing cause to the
problem (See Table 4 on p. 97).
Ethnicity comparison. Only the AA SETs perceived the AA community
contributed to the overrepresentation of AA males in special education, and both voiced
the belief that reverse racism was a problem. The two AA SETs also perceived
standardized testing contributed to the problem. No distinctive patterns emerged with the
EA SETs.
Gender comparison. Gender differences in perceptions were not established by
the data.
Total Participants
In response to the causes contributing to the overrepresentation of AA males in
special education, agreement between groups was indicated for racism, poverty, and
systemic issues. Although the external forces theme was mentioned within the GET
group and the SET group, the administrators did not identify it as a contributing cause.
Under the racism theme, responses indicated agreement for White privilege and a
biased curriculum and standardized testing. Members from each group agreed regarding
the perception that the AA community influenced the overrepresentation of AA males in
special education. The three groups also agreed that environmental factors associated
with poverty caused overrepresentation. The three groups agreed that standardized testing
101

use, teacher preparation and support, RtI, and special education programming were
responsible for causing the overrepresentation problem. The groups agreed specifically
on the process used to diagnose whether a student qualifies for special education as being
a contributing cause (see Table 4 on p. 97).
Ethnicity triangulation between groups. In comparing responses by AA
ethnicity across the three groups, all three groups’ data showed agreement on racism,
poverty, and systemic issues as perceived causes of overrepresentation. Under the theme
racism, the sub-themes of the negative AA male stereotype, White privilege, biased
curriculum and testing, and AA influence were all agreed upon across groups. The AA
data also indicated agreement on all the subthemes under the theme systemic issues.
The EA participants’ data across groups showed agreement on racism, poverty,
and systemic issues as causes of overrepresentation. The EAs believed White privilege
and the environmental impacts of poverty played a role as well. Within the systemic
issues theme, EAs selected educator preparation and support, RtI, and the special
education system as causes. Standardized testing as a topic of concern was not
specifically addressed by the SET group.
Gender triangulation between groups. Comparing responses by gender, several
differences emerged. The female participants agreed that racism, poverty, and systemic
issues were causes of overrepresentation problem. Within the racism theme, the women
indicated agreement about the negative AA male stereotype, White privilege, and a
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biased curriculum and testing as causes. All the female participants named the
environmental impacts of poverty as a cause. In reference to systemic issues, the females
selected every category within the theme: standardized testing, teacher preparation and
support, RtI, and special education system.
The males showed agreement across groups for racism, poverty, and systemic
issues as causes of overrepresentation of AA males in special education. The men’s data
showed agreement across groups for White privilege under the racism theme. Agreement
on the systemic causes echoed the females’ data; however, standardized testing was not
addressed by the AD males.
Research Question Two Summary
Research Question Two asked urban public school administrators, general
education teachers, and special education teachers to provide their perspectives regarding
why the overrepresentation of AA males in special education still persists after 45 years
despite the attention the issue has received. The guiding questions used during the semistructured interviews were:
1. In a perfect school system, how would the RtI process and special education
referral process look?
2. What keeps us from a perfect school system? What barriers get in the way of
making this happen?
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In addition to providing the themes that emerged from each participant group,
individually and corporately, sub-themes are also presented to supplement the themes
with participants’ verbatim responses to questions seeking their perspectives relevant to
the overrepresentation of AA males in special education.
Administrators
During the interviews, all four ADs identified existing factors they believed
served as indicators of why the overrepresentation of AA males in special education
continues: problematic belief systems and failed funding. They all expressed their belief
that the negative public perception of teaching as a career is a contributing factor to the
persistence of the problem. Additionally, all four ADs believed low teacher salaries were
part of the perpetuation of the problem. Three out of four ADs provided perspectives that
limiting legislation is also responsible for the perpetuation of overrepresentation in
special education. They were particularly concerned with the apparent lack of
understanding of child development due to language written within the legislation (see
Table 5 on p. 105).
Ethnicity comparison. No significant differences appeared between races.
However, the EA ADs voiced concern about the lack of funding for special education.
Whereas, the AA ADs talked more about lack of funding for RtI and did not directly
address lack of funding in special education.
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Table 5
Triangulation within and between Groups for Persistence
Theme

Problematic Belief Systems
Racism
AA Influence
Educator Attitudes
Public Perception
Teacher Preparation
RtI
Special Education
Embedded
Hindrances
Inclusion
Failed Funding
PD
Salaries
RtI
Limiting Legislation
Certification
requirements
Standardized testing
Child development

Administrators General
Special
Group
(N = 4)
Education Education Triangulation
Teachers Teachers
(N = 15)
(N = 5)
(N = 6)
4
5
6
15
5
8
3
3
3
4
8
4
6
5
3
5
6
14
3
5
9
6
4
3
4
3
3

3

9

3
3

6
5

12

3
3

Gender comparison. The female ADs expressed more in the problematic belief
systems theme. They were in agreement about problematic racist beliefs and other
negative educator attitudes that hinder change from happening. The males did not
disagree; they just did not offer any specific comments on those themes.
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General Education Teachers
The five GETs unanimously believed problematic belief systems cause the
persistence of the overrepresentation of AA males in special education. They all
perceived racist beliefs accounted for many of the issues not being addressed to fix the
problem. The five GETs also perceived problematic beliefs within RtI and special
education prevents progress from happening. Within the special education theme, three of
the GETs believed hindrances were imbedded in the program that perpetuated the
problem. Three out of the five GETs believed the AA community’s beliefs added to the
continuation of overrepresentation. Additionally, three GETs believed educators’
attitudes outside the realm of racist beliefs caused the continuation of the special
education problem.
Failed funding and limiting legislation were believed to be impeding progress as
well by three out of five GETs. The three GETs who identified lack of funding voiced
their belief that low salaries were to blame for the continuation of overrepresentation.
Under the legislation theme, three GETs mentioned standardized testing as part of the
cause for overrepresentation in special education persisting after all this time (see Table 5
on p. 105).
Ethnicity comparison. Comparisons of all themes by ethnicity revealed no noted
difference between GETs.
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Gender comparison. When comparing gender responses, only one difference
surfaced. The male GETs expressed their belief that problematic belief systems regarding
special education diagnosing and testing were causing the perpetuation of
overrepresentation.
Special Education Teachers
The SETs unanimously believed problematic belief systems and legislation cause
the continuation of overrepresentation of AA males in special education. All six SETs
believed educator preparation and support were to blame for the persistence of the
problem as well as the special education program, particularly the inclusion model. Five
SETs perceived the hindrances imbedded in the special education program as
problematic. Four SETs believed educator attitudes accounted for the persistence of the
problem, and three of the SETs thought the AA community was responsible for the
prolonged problem. Under the legislation theme, five of the SETs believed some special
education teachers’ training programs were lacking. Therefore, the minimal state
requirements to become certified as a special education teacher served as a major cause
of why the overrepresentation problem continued (see Table 5 on p. 105).
Ethnicity comparison. Based on the SETs’ responses, no differences between
ethnicities were found.
Gender comparison. No clear patterns emerged to indicate a difference in
perceptions between the genders.
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Total Participants
When comparing data across groups for the perceived reasons for the persistence
of AA male overrepresentation in special education, agreement occurred for three areas:
problematic belief systems, failed funding, and limiting legislation. Analysis of the
response data indicated agreement within problematic belief systems theme for the subthemes racism and educator attitudes. In regard to the special education system, the
theme, problematic beliefs, was identified across all three groups. Although the groups
agreed on failed funding as a cause of the problem’s persistence, they were not in
complete agreement on the sub-themes. The three groups also agreed that limiting
legislation was one of the perpetuators, the groups did not show agreement on the subthemes (see Table 5 on p. 105).
Ethnicity comparison. No differences in perceptions between the AAs and EAs
were evident. A comparison of responses by ethnicity revealed that the AA participants’
agreement directly reflected the total participants’ responses described in the previous
paragraph. The EA participants’ data reflected the same results as the total participant
agreement as well.
Gender comparison. When examining the response data for gender comparisons,
the same agreements were indicated as described in the total group agreement except for
one sub-theme. Male participants did not agree across groups that educator attitudes
perpetuated the problem with overrepresentation.
108

Research Question Three
Research Question Three asked urban public school administrators, general
education teachers, and special education teachers to provide their perspectives regarding
the potential causes or reasons for the overrepresentation of AA males in special
education. The guiding question used during the semi-structured interviews was:
1. If we had a magic wand we could wave and magically change anything about
the school system, what could we change to make a better system overall?
2. For AA males?
In addition to providing the themes that emerged from each participant group,
individually and corporately, sub-themes are also presented to supplement the themes
with participants’ verbatim responses to questions seeking their perspectives relevant to
the overrepresentation of AA males in special education.
Administrators
All four ADs provided suggestions for teacher and systemic improvement. Within
the necessary systemic changes, all four addressed staffing and structure changes. They
all believed schools need more personnel and suggested specific positions warranting
attention. Additionally, the ADs unanimously declared the need for improved teacher
quality and provided suggestions to achieve that goal. The ADs thought the structure of
school needs to be addressed, from programming to the school schedule for students and
staff. RtI changes were identified by all four ADs as well (see Table 6).
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Table 6
Triangulation within and between Groups for Solutions
Theme

Essential Educator Changes
Relationships
Teachers
Building Bridges
Role Models
Administrators
Necessary Systemic Changes
Educator Preparation
PD
Finding genuineness
Diversity training
Classroom mgmt.
Educator Support
Staffing and structure
Personnel
Teacher Quality
Structure
RtI
Tier improvement
Special education
Goals
Vital AA Community
Changes
Public Perception Changes
Reframe education

Administrators General
Special
Group
(N = 4)
Education Education Triangulation
Teachers Teachers
(N = 15)
(N = 5)
(N = 6)
5
6
13
5
4
5
6
15
3
5
3
6
11
4
5
6
15
5
6
5
3
5
5
5
4
5
6
15
4
5
11
4
4
3
8
4
4
10
4
3
3
3
9
3
3
7
3

5
5

9

Ethnicity comparison. Only the EA ADs targeted needed changes for all
educators. The EA ADs also identified the need for teachers to instill the value of
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education in their AA male students and teach them how to navigate between different
environments. The AA ADs did not voice that teachers should be doing that. The EA
ADs believed the administrators needed to improve their interviewing skills, but the AA
ADs did not address that topic. Focusing on positive growth and content mastery over
numerical/letter grades at a predetermined pace was another topic only addressed by the
EA ADs. Conversely, only the AA ADs expressed needed changes with the AA
community.
Gender comparison. The suggested solutions sections did not reveal any clear
differences in perception between genders.
General Education Teachers
The GETs unanimously agreed that solutions to the overrepresentation of AA
males in special education included changes all educators need to make. They all
believed all educators should focus more on building and maintaining positive
relationships. The five GETs believed teachers need to make some changes and all agreed
one of those changes involves providing positive role modeling for their AA male
students. Three out of the five GETs believed teachers need to work on building bridges
for their AA males so the boys can make connections between school and their future.
The five GETs unanimously agreed that changes need to take place in educator
preparation programs and educator support. Within educator preparation, the GETs all
agreed that diversity training should begin in higher education along with more
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opportunities to learn about classroom management. The five GETs believed more staff
to support instruction is needed and made specific personnel suggestions. Three of the
five GETs believed changes in special education program goals should take place. The
GETs unanimously agreed: the American public needs to change their perspectives—
particularly in terms of reframing how they perceive teachers and the education field (see
Table 6 on p. 110).
Ethnicity comparison. Only three themes surfaced to indicate a difference
between ethnicities. The AA GETs voiced their perceptions that teachers need to be more
committed to teaching. They also targeted RtI as a system, calling for the implementation
of RtI to be more consistent. Additionally, the AA GETs expressed the belief that the AA
community needs to make some adjustments in order for the overrepresentation problem
to be improved. No clear patterns surfaced for the EA GETs.
Gender comparison. Response patterns indicated no differences in gender
perceptions.
Special Education Teachers
The SETs unanimously agreed that all educators needed to make some changes
and provided suggestions for both teachers and administrators. The six SETs all believed
changes were needed in the system—particularly in the teacher preparation and support
programs as well as the structure and staffing. Three SETs suggested increased salaries
for teachers. Four out of six SETs provided suggested improvements for RtI, and three
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SETs suggested specific changes that applied to special education programs. Three of the
SETs made suggestions for the AA community that centered on more parent involvement
(see Table 6).
Ethnicity comparison. No differences in ethnicity emerged from the responses.
Gender comparison. The SETs responses revealed no differences in perception
according to gender.
Total Participants
Across all three groups, agreement for suggested solutions under educator
changes for teachers and administrators was reached. All three groups agreed regarding
the need for systemic changes and specifically for staffing and structure, RtI, and the
special education system. Under the staffing and structure sub-theme, all three groups
recommended changes in both personnel and school structure. All three groups believed
improvements need to be made in terms of how Tiers 1 and 2 of the RtI system are
operationalized. The groups’ responses also reflected agreement in reference to changes
that need to be made within the current special education system as well as the AA
community and the American public (see Table 6).
Ethnicity triangulation. The AA participants reached agreement related to
teacher and administrator changes, systemic staffing and structural changes, and RtI and
special education system changes. The AAs unanimously believed changes in certain
aspects of the AA community need to occur for the overrepresentation problem to
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dissipate. Across all three groups, the EA respondents agreed changes needed to occur
specifically in reference to teachers and administrators. According to the EAs, systemic
changes, most notably for personnel, and changes to RtI and the special education system
need to take place. The EAs also reached agreement across groups in terms of changing
the public’s perception of education.
Gender triangulation. A comparison of responses across groups and by gender
revealed one area in which agreement was not reached. The females agreed about the
needed RtI Tier improvements, but the males did not broach the subject. Both genders’
responses agreed on the same themes as indicated on the total group summary described
in the first paragraph of Research Question Three Summary.
Over-arching Themes
The commonality that runs throughout all the final themes is that the
overrepresentation of AA males in special education is caused by multiple factors that
intersect and influence each other. The causes revolve around conflicts of culture.
Cultural conflicts have been happening and continue to happen between races and
between socio-economic classes. These cultural clashes have happened and continue to
happen between school educators and the students and their families, between school
educators and district supervisors, between school districts and state and federal
legislators, and between the American public and educators—especially those working in
low SES schools. The suggested changes revolved around rectifying the cultural
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misunderstandings by educating people and challenging long held belief systems in order
to increase overall understanding and funding for education.

115

Chapter 5: Findings
Research Question One Responses
This chapter provides the results to Research Question One that asked urban
public school administrators, general education teachers, and special education teachers
to provide their perspectives regarding the potential causes or reasons for the
overrepresentation of AA males in special education. The guiding questions used during
the semi-structured interviews were:
1. What is your perception of the issue of overrepresentation of AA male students
receiving special education services?
2. Does overrepresentation exist? If so, what makes this an issue? If not, what makes
this a non-issue?
3. How does the Response to intervention (RtI) process affect special education
service referrals?
4. What role, if any, does “White privilege” and racism play in the school system? In
special education?
In addition to providing the themes that emerged from each participant group,
individually and corporately, sub-themes are also presented to supplement the themes
with participants’ verbatim responses to questions seeking their perspectives relevant
to the overrepresentation of AA males in special education.
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Administrators
The four administrators (ADs) agreed that overrepresentation of AA males in
special education was a significant problem that needed to be addressed. They attributed
the initial cause of the problem to revolve around racism from the classroom upward
through the entire educational system. Poverty was also perceived as a contributing factor
to the problem as well as systemic issues throughout the educational system.
Racism
The ADs’ responses regarding racism fell into two main subtopics: AA male
stereotypes and White privilege. Under White privilege, they addressed the lack of
cultural sensitivity and understanding due to the teachers’ unfamiliarity with the AA
culture. When discussing institutional bias, the ADs believed that a lack of AA culture
was reflected in the school environment and school curriculum.
AA male stereotype. The administrative participants pointed to the problematic
stereotype of the AA male as a primary source of the overrepresentation issue. AD1
characterized the AA stereotype as “defiant” and “disrespectful.” She voiced the belief
that AA males, in general, tend to be associated with criminal behavior—frequently
depicted in the media—and prone to violence and aggression, resulting in teachers being
afraid to address the inappropriate behavior of their students:
They’re [some AA males] violent; they’re aggressive, and some of that is true.
You still have Drake, JayZ, and Lil’ Wayne as the epitome of respect in our [AA]
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neighborhood. I used to be in AP at a high school, and I would tell the kids, “You
see me standing here? You’re not going to talk like that. You can wait until I
leave.” And I used to say, “Old lady walking. You’re going to respect me while
I’m standing here.” So then, we get to the point that you [educator] don’t have to
tell me [student] that. I don’t have to tell them that anymore. They see me coming.
They stop what they’re doing. But, other teachers [White teachers] wouldn’t say
that because they were afraid of them. [AA males]
AD3 expressed her perception of the media’s role in creating and supporting the negative
AA stereotype:
If I see a White person in the news committing a negative act, the general
perception then is that not all White people are robbers, or thieves, or criminals.
But if you see an African American in the news doing the same thing, for many
people that is the perception that I’m now going to. Because I saw this one person
on TV doing this one act, I’m now going to say that all African Americans are
criminals or have tendencies to being criminals. It happens frequently I think with
African Americans; that we ask one person to speak for the whole race.
The ADs believed that the White teachers’ fear of AA males results in the boys
being subject to disciplinary actions that remove them from the classroom. This, in turn,
causes them to miss instruction that may be critical to their academic and/or social
success, contributing to the likelihood they will develop gaps in their learning of specific
content and/or skills. Some of the ADs suggested these disciplinary referrals occur often
due to teachers’ misinterpretation of cultural behavior as aggressive:
If for survival in my [AA male] social circles at home and in my community
being loud and a little bit aggressive is the way I have learned to get my point
over, if I transfer that learning piece from my environment to a classroom
environment that is more structured to middle class values, that strategy to get my
point heard may be viewed as something as emotional disturbance. If I am being
disciplined and punished for that behavior in the school setting or removed from
it, then I may also have learning gaps from the amount of time I have been pulled
out of the classroom. Because I’m [AA male] coming from an environment where
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the only way I get to have a voice is to be the loudest voice and sometimes even
the loudest voice has to have a little aggression with it. I think again it goes back
to—it’s just easier to deal with compliance than it is non-compliance. (AD2)
Most of them [AA males in special education] in my opinion have been in there
for disciplinary actions which then effect their abilities in academics. Because
when you’re removed constantly, then you’re not able to receive the appropriate
instructions so then you get behind, so then you misbehave. (AD1)
White privilege. White privilege was perceived as a prominent obstacle causing
the overrepresentation issue. The ADs perceived that White privilege was the source of
many negative relationships between AA male students and their White female teachers
due to the lack of understanding AA culture and misinterpretations of cultural behavior.
They believed the teachers’ did not relate to the AA students because most of the teachers
had been raised in a different culture. In their minds, these misunderstandings can prevent
positive relationships from being built between the AA students and their White
educators. The ADs commented:
I think when you’re not a minority, you don’t have to think about race every day.
I think you’re just not cognizant of, “Oh that can be a problem.” I was in a
situation with my HR director; we go on visits for job fairs. We go to different
colleges where most of the time I’m the only African American. Nobody ever has
a problem with that. We went to Prairie View A & M, which is a historically
Black college, and you could see people [White people] just kind of back up, like
“Whoa” when you walk into this college. You have African American artwork.
You have African American people all around. They [White people] were taken
aback because “I haven’t been in a situation where I’m the minority.” The first
thing that somebody [White person] says is, “Do you think we’ll be safe?” Well,
do you think about my safety at UT where I’m the only one? No, because most of
the time, you don’t think about race because you’re not the minority. (AD1)
You’ve never even known probably that it’s possible to walk into a retail store
and feel that someone is watching you more closely. You never would think that
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if it’s never something that you’ve ever had a reference point of because the
people who raised you never gave you that reference point. They never had any
reason to. That to me is not a bad thing, and it’s not a criticism. White females
have different experiences than AA males, and they can’t understand what they
haven’t been exposed to. It’s not the teachers’ fault they haven’t had those
experiences, that’s just the way they were raised. It just is what it is. (AD2)
It [overrepresentation] indicates a skewing of perception by educators involved
working with students. Some cultural behaviors can look like a learning disability
or like emotional disturbance. Not very many [middle class White females] have a
kind of close and intimate relationship with the African American culture and
community. So I think there’s a misunderstanding of culture that could be
perceived as something that is scary or threatening. I think you can’t educate
unless you have a solid relationship. The relationship with the students is the first
and foremost important thing. Once you have a solid relationship with students,
then you can teach them. So if the educator is not able to build a solid relationship
with the child, I think it just kind of goes to this vicious cycle on both sides where
the child acts out and the teacher responds and reinforces the child’s belief that
the teacher doesn’t like/trust/know them. It just kind of goes, goes, goes. (AD3)
For me it begins with relationships. If that educator in the classroom doesn’t have
that relationship, everything else is going to fall apart. You have to have the
relationship, then you get the relevance, and then you get the rigor. (AD4)
Relationships and behavior. The ADs believed the lack of relationships between
the White teachers and their AA male students contributes largely to the
overrepresentation issue because of the strong link between relationships and classroom
behavior:
The lack of cultural understanding results in lack of empathy. Students react
because they don’t feel respected. It’s all about relationships with the kids. I’m
convinced, the more they like you, the more they’ll behave. (AD4)
The less a student likes the teacher, the less work the student will do and the less
he will behave. Respect looks very different to different groups even within the
common African American male kind of category. (AD3)
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As an example, AD4 shared:
I watched a great interplay today. A young man who just recently got released
[from the Juvenile Justice Detention Center], he had some issues. [An older AA
teacher said to the AA student] “You’re making better choices but you were really
giving that other teacher a hard time. Why were you doing that?” It was a female
teacher, and he [student] said, “Because it was fun, because I knew I was getting
underneath her skin”. He had the talk with the older gentleman. He went and
apologized to her, but she couldn’t even relate to him, and I could tell that right
away.
Denial. The ADs expressed their belief that the lack of discussing White privilege
within the educational system further complicated the matter. They believed many
questions go unaddressed and unanswered and cause misunderstandings and
misperceptions between the AA male students and their educators:
People shy away from that, I think, because if you ask questions, or if you’re
questioned, you feel like, “Oh, somebody’s calling me a racist or people might
assume I’m a racist because I’m asking these questions.” Teachers can be
defensive about appearing racist. (AD1)
According to AD3, a disconnection exists between the predominantly White
educators and the AA students. She believed the disconnection can be overcome if White
educators are willing to recognize the privileges associated with being White. However,
she also expressed that many educators fail to examine those embedded racial differences
because the topic is not widely discussed due to the emotionally charged responses the
topic can elicit:
I think it goes back to the disconnect between who’s running the schools and
who’s in the schools. I want to be very clear that I don’t at all think that means
that White women or White men cannot be exceptional educators for African
American males. I think they absolutely can, but I think it has to come with a
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knowledge of and an acceptance that you have this privilege. I think in today’s
time we don’t talk about it a whole lot quite frankly, and I think it would be
highly offensive to most educators to be told that they might be racist, or they
might be harboring some unintentional kind of subconscious stereotyping towards
their students based on their own experiences and references in the media. So I
think it’s this kind of elephant in the room because you have to acknowledge that
you benefit from it, and that your students have not benefited from it. Then, you
have to find ways to bridge those gaps. (AD3)
Biased curriculum and testing. AD1 also expressed the belief that the school
environment and curriculum were culturally biased. She also believed state testing is
inherently biased because it dictates what curriculum will be taught which, in the
students’ eyes, may not have anything to do with their interests or who they are:
I think school right now, you can say, is culturally biased all the way around. I’m
already being educated in a one-way system, [and you are] testing me in that same
vein [because] that’s the way I’ve been educated. It’s [the school system]
culturally biased because you’re not interested in what’s important to a group of
people. In my campus alone, I have to really go through and ask teachers, “What
kind of books do you have on your shelf? LL Cool J? Morris Donovan?” The
autobiography of Malcolm X is not a part of AP English. Dick Gregory’s book is
not there. Zora Neale Hurston?
The ADs talked about how a student may appear defiant and disrespectful but may
actually be disconnected from the material and/or the teacher. AD1 believed the
antecedent to a student’s behavior is rarely considered, so the focus becomes the
student’s disrespectful behavior. The mirror is not turned to the educator to see what may
helped to instigate the behavior:
Most of the time you don’t think about race because you’re not the minority, you
don’t think about that. That could be an issue or that could be an indicator of why
little Johnny is misbehaving is because maybe he doesn’t feel like he connects
with the teacher or maybe he doesn’t connect with the environment. Or, you’re
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[the teacher] talking about the American Revolution, and you’ve insulted me [AA
student].
AA influence. The ADs acknowledged a lack of AA parent involvement.
However, they perceived that the lack of involvement could be due to the school’s
inadequate effort to connect with AA parents. AD1 expressed the belief that the influence
of White privilege permeated the entire educational experience and negatively affected
not only students but also parents:
AA culture is not well represented in schools, and this causes AA students and
families to feel disconnected from the campuses. They [educators] don’t think
about what the students need to connect to their campus, they don’t think about
what those parents need to connect, they just say, “Oh they don’t come.” But
maybe they don’t come because they don’t feel comfortable. Maybe they don’t
come because they don’t feel like you care about them. Especially the moms—
you know they have a reputation of, ‘Well they’re going to be angry.’ Well I’m
[the parent] angry because, or they’re going to always feel like, they’re going to
protect their kids. “Because when I [the parent] walk in the door, I don’t see
anybody else who is going to protect my child. So yeah, I feel like you did
something to them or you didn’t give them a chance.”
Poverty
The ADs discussed poverty as a contributing factor to the overrepresentation
problem. They expressed their beliefs that poverty tended to inflict particular
circumstances that could hinder academic success. Environmental factors and Low
performing schools were discussed.
Poverty as one of the causes of the overrepresentation of AA males in special
education was addressed by the ADs:
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Talking about the cultural biases in the system, I always go back to we’re the
world’s premier capitalist country, we have to be transmitters of that capitalist
culture. I personally sometimes hate talking about ethnicity and race, because to
me it always comes down to economics. You listen to someone like our President
speak. There’s no African tone in his voice or dialect. He doesn’t have the swag.
He’s upper middle-class all the way. It’s economics. (AD4)
I think in this country we still live in a society where money talks, it just does.
And it affords you more privilege than, you know. You’ll probably find that
middle class African American boys are not going to have the same challenges.
They’re not getting put out of class, they know how to work, they know to
operation in the system. They’ve been taught well, they’re coming from homes
where their parents usually have college degrees or higher and they know.
They’re not much different, because they can go out of their classroom and talk
the same jargon as their cousin whose parents didn’t go to school, they know how
to do it. But they also know how to go into that classroom and work through that
system, they know exactly what to do. They been trained to do so, their parents
have taught them what to do. That’s why I’m saying, it’s not always the race. It’s
the social economics piece of it. They know; middle class African American
children usually do very well in school. (AD2)
I think a lot of it is socio-economic. Most teachers come from middle class
families while many AA males come from lower income level families. (AD3)
AD2 clarified his belief that SES played more of a role in the overrepresentation issue
than race:
I’m wondering if there is the same level of diagnosis for special education for
lower income students regardless of what race they are. And if more of the real
connection between the special ed diagnoses is more attached to that [poverty]
than it is to the race. And since African Americans fall more into those groups
more than they do middle class or upper middles class or upper social economic
levels, maybe that’s the reason, I don’t know, but I don’t think you can ignore that
piece of it. Lower social economic Whites and/or Blacks have that same situation
where the whole environment is kind of aggressive and loud and the way, “I get
what I want in that environment because I’ve been taught that don’t be passive,
you want something, you’d better let me know that’s what you want.” And so
that’s what they go into that situation with.
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AD1 believed many educators have an automatic assumption that AA students are
poor. She provided an example of a conversation that took place with both her daughter
and educators at her daughter’s school:
We look at [my daughter]. When they [educators] look at her on paper—at one
point in time we lived in East Austin, and she was African American—people
would automatically assume, “Okay you’re low SES because of that” [her
ethnicity].
Have you been over to her house? We don’t have 17 bedrooms, but our father has
a college degree. I have a college degree. He [father] has an administrative
position, I do too. But on paper, she looks like she would be at risk, and people
would code her at risk having no idea about her economic status.
They wanted to put her in tutoring. I asked the teacher, “Did you look at her 3rd
grade TAKS scores?” [The teacher responded,] “No.”
[AD1 said,] “Well here, I brought them for you.” I pulled out her TAKS scores
and put them on the table and asked the teacher to look at them. “She’s [AD1’s
daughter] commended across the board. Do you have other commended kids in
tutoring?”
And she said, “No.”
“Then, why are you putting her in tutoring?”
And the teacher just kind of looked at me, and she said, “I apologize.”
Environmental impacts. Several ADs perceived that people living in poverty commonly
experience situations that hinder the students’ academic success:
SES plays a significant role in the overrepresentation problem because it often
determines an individual’s experiences. (AD3)
We’re in a society where, just by nature, a large number of African American
young people have to go through [circumstances] in those early developmental
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years that could be affecting them and that could raise the number
[overrepresentation statistics]. (AD2)
You have someone who probably grew up in a typical upper-middle class
background and put them with kids that don’t even have food; their clothes aren’t
clean. It’s a different world, and I don’t think it’s overt racism or subliminally any
type of bias. I think it’s just that they can’t relate sometimes. It’s cultural bias
based on economics and worldview. People with more money are socialized
differently. (AD4)
The ADs connected SES to the level of academic “readiness” a student might
possess. They expressed their belief that lower SES students tended not to possess the
same background knowledge coming into school as middle and upper class students. The
ADs also equated low SES conditions to being “unprepared to learn.” They believed that
low SES families tend to focus on survival needs causing some male students’ behaviors
in school to be problematic, leading to discipline referrals that evolve into special
education referrals and ultimately, identification within certain disability categories:
We know socio-economic status plays a huge factor in terms of academics’
“readiness”. Kids come in, their exposure to vocabulary, to reading, to books, all
of that plays a huge role. And so I think sometimes we identify kiddos who maybe
just didn’t have the background knowledge that some of our other kiddos have
and then it becomes kind of a self-fulfilling prophecy you can identify, so we’re
putting you in remedial instruction and you never get an opportunity to get full on
grade level instruction and remedial instruction doesn’t catch anybody up. (AD3)
The kids don’t come ready and prepared to learn—through no fault of their own.
Maybe they didn’t get any sleep, perhaps they didn’t eat breakfast, so you have to
be the adult that demonstrates care for them. It’s that whole thing of Maslow’s
Needs. I mean if you are worrying about that, how can you want to come to
school and be prepared to learn? That kid’s juggling so much more. (AD4)
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Low performing schools. They also spoke about what they perceived to be the
relationship between poverty and low performing, or high instability, schools. In their
view, low performing schools are another example of why poverty can be a significant
contributing factor to the overrepresentation problem. Several ADs expressed their belief
these schools had greater needs and less experienced and culturally competent staff to
take care of those needs:
Typically we have seen schools that are unstable are schools that have higher low
SES populations. High instability of campuses are generally associated with low
SES populations. If the entire campus is not stable, is having some challenges
academically, behaviorally, then you start playing “whack a mole” as you are
trying to meet the needs of all the kids. So I think that’s how misidentifications
happen because I think just in general there aren’t the resources when the school
is unstable. (AD3)
As long as school districts pay the same salary scale at all their schools for
everyone, the motivation will always be to migrate to the schools that serve the
affluent areas and perhaps there’s a deep seeded issue with talent in the schools
that are serving the poor kids. There’s going to be a positive correlation between
over-identification of minorities for special education as well as sending them to
the DAEP. If you look at them [statistics], they all come from poor areas. It
almost becomes a revolving door of the teaching staff. They’re thinking, “I can
get the same money if I teach here [in a low SES school] or if I teach at [a high
SES school].” Just because someone can be successful and teach AP English
doesn’t mean they can go teach seventh grade ELA at a low-income school. It’s a
different skill set and perhaps a different personality pattern. It’s the day and night
difference. Classroom management is not an issue [at middle and high SES
schools], and those kids come. They’re going to eat it up and they’re going to
learn. But you go to the other school [low SES], the first thing is going to
relationships, relationships, relationships. If those kids don’t think you care for
them and you don’t have good relationships, they are not going to respect you.
I’ve heard it for 15 years. I’ve seen those folks [teachers] cry and go home.
Teacher turnover is high. It becomes a revolving door. (AD4)
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AD4 described some of the interview conversations he has had with potential
teachers in order to communicate the realities of working with lower SES populations
and make sure they are the right people for the job. He shared some of his interview
questions that he saw as directly related to working with low SES student populations:
“How do you act if you hear the n-word and it’s a Hispanic using the n-word, or a
White person? Do you know the difference between nigga and nigger?” And
there’s a difference. One would be more jargon, more street talk. All the kids are
going to use the one that ends in ‘a’. If you use the other one, then it’s a whole
different scenario, a fight could happen. “How would you react if someone called
you a nigger ass bitch?” In my world, that’s an everyday occurrence. If you’re
going to freak out at seeing some physical aggression, then you’re not made for
my world.
Systemic Issues
According to the ADs, systemic issues are the third identified cause, or
contributing factor, to the problem with overrepresentation of our AA males in special
education. Under systemic issues, the ADs collectively identified the influence of
standardized testing and lack of adequate teacher preparation as contributors to the
overrepresentation problem. They expressed the belief that the problem stemmed from
lack of educator support. The ADs also perceived RtI and special education programs as
contributors to the problem.
Standardized testing. AD1 expressed that she believed standardized testing was
an issue that contributed to the overrepresentation in special education. She perceived
that due to the pressure of testing on the teachers, sometimes teachers may be so focused
on following the pace of the curriculum and covering all the testable topics, the teacher
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may not recognize a student’s is having difficulty connecting to the selected material. She
expressed the belief that some AA male students may have been placed in special
education with an inaccurate diagnosis:
Most of us in positions as teachers and administrators are sometimes not doing
that [providing the best education possible] because of the pressures of testing and
state accountability. Especially in the 90s when I was teaching, it was very easy to
get into special education at that time. So you had kids especially if they were in
testing grades, if there were behaviors, they were behind a little bit, and so bam
they went into special education. If a kid was not going to pass a test, then let’s
try to get him in special education because that didn’t count against your score. So
we had a lot of kids with behavior problems who were coded ED and most of
them were African American boys.
Educator preparation and support. The ADs believed that the lack of
appropriate and effective educator preparation and certification programs played a role in
the overrepresentation problem. The ADs voiced that the teachers are not well trained to
deal with diversity in today’s schools:
I don’t think that they [teachers] are well trained. (AD1)
It [formal education] doesn’t do well at all. The system is a middle class system.
It’s not really built to handle either end of it. It could do a better job. I think
there’s a way to, in my opinion, to utilize the middle. There’s a way to prepare
them better. I think it’s a way to encourage more sharing and teaching from
within that core so that the ends, extremes, don’t feel so isolated. That’s tough.
We talk about what colleges do to prepare teachers. I’ve worked with some
alternative certification programs that I think do better than the regular education
programs, in some cases, because they do prepare you better for both extremes
and the middle. Whereas, a college preparation program is really preparing you
for the middle. They’re not dealing with the discipline and all the things that ends
up on either ends of the extremes. (AD2)
Many educators don’t have the expertise to implement what they are told to do.
They are not well trained to take care of discipline. It could be a lack of
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understanding on how best to work with and serve African American students.
(AD3)
AD2 offered a personal experience to illuminate his belief that the higher
educational system is not adequately preparing incoming teachers for the reality they are
likely to encounter:
Last year, spring of 2014, I was an adjunct professor at Concordia, and I
supervised six student teachers who absolutely did a great job. But they did it in
upper middle class classrooms--most compliant children in the world. But then it
was time to get a job in the real world, and they were having a really hard time—a
couple of them getting into those tough classrooms. And so when I got through
doing my evaluations, I said, ‘I loved it, loved these students, going to be great
teachers because they’re good people.’ But I didn’t feel like they would be that
prepared. I told the Concordia people, you may want to look at sending some of
these students to do student teaching at the DAEP [discipline alternative
education program], just so they need to understand what you could face and
don’t limit yourself in your job training area. You need to know that you need to
be ready for anything and anybody because otherwise our brightest and our best
are going to continue to teach our brightest and our best, and we really need some
brightest and best teaching some of our not so bright and best. I think again that’s
why I think the middle group, that group. We need more people there encouraged
to go in education.
RtI. The ADs voiced their belief that the RtI process is largely ineffective. They
expressed their frustration with RtI:
I think it’s not always done correctly and with fidelity. I don’t think it’s [RtI] very
effective across the board. I think it’s really dependent campus by campus on
what kind of supports you can put in place. And that is dependent upon your
personnel. Do you have personnel to put these systems in place? Do you have the
resources to provide training for your staff? Do you have a staff who
philosophically believes that by changing adult behavior you can change student
behavior? All those things are key and important. But I don’t see that our current
system has proven effective. I don’t think our current data would indicate that it
has. I would like to see more coaching, more support working with teachers in the
classroom on a consistent basis. (AD3)
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RtI is one of those unfunded mandates. No one staff can do all that. It becomes a
paper chase; it’s too much work. The teachers have so many kids in and out of
their room—you’ve got a least 150 kids. I think it’s almost impossible to make
that happen. (AD4)
AD1 compared her experience in school with the attitude she believed students now
experience when they are not moving at the expected pace:
In elementary school, the teachers really looked at us as a whole—“Not just, you
can’t do this academically so you can’t do anything else. Your parents obviously
don’t care so you’re going to sit over here.” Instead of saying, “Oh you might not
have this opportunity at home, let me give you a little bit more, let me spend a
little bit more time with you.” It’s just the opposite.
AD1 believed that students tend to be stigmatized when identified and placed in
RtI and can often be considered “unable” by their teachers. She recalled an experience in
which students were not being included in campus activities and events that would be
beneficial to developmental growth because they had been placed in RtI:
I think that once the child gets in the RtI process, that’s Black, White, Indian,
anything, they are treated differently. It’s already, well, little Camille can’t do it
because she’s in RtI. Even with kids in RTI we’re having a program for MLK
day. Well, so and so can’t be in the program, they’re in RtI. This has nothing to
do with classwork. This is about standing up in front of a group of people reading
off a piece of paper. Poor little baby over here, that’s taken away from him even
though Safety Patrol has nothing to do with him being able to read well.
Special education diagnosis. According to the ADs, the special education system
does not seem to be well understood. They believed it can sometimes be used to
unburden teachers and is largely subjective and inconsistent. The ADs perceived that
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many educators seem to lack an understanding of behavior, and they share a mindset that
labeling a student is helping them:
A test is subjective. African American kids are in these different programs or in
these different situations because they don’t connect to the teacher and the
administration. (AD1)
It [special education] can be used to take pressure off teacher with the low
performing student. The focus becomes what is best for teacher—not best for
student. A lot of people see special education as this kind of magic support
umbrella that if we can just get a child identified then we can provide them with
services, we can provide them with supports. We can turn this around. (AD3)
There are times when it can be used to make sure that the teacher doesn’t have to
take the responsibility of doing it [the intervention/support] and put it on someone
else. Educators are too quick to accept diagnosis. That’s my whole thing. We
don’t have to look at that as a bad thing. The fact that’s something’s different
doesn’t always make it a bad thing because, in lies, the different could be a
creativity or a source for creativity that is untapped. I think that if we keep making
it a bad thing, sometimes we’re squashing that creativity because we still think it’s
bad. So the way I act and do this, when I put a pen down and I’m drawing all
these wonderful things down because that’s how I do, that may get lost in the fact
that now you’ve told me I don’t know anything—that I’m dumb and I’m stupid.
But it’s a part of me; I need to be expressive in ways that seem scattered to you,
but they manifest themselves outwardly as being very artistic—not autistic—but
artistic. (AD2)
For AD4, the accuracy of eligibility for special education diagnosis also came into
question,
I don’t think they’re [diagnoses] accurate at all. I think a lot of it is cultural, that’s
my gut reaction. It’s a cultural phenomenon. The people [educators] can’t relate to
them. If you can’t relate and you don’t have a high degree of empathy, it’s never
going to work. And then you have to have some common sense.
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He provided an example of a school psychologist who attributed a student’s decision to
smoke marijuana and come to school as a manifestation of a student’s disability rather
than a wrong choice to explain his comment about common sense:
As an administrator, I would begin sometimes, when we would have removals at
other schools, “You know, Denny (using my name), you’re not supposed to
smoke weed and come to school, right?” [The student answered] “Yes.”
I’ve actually heard an LSSP say they [the student] were self-medicating therefore
it’s [drug use] a manifestation of the disability. You’ve got to have some common
sense; you can’t just say they were self-medicating. If they know right from
wrong, we’re not helping them because guess what, once they hit 17 in this state
they’re legal adults. You can’t say, “Stop, I’m special ed.” The cops aren’t going
to care.
General Education Teachers
The five general education teachers (GETs) agreed that the overrepresentation of
AA males in special education was indeed an issue that needed attention. They believed
racism, poverty, and systemic issues were causes of the problem. Additionally, the GETs
suggested the medical industry and social service system played a role in the
overrepresentation problem.
Racism
The GETs identified historical racism as a major culprit in the overrepresentation
problem based on their perceptions of their personal experiences and their experiences
hearing and observing other educators with whom they have worked. This group
discussed the negative stereotype of AA males. White privilege and how it can affect
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teachers’ relationships with their AA students as well as the role AA parents play in the
problem were the primary topics.
AA male stereotype. The GETs believed the problematic stereotype of the AA
male played an intricate part in causing the overrepresentation problem. They believed
AA males are generally associated with negative behavior and attitudes, which they
described as the typical AA male stereotype:
Most of the time, African American males present themselves as constant—with
constant behavior issues. I think African American boys, I still refer to them as
boys or males, are not as understood as some of the other ethnic groups out there.
First of all, they’re always received as being overly aggressive. They tend to be
louder—voice tone, a lot of times the language. They tend to be busier and what I
mean by busier—they’re not still. They have a whole different way that they
relate not only to each other but to other people. (GET1)
With the African American males, a lot of it still goes back to “We have that
perspective,” even the teaching community. The majority of teachers are
Caucasian, White, and you don’t see a lot of male African American teachers, and
sometimes perception may play into it. So if a child is not performing in the
classroom or is an immediate behavior issue, then we say, “Test.”
I’m not saying that students learn differently, but I think you have to be sensitive
to what they’ve been taught at home or by their parents, and you still have people
that are about stuff that happened years and years back. I think the one thing is, is
that a lot of those kids are seen as stereotypical, unintelligent, not able to learn,
behavior problems, and drug addicts. So, the teacher says, “Test them.” (GET3)
Some of the GETs perceived that AA males are not learning or being taught how
to code switch or change the way in which they behave between two different
environments—home and school. For GET1, this lack of code switching ability stemmed
primarily from what they were exposed to on TV or the radio.
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It used to be a situation where African American males were taught how to
behave in two worlds. You were taught how to behave with your homeboys. You
were taught to behave out in the, public. Now with the representation of the
rappers and all of that, the homeboy side is shown more so it tends to be more of
the homeboy behavior out in the general public. I don’t want to make it seem like
these things are not taught in the home because they are, but when you turn on the
radio and you turn on the TV and the different things that they see, it’s acceptable.
The general public does not understand nor do they want to understand, and in a
lot of ways, are afraid of the homeboy persona. In my opinion, just in dealing with
my nephews and my cousins, they don’t know how to turn it off. If it’s not
understood and dealt with, it’s going to always be perceived as a negative and that
something is wrong. Sometimes, the behavior just needs to be changed.
On the other hand, GET2 spoke more about needing to be able to distinguish
between what might be considered acceptable behavior in a “private cultural setting” as
opposed to the manifest behavior that would be expected in a public setting such as a
classroom:
Race is an issue and unfortunately when you look at, I’m going to say, African
American males because that is our highest statistic, it’s almost… I don’t know if
race is the right word, sometimes it’s cultural, how we are raised culturally and
how we perform or behave in a private cultural setting, and how we navigate that
in a public setting – the expectation level for people in a public setting versus a
private setting. For some youth, they have to be taught how to navigate from
private to public, and when I say public I mean a classroom setting, and it takes…
Students have taught me patience and working with them. For some students it
may be getting up and walking over and getting stuff while the teacher is talking,
and if that happens repeatedly, that’s referral. When that person, culturally, that’s
not normal to them and you have to work with them. (GET2)
The GETs believed many teachers do not understand the AA male behavior and
tend to react negatively. Because the educators do not know how to address the behavior
properly, power struggles often ensue. GET1 expressed how she believed this dynamic
plays out in the classroom:
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It just appears to me, instead of gentle reminders or matter of fact reminders, I’ve
seen other teachers come at them [AA males] in an aggressive manner. And they
[AA males] have been conditioned to think, “Okay, here comes the man so to
speak. Now you’re trying to tell me, and you’re not going to tell me. I’m going to
tell you!”
Then, we have the power struggle. And “I’m [AA male] not going to lose face;
I’m not going to lose in front of everybody.” The authority figure’s the same
thing. “Well I’m [educator] not going to lose control of this class, and I’m not
going to lose this argument with you because I’m the adult, and you’re the kid.”
The GETs expressed their belief that the negative interactions and negative
relationships that occurred with these educators chipped away at the AA male students’
self-esteem and self-efficacy. GET2 stated:
Some of the stories that the students would tell me about their classroom
environment and the things that the teachers would say to them—this is not
empowering words, and you come to this every day. They’re [AA male students]
spending more time at schools than with their families, in some cases, and it
creates a scenario with the kids of “I’m not successful.”
He shared a personal experience from his middle schools days to illustrate the immense
impact a teacher’s words can have on an AA student:
I remember having—not even thinking about race that much--an incident where I
had one history teacher. At the end of the school year, and we were sitting around.
There weren’t any lessons, and someone said, “I’m going to be this, I’m going to
be that,” and I said “I’m going to be this.”
This guy looks over and says, [GET2’s name], “You’re not going to be that.” This
was I guess in the 80s. He said, “You’re not going to be that, you’re either going
to be in jail or you’ll be dead somewhere.” He was a White male. I was in shock.
I couldn’t even…I was at the end of my eighth-grade year, and I’ll never forget it.
I was just…I didn’t know how to respond.
He continued to describe how he looked at his future as an AA male:
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So I was like, “What do I care?” The only reason I went to college—and I got
scholastic probation and got kicked out—was because my mom registered me,
paid for room and board, packed up my stuff, got me in a car and shipped me off
to College Station, and I went to A&M. That’s the only reason. I had no
motivation, no nothing whatsoever, so I can relate and understand our kiddos
when that happens.
Several members of the GET group believed the overrepresentation issue stems
back to teachers, who are predominantly White female, being afraid of their AA male
students or not having capacity to “deal” with a student’s behavior because they “feel
threatened.” Or, they elect to refer them for testing rather than jumping in to find ways to
help the student:
We’re talking about race but I think gender also plays an interesting part as well.
The majority of your teachers are female, and Anglo female, and we’re talking
about African American males who tend to be a little more verbose. They can be
demonstrative with their actions, and sometimes that can be perceived as
threatening. (GET2)
A lot of the teachers are female; a lot are Anglo teachers. There is a fear there,
and the second that they feel threatened, or it’s a behavior issue, “I don’t want to
deal with it.” Immediately, it’s “I don’t want that in my room, I’m not going to
deal with it so you’d better find somewhere else to put them.” (GET1)
I think your white female teacher still inherently has that drawback of getting
close to that African American male and say, “Honey, how can I help you?” and
getting right in there with them, working with them to the point where it’s easier
for them to say, “Let me get you tested and see where you’re at” instead of taking
the time to say, “Let me tutor you.” (GET3)
Cognitive processes. The difference between the way AAs and EAs think and the
way that thinking manifests in behavior was another topic of discussion. The GETs
believed many minorities are global thinkers while most EAs are linear thinkers. They
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perceived that global thinking can look like ADHD type symptoms, behavior issues,
and/or LDs to linear thinkers and this different way of processing can be perceived as
wrong:
I’ve been exposed to the thought that minorities tend to have a global thinking
process and the traditional dominant culture has a more linear thinking process:
global thinkers versus linear thinkers. With minorities, it seems like you’re
thinking all over the place. You’re thinking north and south, but you’re also
looking ahead a little bit so it looks like an ADD thinking. But, it’s culture a little
bit. And you have your dominant culture, which is the White culture; it’s a more
linear thinking. So if you’re explaining something linearly and you have a global
thinker that’s not responding to your prompts the way you expect, then you’re
thinking, “This kid’s not handling it, this kid’s doesn’t get it.” So they identify
who’s not getting it, and I believe that’s part of the issue. (GET5)
You may have the different thought patterns going on and so it may appear to be
like ADD or ADHD or we’re [AA males] off the charts. If we have students that
are having issues, for some people it’s very easy to write up referrals. It’s easy to
put down this behavior and not really try to get to the root of it. (GET2)
White privilege. According to the GETs, White privilege plays a huge role in the
overrepresentation issue as well. The GETs believed many educators do not fully
understand how this country’s history has impacted AAs and the residual racism that has
become everyday living. GET1 voiced her perspective about White privilege:
The system itself is broken; it’s still a White man’s world—even from a female’s
point—all the way around. Other people are trying to get in, and in a way, they
don’t want them in. I know being an African American-- sometimes we’ve talked
about it in our house and with my different friends about White privilege. My
White friends have talked to me a lot of times about how minority people seem
like they always have a chip on their shoulder. You know it’s almost like, “Get
over it, get over it, get over it.” Which is true in some instances, but a lot of things
you can’t get over because you’re confronted with it every day. It’s like that with
these kids. You have to be careful in talking to them about, “My way is the only
way. My way is the right way. Your way is the wrong way” because they’re going
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to come back and challenge you with, “No, my way is not wrong or what’s so
right about yours?” Sometimes, that’s seen as disrespectful because we live in a
society of, in my opinion, with minority children, “Just do what I tell you to do
and if you challenge me, it’s disrespectful.” Then on the other hand, you can work
with a group of kids, and it’s, “Challenge me. Why do you think that? Why do
you think that?” With another group [AAs] it’s just, “Do what I tell you to do.”
These kids rebel against that, “What I have to say matters. I matter.” And that’s
what they get it flipped into. “If you’re not listening to what I’m saying.” Then
they infer that you’re telling me, “I don’t matter and I’m going to show you that
yes I do matter.” Self-advocacy looks aggressive.
The GETs expressed their concerns about the growing minority population and
the way those students are being received in schools that were predominantly White in
the past. GET2 stated:
The complaints that I hear are, “Oh, we’re getting all of these kids, and they’re
coming in with all these behavior issues, and they need to be labeled, they need to
be on medication.” That’s the answer, that’s the solution, and it’s wrong.
They also presented their belief that teachers are quick to jump into testing instead
of spending the time to establish relationships with their students. GET3 spoke about how
teachers tend to think and relate to AA students who do not fit their [White] perception of
being respectful:
“That student doesn’t show respect, and I don’t want them in my classroom. Oh
look, he didn’t read that passage so well, or he’s not picking up his ABC’s as
quickly as everybody else in class. We need testing; we need to pull people in.”
Again, it’s that deal of not understanding, not trying to build [relationships]. I had
two teachers come out from [another school with similar student demographics]
who were looking at the program of Read 180 that I teach. They were like, “My
kids just aren’t going to do that. They tell me no. They tell me this; they tell me
that.”
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I finally looked at them and said, “Have you spent time with your students? Have
you done team building where you put yourself in the mix? Open up about you.
Have you had them open up about themselves? If you don’t do that, you’ll never
get them to do the work.” Teachers just aren’t giving it their all in the classrooms.
Several GETs expressed their belief that anything outside the dominant White
culture is often considered wrong and expressed the difficulties minorities endure trying
to successfully navigate in the two worlds:
Again, there is always what you call mainstream or dominant or acceptable.
There’s all these different words and so you know yours is different. If it’s not the
dominant culture, if it’s different, it’s viewed as exotic or different or wrong.
Everyone has their way of viewing it. (GET5)
A sub-par—that’s what we were talking about here. As a minority person, African
American, you have the dominant culture running here, and you have the culture
that you were raised in. As you look at TV, as you read books, as you look at the
media and everything else, minority people are taught to live in two worlds. “You
don’t have to live in mine, but I have to live in yours.” If you turn the TV on,
you’re never judged by the best, you’re always judged by the worst. “Well, that’s
how they are”…
Oh, but not you, or not us. Minority people are judged by the worst of that group.
If a Black or Hispanic person steals, we’re thieves; but not you, you’re special,
you’re the exception. (GET1)
GET1 shared a personal experience she had with being wrongly stereotyped:
I was in sixth grade, and the teacher asked the students how they had spent their
summer. Everybody’s talking about their vacation, and I’m talking about when
we went to Denver. I’m calling the places off. The teacher interrupted me and
said “Oh, you can tell us about that later” and turned her attention to someone
else. I will never forget that.
GET1 believed the teacher thought she was lying because she was AA and had a
preconceived notion that all AAs were poor and could not afford to go on vacation.
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The GET group discussed the importance of involving parents as soon as any
behavior issues arise. They expressed the belief that some teachers do not even attempt to
establish relationships with parents due to their stereotype biases about AA parents.
GET1 expressed:
Why are we as teachers so hesitant to call the parents? “Well, I’ve gotten cursed
out before.” Okay, so are you going to judge all parents by one? You’re going to
judge all parents by two. You can’t judge; every call is a different call. It doesn’t
matter if every parent you called cursed you, make the next one. Because again,
you’re making an assumption. I’ve had parents hang up on me, I just wrote it
down. “Didn’t want to hear it.”
The GETs also believed the school curriculum and the subsequent state testing
was biased. GET1 stated, “Historical racism is ingrained in the educational system.”
GET3 elaborated:
The schools are still not culturally diverse as far as curriculum and testing.
Teaching U.S. History, you only show the slavery side of everything, but yet Civil
Rights is skimmed over. It’s not truly taught. Fifth-grade history—when they get
into U.S. History for the first time, we teach them from the time the first colony
was founded here in America to today. But by the time you get through the Civil
War and Reconstruction, you’re having to fly so you just skim everything else.
You look at eighth-grade history, when they’re getting into U.S. History again
and actually having to take a test on it. They stop immediately after the Civil War.
That’s all they’re tested on. So then, and this is going to sound harsh, but it
becomes a White world. We’re teaching about how the English came over and
took over, and everything else gets pushed to the side.
AA Influence. The GET group voiced their belief that the AA community
contributes to the overrepresentation of AA males in special education as well. They
believed that some AAs are racist toward EAs which contributed to the
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overrepresentation problem. The GETs also perceived that AA parent non-involvement in
academic decisions definitely contributed to the issue.
Reverse racism. The GETs expressed their belief that AA students can internalize
their parents’ racist views and bring those negative attitudes to school. GET2 stated:
It [racism] goes both ways. I want to make sure I’m clear in saying it’s not a
White issue because I think the media spins it in a way sometimes, or articles, that
Whites can’t relate to people of color, and I think it’s mutual sometimes. People
of color sometimes can’t relate to Whites or people of affluence, or lack of, and
learning how to navigate with that. Of course when things like Ferguson happen,
as a child, you’re in a room with adults who are having those discussions on both
sides: Anglo, Black, Latino, and that’s not going to be filtered. It’s going to be
raw, and it’s going to be emotional. That will influence and educate or miseducate and be brought into a classroom. Some of this [racism] comes from the
students. It comes from their home life and their families and things that they hear
and what they bring into the classroom setting. Sometimes, no matter how wellintentioned a teacher may be, if that student is bringing things with them as well,
it’s going to be problematic, and it has nothing necessarily to do with the teacher,
their gender, or their race. But that’s something that you’ve got to work on with
the students.
GET2 reflected on his current teaching experience and the experiences he has had with
his AA students in regards to reverse racism:
One of the things, working in an all boys’ school this year, I’m finding is that
there’s racism here. There’s racism among our young men, and it’s more vocal
than I’ve experienced in other settings. I’ve had instances of where an African
American student will say something is racist or a comment is racist toward
African Americans, and then two minutes later, they will make a racist comment
about Hispanics or Anglos. I’ve heard several students say, “I hate White people”
or “this person doesn’t like me because I’m Black.” I remember hearing that a lot.
They believe that the reason they’re being disciplined is because of their race
when in actuality there were actions that you did that caused these instances. But
before it can get to that, a referral has been issued. They start to pile up and then
“Oh my gosh, maybe this person needs some treatment, maybe this person needs
testing,” when actually there needs to be talking to or some trust established.
142

Parent non-involvement. The GETs acknowledged their belief that AA parents
can contribute to the overrepresentation problem as well. They perceived the AA parents
tended to leave the decision to admit students into the special education program
completely in the hands of the educators. The GETs expressed their experiences with
parents during the special education process:
Let me tell you something else about parents and why I think you see the overrepresentation. I sat in I don’t know how many ARD meetings, and I’ve sat in I
don’t know how many 504 meetings in the 15 years I’ve taught. I’ve watched
parents’ faces in these meetings. They don’t have a clue what those diagnosticians
are saying. They don’t have a clue what that ARD leader is saying. It [the
information presented at the meeting] is gone over, “Oh, did you read this
question? Do you agree with this? Yes, say yes. Do you agree with this question?
Say yes.”
So I think a lot of this gets put through because who do the parents think they
need to listen to? [The parents think] “Oh my gosh, that teacher knows best. Oh
my gosh, that administrator knows best. That counselor knows best. The school
psychologist is seeing this too; they know best. We’ve got to follow what they’re
saying.” (GET5)
GET4 provided a similar scenario yet focused on what appeared to be a case of
either the parents’ disinterest or admission they did not know what to do, placing the
responsibility back on the teacher:
I feel like, and I have been to some of these meetings before where we go over the
sped issues with a particular student, and it’s almost like the parent is there, but
they’re absent. I would say it’s very specific to the African American race
because whenever I have Hispanics come in, it almost turns into a non-sped
meeting. They really reach out and they’re trying to say, “This is the experience I
have at home with my child. What are you experiencing in the classroom? Then,
let’s come together. Maybe we need to ask ourselves some questions—the parents
and the educators.”
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The African American population is just more like “I’ve got somewhere to be.” I
even get from the African American population, “I’ve had enough of this child. I
don’t know what to do. That’s your job teacher. That’s your job educators.”
GET2 seemed to attribute certain characteristics displayed to issues at home:
I noticed it’s very heavily mothers, and oftentimes it’s the young men, there’s a
huge amount of disrespect shown, so that makes me wonder about the home
dynamic as well.
Poverty
Poverty was a contributing factor, or cause, for the overrepresentation of AA
males in special education according to the GETs. They perceived that environmental
factors related to poverty and attending schools in low SES communities often led to
decisions made to admit AA males into special education. They compared working in
high minority and low performing schools with private and affluent schools.
Environmental impacts. The GETs explained that children being raised in
impoverished conditions can experience negative factors due to their environment which
can cause academic difficulties. In their thinking, these negative factors can also keep
parents from intervening when their sons are having issues in school.
I would tell you that SES plays a role in it too, and again it’s in the eyes of what
we have seen as stereotyped. I will say that there is a different way that they’re
[students living in low SES households] taught and raised—the way they hold
themselves. You didn’t see the baggy pants [at affluent schools], and you didn’t
see this. I go out to [another school], which is a lower SES, and it was a different
look; it was parents coming in being different. Your lower SES African American
male isn’t going to have a computer at home. They’re not going to have access to
the technology that your upper-class African American male or White male is
going to have. So when they walk in [to school], that background may not be
there; we don’t have the foundation. (GET3)
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With the lower SES parents, you run into problems like drugs. The parents might
be working a lot, and they want their kid to be taken care of. They’re [the parents]
doing the best that they can [raising their child], but they think the education
system has it down pat [knows what is best for their child academically] and that
the teacher—even though the teacher’s been in the classroom with their student
for a week—that they [the teachers] know better [than the parents what the
student needs to be successful academically regardless of how long the teacher
has known the child]. (GET4)
Low performing schools. The GETs associated low performing schools with a
primarily minority population. They believed low performing schools often had
significantly more special education students to serve and no additional staff. They also
believed serving the high needs students was complicated further by outside interference
from district and state staff members.
GET4 shared some of the conversations he has had with his teacher friends who
work in highly affluent, high performing schools:
I tell them how many SPED students I have and their jaw drops. I was actually
talking with a friend about this this past week, and he has one African American
student and his SPED population is about four kids out of all that he has.
GET2 contrasted the level of confidence that existed among students at parochial schools
versus public schools:
The biggest difference I saw between the parochial setting and the public setting
is, in the parochial setting, those kids had confidence in themselves. The parents
built them up; they built each other up, and it was an unwavering confidence. And
moving to the public school setting is just the lack of self-confidence; it didn’t
exist.
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On a different note, GET2 voiced his frustration with administrators’ outside
directives that are incongruent with the classroom conditions necessary to engage and
motivate students, particularly when no extra manpower is provided:
Teachers—especially new teachers—often feel overwhelmed with the intense
pressure from their campus, district, and state administrators. Many times, these
administrators come into the school, usually with limited to no actual field
experience teaching high-risk students, and tell the teachers how they should be
teaching. They add non-negotiables and directives on top of creating engaging
lesson plans that often do not coincide with each other—making a challenging
situation more challenging and difficult.
Systemic Issues
Several systemic issues emerged. The GETs discussed the contributions of
standardized testing and insufficient educator preparation and support programs to the
overrepresentation of AA males in special education. They believed the RtI and special
education systems played a role in creating the overrepresentation problem as well.
Standardized testing. The GETs believed the pressure of standardized testing
deserved a large part of the blame for the overrepresentation issue. They perceived that
state testing begins to influence special education overrepresentation in elementary
school because the high stakes testing begins in third grade. They believed the students
who were not moving at the expected academic pace were quickly labeled with special
education diagnoses in order to make the test easier to pass. The GETs also perceived that
the elementary first through third graders were being groomed to pass the test and were
not receiving a well-rounded academic foundation, causing more academic gaps as the
146

students moved into middle school. GET2 expressed his belief about elementary schools
and the pressure of standardized testing that leads to special education referrals:
I think it starts at the elementary-level, and we as a system, especially here in
Texas, are so driven by standardized testing, that we want…no one wants to be
the low-scoring or low-performing school, that there are times when corners are
cut in an effort to make sure that the kids are doing well, or are propped up. I can
think of instances where students are maybe taking an oral test or other tests when
that student should be taking a written exam, but because we want to ensure the
highest possible performance, instead of making sure we’re challenging that
student, we’ll take a road more travelled, which is an accommodated test.
Two GETs shared their experiences teaching in elementary school:
I had kids that came to me that couldn’t write their names on the paper. Some of
them writing in the middle of the paper. “You know, you write from left to right?”
You’re told, everything is about the test. The kids are not really taught science
and social studies; it’s just about whatever’s on the test. The year that I taught 3rd
was the first year that STAAR was given—well, counted. So you have to teach
the kids how to bubble but very little science. They’re taught things that are going
to be covered on the test instead of being taught the whole curriculum. So instead
of these books, instead of being outside, it becomes, instead of challenging
questions, whatever’s going to be on the test. (GET1)
It started at the elementary level, and as we moved to STAAR testing and
standardized testing, sitting in these meetings going, “Oh no, this person needs to
modify, this person needs to modify.” But in the classroom this person is doing
this: “Oh no, it’s about the data. We’ve got to make sure we get that data.”
(GET3)
Educator preparation and support. The GETs believed many new teachers and
many good teachers leave the profession because they are ill-prepared and unsupported
for the reality of today’s classroom. According to the GETs, teacher education programs
do not prepare teachers for working in low income schools—where they are most likely
to get a job due to the high teacher turnover.
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Educator preparation. The GETs presented their perspectives on teacher
preparation programs:
A disconnect exists between the ivory towers and the battlefield. The people who
go through college [think], “I’m going to be a teacher,” and they go through and
get their pleasant feel “This is what my classroom is going to look like.” Then,
they come out, and it’s like, “Oh shit!” (GET2)
Traditional [university education program] doesn’t do enough. (GET1)
The GETs believed teacher educator programs failed at covering the importance
of building relationships, which they perceived as direly important to achieving success
in the classroom, especially when working with AA males:
Teachers are not being taught how to meet students and parents where they are.
The lack of scaffolding in the classroom, lack of praise in school, and lack of
building relationships with students trace back to the education of the educator.
(GET1)
Students will not work if they don’t feel respected. (GET4)
Teachers are not being taught how to build positive relationships with students
and their parents. The days of being respected just because of your title is over.
(GET2)
GET2 elaborated on his beliefs about teacher preparation based on a discussion he
has had with other educators:
I’ve talked to many people who have gone through four-year UT or four-year
colleges majoring in education; they’re not prepared at all. My experience in
talking with them [teachers with traditional program certifications] and working
with them in low-performing schools, you almost have this Mayberry attitude
toward “Oh, this is what it’s going to be like, I’ve got these quaint lessons.” Then,
they come in and reality is…
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First of all, we don’t live in a day when a teacher comes in and commands
respect. “I’m a teacher, I’m going to be respected, you have been taught to
respect, and we’re going to proceed with our lesson and everything’s going to be
good.” It doesn’t work that way; you have to build respect with the students
because they don’t have it for you when you first walk in the door. From day one,
it’s about building relationships and once you can establish that, the time you
invest in doing that will make the rest of your year productive. Unfortunately,
they don’t teach that. At least I haven’t heard that they [traditional education
programs] do.
So when the teachers are coming in with their lessons, especially first-year
teachers, they’re ready to go. Maybe that first day or that first week, they’re [the
students] compliant, and everything’s working. But week two, it’s not working.
[The teachers think] “So now wait a second, everything was going great. What do
I need to do to fix it?” And if you can’t address it and fix it quickly, it spirals out
of control very quickly. The students are ruling and running the classroom.
Unfortunately really good teachers, in settings like that, they’re out of there;
they’re gone. I think it’s a lose/lose. Those teachers lose because they get a very
bad taste and image of a school and the people there, especially the students, and
that will negatively impact the school. The students are hurt as well because they
don’t have the benefit of learning from that teacher who was there to bring them
something. It’s a lose/lose in my opinion.
GET5 shared her personal experience attending a traditional university and
coming from a middle or upper SES background, starting her teaching career in a more
affluent school, and then moving to a lower SES school district. She expressed how
unprepared she was to teach—especially in a lower SES school:
I’ll admit I went the traditional route. I went to college, but I will be the first to
tell you my first year of teaching I went, “Oh my God, what did that college teach
me?” It was nothing that I needed in that classroom. I will tell you that it took me
having to look at myself and say, “I was sheltered. I took advantage of what I
had.”
Then going and seeing and really having to come to terms with what the Walnut
Creek [pseudonym—low SES area] kids dealt with. I had grandparents raising the
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kids, and I had foster kids, and I had parents in jail. It’s a whole different thing—
coming in [to teach] with kids that are dealing with having been through abuse
and not having food on the table at night. I think it has made me a more genuine
person. I didn’t start off that way; I made mistakes. I thought the typical things, if
I was driving down the street and saw somebody in a hoody, “My God, I’ve got to
be careful.” It really made me open up and realize that you have to focus on what
everybody brings to the table.
There are days in a classroom where so-and-so is going to have a bad day because
of the night before. What gets my steam up when we talk about things like this is
that students in a classroom are not being treated for the person that they are, for
[what they’re] bringing to the table. They’re judged. They’re put aside, and we
move on. How do we change that as a whole?
GET3 voiced her concern with the apparent lack of diversity and cultural
sensitivity training that some administrator certification programs offer:
Admin and the certification process—it’s not the same. I know in Bartlett
[pseudonym] two or three years ago was a huge racial incident that started.
Teachers had to get cultural diversity and principals had to go through cultural
diversity because of a middle school principal. STAAR data came in. She came
on the speaker [school intercom system], and she called names to come to the
library. She called all the African American students to come to the library. Then,
she called all the Hispanic students to come to the library. Let me tell you what
that started in Bartlett [pseudonym].
Educator support. The GETs believed professional development, coaching, and
mentoring was also lacking in districts and on campuses, which contributed to the
number of referrals of AA males to special education. They stated:
Teachers are not adequately prepared to address and fix issues likely to surface in
low performing school classrooms. (GET4)
Teachers don’t know how to get out of the book. Not all teachers differentiate,
and some teachers are set in their ways and only teach in the style they are
comfortable with. (GET1)
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No one is coaching them on how to do it. (GET5)
GET2 recalled a relationship building training in which teachers were told to fist bump
with the students at the classroom door. He said such trainings send a message that an
occasional “Hey, what’s up homie?” constitutes a connection for life and can establish a
meaningful and respectful relationship between the student and teacher.
RtI. The RtI system was one of the systemic issues the GETs believed contributed
to the overrepresentation of AA males in special education due to the ineffective
implementation of the RtI system. They expressed that students are supposed to receive
targeted instruction and interventions during Tier 2 of the RtI system to make sure
students are not erroneously referred for eligibility testing and/or prematurely placed in
special education. While the premise upon which RtI is based is preventative in nature,
the GETs did not believe the AA male students always received properly implemented
Tier 2 interventions and voiced their concerns that RtI is often conducted ineffectively:
I’ve seen in the time that I’ve taught, where it seems almost as if a teacher can
unilaterally say, “This person is going to be SPED” and decide the trajectory for
that student fairly quickly. I believe that it’s based on—and this is where you
come into systems—your perceptions, and also your communication styles and
expectations. (GET5)
The tracking system is not always consistent. The RtI process, the process we use
to get students into a special education setting. I’ve had a hard time seeing it be
consistent with different schools. You have some teachers that will spend more
time in the classroom trying interventions, trying everything they can, and then
you have those teachers who will go straight to a counselor or administrator and
say, “This child needs testing.” Some of the time, that’s where the problem
comes. There’s not a consistency in how RtI or data testing situations run. (GET1)
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We’re not able to talk about it [RtI] as in-depth and thoroughly as we should be.
Like I said, it’s one of those, “Did we try everything? Do we really know what
happens at home? Do we really know everything?” In my honest opinion, no, I
don’t think in any situation have I ever known the whole story of the kiddo. I have
been in situations where I’ve tried really hard, and I’ve been in situations where
I’ve shuffled through the paperwork. With how many things teachers have on
their plates, it’s still very difficult to spend even six weeks to focus that much on
that many students. (GET4)
I think it’s [RtI] too fast; it moves too quickly and I don’t think there’s enough
intervention tried. I don‘t think there’s enough one-on-one tried. We get a test
back, we say RTI, three weeks of maybe paperwork or no paperwork is done, and
the person says test him. Well, okay but nothing’s been done; nothing’s been
tried. Just building a relationship could have made a whole world of difference.
That could have made a whole world of difference to that child, and you could
have seen a whole new kid the next day. But now, we’re going to stick a label on
them and put them in a room away from everybody else. (GET3)
GET3 recalled an experience in which, as a teacher, she was told to recommend
students to RtI based on one administrator-determined data point:
I remember at the previous school where I worked, them [administration] coming
in and saying, “Okay, we need to get our process stronger, so you need to come to
a meeting and bring me five students who you’re looking at putting in this
program [RtI].” So what am I basing this on? They would say, “Here’s a data
point.” So I’m going to base this off one data point. We’re not taking the time to
find out where the problem is.
She also had a personal experience involving her son where he was placed in RtI based
on one data point:
Let me say, my son started kindergarten this year. It was November or December,
I’m walking into the school in the morning and the reading intervention teacher
comes up and says, “I’m going to start working with Robert.” We’re in
November. I was like, “Why did this come about? I hadn’t been told anything.”
She’s like, “Well, we did the Dibbles testing, he’s above kindergarten in letter
naming and letter recognition but in nonsense words he’s below.” It’s November.
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They did a minute test. “At the end of kindergarten, he should be a 17. He scored
eight, and so we’re putting him in intervention.”
GET2 interjected, “That’s the process beginning.”
GET3 expressed her belief that during RtI, the teacher responsible for providing
the interventions is the only person who monitors the student’s progress. She shared the
lens she would like to see used:
It [RtI] is totally based on the teacher providing that intervention, and it being
tried and tested. To me, when they [students] walk into that elementary school
that [problematic behavior and/or academic difficulty] has to start being noticed
right away, but it has to be noticed as, “Can I motivate this kid? Can I make a
relationship with this kid?” or am I going to be a teacher that says, “I don’t want
behavior in my room.” I’m going to look at you when you walk in, and, “Uh-uh,
you don’t have a belt on, you don’t have this, and we’re going to do whatever we
can to get you somewhere else because I don’t want to deal with it.”
The GETs expressed their beliefs about other factors that could be influencing
negative behavior and/or observed academic difficulty that RtI generally does not
address. GET1 offered one possibility:
We, as general education teachers, have to remember too, that sometimes kids are
just bad. It’s not that it’s a maladjustment or anything. All children are not going
to come and sit in the seat; they’re not going to be quiet, and they’re not going to
do a lot of things. That does not make you special education. Why can’t I [the
student] just be bad? Why does it have to be, I have some other problem?
Especially when that same kid can walk in her room and do 85% of what that
teacher says. Then, come right back to you and be an idiot?
GET4 shared a story from his school days to illustrate how a teacher’s
methodology can influence student behavior and lack of academic achievement:
One of my history teachers in middle school—she sat at her table at the front. She
opened up the book. She had on the chalk board what page to turn your book to.
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She called out your name, and you started reading. When she said stop, she called
out another name, and the student picked up. Heaven forbid you didn’t know
where we were in the book, and that was me. I never knew where I was. I was the
kid sitting at the front of the room with my nose on the chalkboard. I didn’t even
have a book so it was more of just make me be quiet so she could get through her
day. I wonder if she would have been given the ability to say whether I was
Special Ed or whether I needed to be looked at for some sort of mental disorder—
if she would have said “Yep, he needs to do something…yep, ADD, ADHD, any
other ones, oppositional defiant disorder.” Anything like that, I think she would
have.
Special education. The GETs expressed their belief that the special education
program itself was a contributor to the problem with overrepresentation of AA males in
the program. They discussed the eligibility requirements and motives behind testing for
disabilities. The tests that are used for diagnosis and the way the tests are administered
was called into question. Additionally, the GETs talked about the effectiveness of the
program after students are admitted.
GET2 expressed his concern about the issue overall:
You really have to look outside our walls to compare and contrast. When you see
that the levels, starting at elementary, is in a word, shocking, it makes you ask
more questions. Why are there so many? And when you have them in your
classroom, you’re not seeing some of the things that they’ve been labeled or them
exhibiting some of the things they’ve been labeled as. It really starts making you
ask those questions of why.
Testing and diagnoses. The GETs voiced their belief that special education
testing is often used as an easier way to address classroom issues than taking the time to
truly assess all factors of the situation and devise a new approach:
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That tends to be the first avenue that’s taken is to test them to see if they’re
aggressive or emotionally disturbed. Almost always, it’s going to come, “Yes”. I
don’t think that’s true in all cases. (GET1)
Elementary schools are moving students too readily into special education instead
of focusing on other possible issues. Early on when behavior becomes an issue in
the classroom, especially a self-contained classroom [elementary classroom], it’s
easier to instead of addressing the issue or, in some cases, the issues that the child
may have that we have a system in place that can label them. (GET2)
GET3 suggested that the testing is sometimes conducted like a fishing expedition
with the goal to move the student into the special education program. She stated: “The
other thing I don’t like is you don’t say this kid has a reading disability so let’s test him
for math too.”
The GETs expressed their disdain for the limited time frame in which testing
takes place:
Labeling and testing are based on a limited snapshot of the student. Typical
developmental issues were being interpreted as medical or psychological
disorders such as lack of focus on schoolwork, bullying, not staying seated, and
acting like a fool. (GET4)
You don’t get the test on the day that you’re on, you get the test on the day that
you’re off. (GET1)
Those tests—the way that they’re scored, I mean, say that you’re having a bad
day and you’re labeled for the rest of your life. (GET2)
GET3 perceived that the testing was culturally biased:
It’s [special education testing] very biased. It’s very one-directional, and it does
not take into account cultural diversity and the different cultures that African
American are raised in. So, it [diagnostic testing] doesn’t allow them [AA male
students] to show truly what is going on.
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During the focus group, the GETs discussed the validity of the special education
testing:
This goes to my second point, who’s writing the test? There used to a guy here,
Dr. R., a Black man, who wrote these books. He used to come and give
workshops and gave everybody a test and the minorities passed it. My Caucasian
friends did not. That, too. Who’s giving the test and what information are
you…again, my world, my culture, my vocabulary? (GET1)
So, see that would be my question. You’re talking about an ED, you’re talking
about an emotional disturbance. I’m not looking at his reading level. I’m not
looking at his math scores. I’m saying this kid is emotionally disturbed. How do
you, at an age of first-grade or elementary school, how do you judge that? You
look at those tests and are they showing truly where that African American male
is coming from out of that culture. (GET3)
That’s just it; most diagnoses are taking place in the elementary level. We’re not
recommending a lot. I’ve never been a part at the middle school level; it is
always, so really what is going on at the elementary level? (GET2)
Disaster after admission. Another factor that troubled the GET group was the
belief that after the students are admitted to the special education program, the goal does
not seem to be getting them back into mainstream education. The GETs expressed:
I don’t like the way the special education system is set up for people. It doesn’t
address the needs. It’s a holding tank. If you’re in a room and everybody’s treated
as if it’s okay to lose control, say what you want to say, do what you want to do.
Then, it becomes a habit just like with any of us. I did not see a lot of social skills,
coping strategies addressed. I saw, “You’re over there losing it, let us ignore
you.”
Here comes somebody to pick you up. It was almost like this is the place where
you could be yourself instead of addressing [them]. These are the things that you
need to do to move yourself out and be successful. The focus should have been to
achieve success out of this room.
I did not see the kids making progress. You don’t have an emotionally disturbed
person, you have a socially maladjusted person who’s not going to get any better
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like a bad kid. I don’t think that they’re getting the help that they need. Because
it’s set, the whole special education program is set up for one set of behaviors and
issues and then the boys are not exhibiting all of those issues. It’s almost like
putting a square peg in a round hole. (GED1)
I mean to me SPED is out of the program. You get to a point where, if you’re
truly doing it the right way, you teach those kids how to overcome their deficit.
Don’t look for them [labels] just because of your judgment on a child. (GET3)
External Forces
The GETs believed two additional forces were acting upon and contributing to the
overrepresentation of AA males in special education. They believed the medical industry
played a key role in the special education overrepresentation problem. They perceived the
social service system also contributed to the overrepresentation issue.
Medical/pharmaceutical industry. According to the GETs, the
medical/pharmaceutical industry worked to influence special education diagnoses. The
GETs perceived that more diagnoses means more prescribed medication. Subsequently,
more prescriptions mean more money for those industries.
GET2 voiced his concern with the influence the pharmacology industry has on
special education diagnosis:
I believe that that [overrepresentation] largely exits due to a system of medication
where we think there’s a quick fix. If there’s a behavior issue or a child is up out
of their seat or off-task often or maybe engaging in physical altercations with
students, it’s kind of this quick fix. “This child needs these accommodations so
that medication is something that can be prescribed.” I’ve seen with some
students that when they’re medicated, they’re doped up; they’re functioning at a
drug-induced state. We’re talking about 12 and 13 year old boys or children, and
it’s tragic. It’s easier to medicate, get them labeled, get them vacated. I’ve heard
teachers say that, so it’s tragic, it’s sad.
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GET4 expressed his frustration with expectations inflicted on teachers to make medical
and/or psychological judgments that he believed they are not qualified to make:
Diagnoses is way out of control across the board. I had paperwork on my table the
other day from a doctor asking me these questions. The student was in ALC
[Alternative Learning Center] for a week, then he comes back to my classroom
for 45-minutes, even to an hour and a half, with 32 students in your [a teacher’s]
classroom. You’re not able to focus on that one student as much as that
questionnaire would like you to. Then the next day he may be in ISS or he may be
on his way to a different school. There’s too much on the plate to really give that.
One of those forms was put on my desk from a doctor’s office for specifically me
to fill out on whether they have trouble concentrating. Maybe my voice is just the
worst thing they’ve heard in their life. Maybe they don’t want to look at me
because my hair sucks that day. It’s just too general; it’s way too general.
GET4 shared a story to illustrate his belief that educators are not trained enough
to make the assertions and observations they are asked to provide. GET4 attended a
meeting in Chicago to promote a bill for teachers to receive an eight hour training so they
could recommend a psychiatric diagnosis about a student to the parent. He shared his
experience:
During the meeting, a man got up and talked about his 12-year old daughter and
how she experienced depression and experienced kind of being ostracized—
things that I would say are kind of typical of being a 12-year old. It was heavily
recommended by the educators that the parent seek out medical help and that she
might have these disorders or whatnot. She ended up hanging herself in the
bathroom not too much longer after that, and the dad then pulled out the list of
medications that she had been on in the last three months. It was more than one
page. She just went through that whole maze of trying different medications and
trying different treatments. The father was accusing and very adamant that if she
hadn’t gone through all that she wouldn’t be dead. At the same meeting, a
psychiatrist spoke. He just said “I went to college for 16-years in order to be able
to even mention that a child might have this problem, and you’re talking about
sending teachers to an 8-hour PD on a Saturday so they can recommend to the
parents that “You know what, your kid is just all over the place and. . .”
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Social service system. The social service system is also to blame for the problem
according to the GETs. They pointed to the social service system as a contributing factor
because parents’ who receive money for their child’s disability are not held accountable
for using the money for the purpose it was intended. The GET1 shared her experience
and perspective:
My understanding always going in [to a special education meeting] was trying to
work toward getting them [the student] off, but you get parents who are like, “Oh
no, don’t do that.” I did not know at the time that there was a dollar amount
attached to that [special education label]. “You need to do some other things at
home, but you’re already trying to get the check, and you haven’t even gotten the
diagnosis.” The money can be used for anything.
Special Education Teachers
The special education teachers (SETs) identified four causes for the
overrepresentation of AA males in special education. One SET did not necessarily agree
that an issue actually existed. However, he provided contributions to the other five SETs
who expressed their belief that overrepresentation is indeed a serious problem that needs
attention. The SETs addressed racism, poverty, systemic issues, and external forces. The
SETs perceived these four factors interact with each other and interweave to form the
foundation of the problem.
Racism
Five out of the six SETs agreed the overrepresentation of AA males in special
education was due to the historical racism in our country. Under racism, the SETs
identified the negative stereotype of our AA males as a major component. They also
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discussed the role of White privilege as it manifests itself in the classroom, the
curriculum, and testing. SET1 stated:
Racism, it exists, but it’s out of ignorance as always and fear. I believe that the
teachers, especially Caucasian teachers, are quicker to recommend or refer and
African American male student than a Caucasian male student. I don’t, I just think
they’re scared of them; I’m just going to be honest. I think that they’re scared
especially when a student is misbehaving in class.
AA male stereotype. The SET group also believed the negative AA male
stereotype was a major cause of the overrepresentation of AA males in special education.
In their thinking, the stereotype adversely affected interactions between White female
teachers and their AA male students and elicited fear. They believed AA males often
internalized the words and attitudes inflicted on him by their environment and in turn
exhibited those very attributes—self-fulfilling prophecy. Thus, they believed, this
dynamic often transfers into discipline referrals that become special education referrals.
SET3 voiced her perspective which reflected a summation of all the SETs descriptions of
the AA male stereotype:
I think people take their cues a lot from media as well and their own bias, which is
in this country. A historical bias about Black males and how they’re often viewed
as less than or not as good or not as smart, more aggressive. I think that’s
perpetuated by the media. I would imagine that their [teachers’] bias was probably
directed toward that student because it’s [his behavior] more unfamiliar to them.
And, we’re told by the media that Black males are aggressive, they’re scary.
Black males that are going to be identified in that area [ED] because they tend to
grow up a little more boisterous. They say what they think a little bit more often.
They appear more aggressive to a lot of people. I think a lot of that has to do with
the media and how Black people, particularly Black males, have been portrayed
for so long. There is kind of a sense of fear that a lot of people, that are unfamiliar
with being around a lot of Blacks, have. So if you have a Black boy who is really
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talkative, says what he thinks, maybe gets up close when he talks to you, that can
be seen as aggressive behavior. When to that particular child, it might just be that
he’s sharing his thoughts and wants you to know what he thinks and thinks maybe
you’re not listening to him. So, he’s going to get a little closer and a little louder
until you understand. If you look at referral rates you know from Special Ed and
in general ed, you’re going to see a higher percentage of Black males getting
referrals, and I think it’s very similar kind of thing. Is it that all Black boys are
bad? I don’t think so; they just may have a little bit different way of socializing.
(SET3)
Two AA SETs provided valuable insight into the AA male perspective:
A lot of these kids come in angry—come from broken homes, things of that
nature. When they come to school, they’re there just because they have to be
there. They have no intrinsic motivation as far as the education process. They’re
there. They don’t want to do the work lots of times. But mostly, that also maybe
stems from the fact that they took on a lot of responsibility at home; they might
have younger siblings, parents not involved. They maybe work. So when they
come to school, they’re just like, “Oh, okay! I don’t want to be here, but it’s
something that I have to do. I’ll do it for the most part, but in the meantime, if you
tick me off or whatever the case may be, then I’ll just shut down and won’t do it.
I’ll just cause problems and disrupt the class.” (SET2)
They [AA male students] would tell me, “They [teachers] don’t care. They’re not
going to do nothing; they don’t care. As long as we play basketball and they pat
us on our back. They clap their hands for us, they pat us on the back when we
play basketball and we do really good on the court or we do really good on the
football field, they pat us on the back; and they was like yeah, but when we make
a 100 on a test, they don’t care, we don’t get claps or pats on the back for that like
the other kids do.” (SET1)
SET1 continued to explain how AA male students recognized a difference in the way
they were treated by many of their White teachers and their perception of why they were
placed in special education:
The boys would tell me. “But we know that if we don’t do it, you’re going to
come and find us, or you’re going to call our mama.” I asked one little boy, “Why
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do you think you were placed in special ed?” He knew he was in there, “I got in it
when I was in 4th grade.” I asked why. He said, “I don’t know, I was bad. Yeah, I
was bad.” I asked, “So has anything changed? Nope.” Kids see that if you treat
them any different than someone else, and they know this. That’s something I saw
here [in her current school district] too. The African Americans, they know that
when they walk into a classroom that they can intimidate certain teachers who
happen to not be African Americans.
Another two SETs provided examples of what they characterized as typical AA
male behavior in the classroom that can often result in referrals. SET2 said AA males
may exhibit:
Persistent talk and communication with peers. Cursing, just making loud noises,
distracting other students. Just disrupting the learning process. I just think you get
a young Black male who has some behavior issues, and some people might feel
like the way he’s behaving in a particular way or saying particular things, that’s
alarming. But in no way, should that kid be receiving special services.
SET6 elaborated on the AA cultural behavior often displayed in the classroom by
AA male students that he attributed to result in students receiving an ED label in special
education:
This is an odd district where you put a kid in this SBS program just for one thing.
Quite honestly, a lot of times the behaviors they exhibit are certainly no worse
than what’s going on in gen ed classrooms. But teachers are, “What do I have to
do get him in there [SBS program]?” They just want to put him [the AA male
student] out. They’re [AA males] just rambunctious. They’re 6th graders; they’re
young. They [general education teachers] want them out.
So I haven’t seen a ton of consistency in that area [interventions for behavior],
and I certainly wouldn’t say the majority [ED labeled students] are correctly
diagnosed. You can tell an ED student from someone who has been diagnosed ED
and is not. There’s just some obvious characteristics there, and these students
[those incorrectly diagnosed], they just exhibit like we talked about earlier—
louder, charismatic, lots of adult conversations. Quite honestly, some of the things
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they’re doing are adult living at home as well. Those things come off a certain
way, and I think that causes a lot of the issues.
SET1 offered an operant behavioral perspective. She explained that students
become conditioned to acting inappropriately in class because they are consistently
rewarded. She believed the ultimate goal may be to get attention:
I think it’s a learned behavior to get the results that they want. The students know
how to behave and do certain things to get out of doing something. Getting
attention, that could also be a part of it—even if it’s not positive attention, it could
be negative. “I’m getting attention no matter what.” It’s just something that a lot
of the students have learned, especially the Black students. They know that if they
do a certain way, or act a certain way, it’s going to get them that attention.
SET1 also presented a scenario that illustrates the goal to escape and avoid the
academic work they perceive they cannot do:
I’ve had students, Black students, get so frustrated. I have one that threw a desk.
Because he’s just like, “I can’t get it!” And he threw the desk. [After SED1 told
him to go get the desk and sit down in it, he asked], “I didn’t scare you? You
know if I had thrown that desk in a White woman’s class, I would’ve been in
ISS.” I said, “But I couldn’t do that. I didn’t want you to be out of my class too
long. I knew that if I had sent you to the office to get your swats, then it would’ve
took half of the class, and you would’ve miss a whole bunch of stuff. But no, I
made you sit right in that desk.” He’s like, “I’m so happy it didn’t break.” I was
like, “Me too.”
White privilege. The SETs believed White privilege played a prevalent role in
the overrepresentation of AA males in special education. In their thinking, White
privilege accounted for much of the miscommunication between the EA teachers and the
AA male students. They discussed how misinterpreting AA male behavior is a result of
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different backgrounds and experiences and can be difficult to face and, sometimes, to
even detect within ourselves. Focus group members stated:
I think just loud behaviors. The behaviors are slang and different types of words,
use of cuss words, different things you’ll see. You misunderstand things about
culture and power. For example, this is tough talk, you don’t recognize your own
bias. You don’t recognize for example, White privilege or male privilege so you
look at behaviors in a different light. (SET6)
I was thinking of personal boundaries—personal space because I’ve worked with
some students who just don’t have that boundary because it’s a comfort level and
a culture. (SET5)
If you come from a certain background, those behaviors, often times they’re
viewed as aggressive when there’s no aggressive intent. And because behavior is
so subjective, it really can be viewed by different people in such a different way
and you know if somebody’s not used to that type of behavior, it’s really easy to
misconstrue it. (SET3)
The SETs voiced their experience with biased teacher attitudes. Such attitudes
seemed to be rooted in racist stereotypes and evoked fear of confrontation, according to
the SETs. During the focus group, the SETs expressed:
She’s a young, White female teacher, and she actually made a comment to me.
She can’t, she can’t get through to them [minority male students]. They do not
listen to her because she’s just a White female. So it doesn’t matter anymore what
she says or what she does. She just can’t get through to them. (SET3)
I don’t think those are isolated comments though. (SET6)
No. (SET4)
No, they’re not. (SET5)
I don’t think so either. (SET3).
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In this district alone, I’ve had conversations with multiple teachers and they’ll say
things like, “I don’t get the Black kids. I don’t understand what they’re up to. We
wouldn’t put up with that when I was a teacher.” Some of the older teachers
especially. (SET6)
SET1 elaborated by sharing the experience she has had with White teachers
asking her for help with the AA students:
“Oh, I have this little Black kid in my class, but I don’t know what to do with
him. He does this, or she does that.” [Her response was], “You do the same
thing—the same thing that you would do for little Johnny and little Jessica. You
do the same thing for little Shanequa and little Bobby, or whatever you want to
call him. You do the same thing.”
I’ve actually seen teachers with African American males and African American
females. The student’s [saying], “I’m not doing this” and they [teachers] were
like, “Okay,” and don’t do anything about it. It’s out of fear. It’s more of a “I’m
scared, I don’t how to respond to them if they come at me with that look of
anger.”
Some people talk louder than others. I’ve seen all races where groups of kids get
together, and they’re really talking loud. It doesn’t mean it’s going to cause any
problems. As for being racist, or referring a student, there is racism in there. But,
it’s not, “Oh we’re going to put all the Black kids in there [special education]
because all Black kids are dumb and stupid.” It’s out of fear and too scared to
actually to take the actions—the proper actions or steps to make sure that the
student is getting the best education that they could possibly get. And if they’re
misbehaving, those steps on what to do to make sure that kid is in the classroom
and getting the education that they need.
To illustrate further how racism resides in the schools, SET1 shared a story about
how the negative stereotype of AA males plagues the students every day:
It was a group of African American males, and they were just walking together
and having a nice conversation. There were Caucasian teachers, and they were
standing by. They automatically called the administrators to come and watch
these boys [AAs]. They were just walking by, having a conversation outside of
the school building, on their way to the cafeteria where everyone was supposed to
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be. But they were just walking, and one kid just happened to pass another kid a
note. I know what the note was; it was from a girl. Those teachers automatically
assumed they were passing drugs so they called the administrator. They actually
ended up pulling those boys and patting them down. A different group of boys
come along, who happen to be Caucasian. Now, they were passing drugs they
[administrators] found out later and they [Caucasians] actually ended up getting
suspended from school. They actually had drugs, but they were never once
questioned.
The SETs expressed their belief that the teachers’ impulsive reactions to the
unfamiliar behavior exhibited by the AA male students can worsen the situation:
I think a lot of times too adults’ reaction to a student can then exacerbate a
student. If you’re a kid, and you’re not being understood, I think a lot of times
they [AA males] feel like they’re being stereotyped or the reaction that they
getting is not a positive one. Then, I think the behavior just kind of exacerbates,
and it just kind of spirals to where the person [observer] might really see
accelerated behavior. That may be able to classify as more conflict-oriented. But,
I think a lot of that comes from the reactions that people may not even know that
they’re having—things like body language. (SET3)
I’ve seen a teacher redirect a student, but she was doing it pointing her finger at
this African American male. The whole while I’m thinking, “Don’t do that. Don’t
do that. Put your finger down. Put your finger down. First of all, calm down.”
Later on, I had to go over there. Coming into an environment where teachers were
yelling, pointing their fingers, especially in my culture, this is very physical. We
[AAs] get physical very quick. Seeing a lot of my [AA] friends at that time [in
school], they went off on the teacher and the teacher did know how to handle it.
(SET1)
SET1 provided another example of a teacher’s reaction that made the situation
worse instead of better. She had an AA male special education student who was not doing
his work in one of his EA teacher’s classes. SET1 pulled him aside and had a
conversation with the student. After that, he agreed to do his work:
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Well he did that, and she pointed out loudly in front of everyone. I don’t think she
meant to embarrass him. She was like, “I knew you could do this! You should
have been doing this from the very beginning.” And I’m thinking, “Oh my God,
no! Just say great job on the paper and keep going.” He just looked at her; he
didn’t take it as a compliment. She meant it as a compliment. He took it as, “Oh
now you’re trying to call me out in front of everybody, in front of all my friends
and embarrass me.” He totally shut down when it came to her. “I’ll fail your class.
I don’t like you,” straight to her face.
Discipline referrals. Although AA male behavior can be misinterpreted by
teachers and be portrayed in discipline referrals with a bias, SET4 offered an example to
help explain how a teacher may have a very difficult time being completely objective:
I’d like to say that they’re [teachers writing referrals] honest and everything, but
as you read a book you form your opinion of something. As you have worked
with a student, you form your opinion of that student so your personal bias is
going to feed into it [the referral]. They [teachers] are biased and skewing what
they have to say. Probably in a negative way. When the student jumps up to the
White female and says, “F**k you! You beeatch!” that would have a tendency to
have that person who is writing that be negative.
Biased testing. The SETs expressed the belief that standardized testing, which
drives the curriculum, was biased by White privilege. They perceived that standardized
tests favored White students. The SETs voiced their concern with the elements that
comprise standardized tests and make the test culturally bias:
I think that probably standardized test themselves are biased. They’ve generally
been created by a White, privileged establishment. The language, the wording the,
the phrasing, all that stuff is geared more towards an educated, generally White
population. So I would imagine overall that probably kids from White privilege
are going to test better. (SED3)
I want you [an AA student having difficulty with the teacher’s vocabulary] to
point out five words that are big. She pointed out words that are used daily at
167

school. She said, “You all [are] using them here at school, but I don’t see it
outside of school. My mom don’t talk like that; she don’t use words like that.”
Same thing with the African American males, the words on the tests, they have a
different meaning. They’re not exposed to them outside of school to make that
connection. When they hear “row,” they think about a row—like a row of beans
or a row of strings. They don’t think about other definitions for rowing. One little
boy could see the word “tall” and “height” and “high,” and he thought they all
mean different things. I feel like the diagnostic test, even the state assessment test,
is really above their academic vocabulary that they’re used to seeing or using on a
daily basis. (SET1)
AA Influence. The SETs perceived the AA community contributed to the issue of
AA males’ overrepresentation in special education as well as the EAs. They expressed
that reverse racism and AA family values can be problematic. They also mentioned their
belief that AA families tend not to have high hopes for their AA males.
Reverse racism. The SETs discussed how reverse racism can cause issues in the
classroom that lead to special education referrals. According to the SETs, some AA
students come to school with negative attitudes toward EA staff, while in other cases, the
teachers are afraid they will be accused of being racist by AA parents. The SETs
expressed:
On the flip side, you get students from families that have their own stereotypes
and opinions about White people and about the establishment. So, you do
sometimes get some animosity and push back. (SET2)
Some of the teachers are scared of the reverse racism. What I mean by that is, if
parents come back and say, “Oh, you’re just picking on my kid because my kid is
Black or White people don’t know anything about teaching a Black kid.” It’s not
that. So it can be both ways. (SET1)
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Imparted values. The SETs communicated their belief that some AA families
have low expectations for AA male children. They do not believe the probability is high
for them to be successful in the traditional, middle class way. SET1 described a common
AA family outlook about their young men:
With the African American males, the priority is different. They think that the
only way they can be successful is through sports. Academics is not really pushed
in majority of the community. I’m not going to say all African American families
don’t push education—higher education. It’s more of a, “Can you survive?” For
the Black males, it’s like, “Can you live past 18?” In the urban areas, it’s more
about making it past 18 without getting killed in your community by a gang or by
the police or by doing anything crazy. I’ve actually seen where the Black males
who want to do something besides sports, they get picked on at school, being
called a nerd, being called a geek. The girls, of course the boys are crazy about
the girls, and they want to be with the girl. The girl is like, “I don’t know, you’re
too smart for me.” I’ve heard that.
Poverty
Collectively, the SET group believed Black people tend to be poor in urban areas
more than White people. Due to that statistic combined with the conditions SETs
believed to accompany living in a low-income area, poverty was perceived to be a
primary cause or contributor to the overrepresentation of AA males in special education.
The SETs believed both the environmental impacts of poverty and attending low
performing schools were responsible for creating the problem.
Environmental impacts. According to the SETs, living in impoverished
conditions created added obstacles that AA students had to overcome in order to be
successful academically. The SETs perceived those obstacles surfaced earlier during the
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pre-school developmental years. Due to the lack of opportunities for AA families living
in poverty to academically front load their children prior to entering public school, they
believed those students walk into the system at a disadvantage compared to their middle
and upper SES peers. The SETs expressed:
I think it’s [overrepresentation] probably more a socio-economic issue really than
a race issue. Basically, lack of opportunity in early ages creates a gap in learning
that then leaves kids trying to fill that gap and they often can’t. They can’t catch
up as quickly as they need to—to maybe be at the same level as their White
counterparts. I think also when you’re looking at White privilege, you’re usually
looking at people [parents] who have been through the education system
themselves. They’re highly educated so they’re going to be speaking with their
children at a higher level with more vocabulary. They’re going to be reading with
their kids. They’re going to be doing a lot of things at home that other kids from a
lower socio-economic level probably aren’t getting. That could just be because
parents work two jobs. They’re a janitor during the day, a waitress during the
night, or something like that. They don’t have time to be reading to their child or
really even monitoring homework or having conversations after school. On the
flip side, if you’ve got a child from a privileged family, it’s possible that one
parent isn’t working, or usually at least, one parent isn’t working all the time.
There’s usually somebody there after school that can help with monitoring
homework, that can practice skills, read, all that kind of stuff. If you look at it
over the span of the kids’ lifetime, that’s a lot of hours—a lot of hours of extra
learning. (SET3)
I think it [overrepresentation] has something to do with low income. I’ve worked
with other races that are in a lower income area, and it’s about the same when it
comes to their vocabulary. It’s the same. It’s because they’re not exposed to it
[higher vocabulary]. They can hear it at school. They come to school; they’ll sit
there. They’ll nod their head, or they’ll sit there and stare at the teacher, but
everything is going over their heads. (SET1)
SET4 believed that poverty tended to make academic success more difficult but did not
dictate an unavoidable outcome:
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There’s poverty. I think poverty plays a role in it. An absentee father or mother,
things like that are social things that happen in somebody’s life, and African
Americans especially. They’re not going to be predisposed to go to jail or commit
crimes because they’re African American. I just don’t buy that. Every race has
that potential, and being in poverty does not prevent you from reaching your
potential. There might be bumps in the road, but that doesn’t prevent you from
doing it.
SET1 shared a personal experience she had with one of her AA male students
who came from a low SES family where a parent appeared to be unable to support her
son academically or unwilling to make herself available to provide academic support at
home:
His mother—she’s a single parent who’s left it up to the school system just to
educate her son. She doesn’t enforce it at home. When it comes to homework, he
is responsible for his homework. He’s going to be responsible all the way up to
fifth grade to do his own homework without any help. When he was supposed to
go home and read a book to his mother, he couldn’t because she didn’t have time.
SET3 elaborated on how a higher SES household can contribute academically in a way
that a lower SES household may not be able to offer:
It [poverty] plays a huge role. Those students [living in higher SES communities]
have access to learning not only a younger age, but at a higher level. If a student
that comes from a family that’s privileged has an issue in school, they have the
ability to get private tutoring. They can do Sylvan Learning Center, or anything
like that, to try to basically do RtI—not just in the school but also in the home.
Sometimes, a student cannot be dismissed from special education because the
parent cannot be reached or is unable to come to school for the dismissal meeting. SET4
shared, “I wanted to dismiss a kid back in the fall, but his parent was working and
wouldn’t come so I couldn’t.”
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Another issue the SETs perceived as commonly experienced by families living in
poverty—leading to academic deficiencies and referrals to special education—was the
transience of the students at a particular school. SET 1 explained:
I asked him, “How many times have you moved last year in 5th grade?” He never
stayed in a school. He actually changed schools the year before seven times. I
said, “You’re not slow. You’ve just never been in one spot long enough to learn
something. Because once you learn something, you go to another school. Are they
always learning the same thing?”
He was like, “No.”
Low performing schools. The SETs also identified low performing schools as
adding to the problem with overrepresentation. In their estimation, many AA students
live in impoverished neighborhoods and attend their neighborhood schools.
Unfortunately, according to the SETs, many of the public schools in poor communities
are also low performing schools due to less available academic resources. For example,
I just think as far as African American males who live in these inner cities, they
don’t receive the same services as students who come from middle class or
higher-class neighborhoods. Kids have to take [responsibilities] outside of school,
which leads to lack of focus once they get inside of school. They don’t want to be
there because they have so many other responsibilities at home. Most teachers are
not aware. It’s like they turn a blind eye. They just think, “Maybe he’s just not
getting it.” They don’t know the underlying problem why some of these kids do
what they do. (SET2)
If you look at schools in rich, primarily White areas, they’re probably going to
have a higher level of technology. They’re going to have innovation stations and
smart boards and things like that, probably nicer facilities too. Then you look at
an inner city, lower socio-economic school, and they’re still using chalkboards.
They’re getting the hand me down computers from the site across town that has
just upgraded and gotten new ones. Of course, on paper again, it looks great.
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Everyone’s got computers but you know which ones work and which ones don’t.
(SET3)
SET3 expressed that some people living in poverty can have an aversion to the
educational system. She stated:
I don’t know that everybody does [have disdain for the system] though. I think
that a lot of people in poverty, they have a distrust of the system. A lot of parents
even kind of fear their kids becoming too educated because “That’s going to take
them [the student] away from their family. They won’t be part of that family
anymore, they’re going to go off, and they’re going to be White.” I know that’s a
simplification, but I don’t think all of our itty bitties out there in this country are
hearing how important education is. It’s not that their parents don’t want the best
for them. Most parents want the best for their kids, but I think there is a sense of
distrust. There is a sense of helplessness and of pride. “I’m going to do this on
my own. I don’t need anybody’s help. I can do this.” Until we kind of take away
some of this stigma of being poor or of being of color, then I don’t know.
Systemic Issues
The SETs discussed several systemic issues that they believed contributed to the
problem of overrepresentation in special education. They included standardized testing
pressure as well as a lack of effective educator preparation and educator support.
Insufficient RtI processes and systems and special education programs were also
perceived to be causes within the educational system by the SETs.
Standardized testing. The SETs believed the pressure on teachers to make sure
students passed the state standardized assessments was extreme and greatly influenced
the high overrepresentation statistics. They perceived that curriculum, which is mandated
and aligned to the state assessments, was too rigid and too fast paced to allow teachers to
close the academic gaps of the special education students. According to SETs, that
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pressure to meet state standards can push teachers to focus on whether the students are
likely to pass with extra attention, allowing students who are not likely to pass to
continue struggling. Furthermore, they believed students scoring very low on the practice
tests were more likely to be filtered toward special education so they could take the
accommodated [and previously, the modified] tests. The SETs spoke about teachers
being in fear of losing their jobs if their test scores are not good enough. Several SETs
stated:
Everything is geared and tied to these state assessments, which shouldn’t be the
case. Everything we do now is data driven. So if you get the data and this kid is
struggling somewhat, that’s the one that you try to close that gap. At the same
time, we just boggle these kids down so much. You have to do it [deliver the
curriculum] this way. I think the curriculum is biased, to me, to begin with
because you want kids to do certain things, but they’re not learning anything. This
is one of the issues I have with not having the vertical alignment with elementary,
middle, and high school. There’s no true vertical alignment; these kids don’t have
a foundation when it comes to basic skills, reading, writing, doing math. (SET2)
It all boils down to state assessment passing. A lot of the teachers—a lot of times,
we feel pressure to get those high scores—to make sure that we get high scores on
the state assessment. As you get closer and closer to those state assessment dates,
the pressure is really on. It’s more like, “I don’t have time to work with those
students who have not been catching up, who have not been doing their work,
who have been struggling. I need to work with those students who have a good
possibility of passing.” I’ve heard some of the teachers say, “I don’t see no hope
for them. Let’s get the ones who have a good chance of passing; they just did
poorly just by a few points.
I said, “So we just give up on those students who just totally bombed on the test,
who scored like a 10 or a 15 or a 20?”
They were, “Yes.”
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Those are the ones that usually get pushed toward Special Ed. A few years ago, if
you were considered special ed, you got the accommodated test or the modified
test. It didn’t count towards your school; it didn’t count towards your teacher. It
was recognized, but it didn’t count against them and the school wasn’t
accountable. Then, the school became accountable for them, and then they started
pushing the RtI system. They really started pushing, “Let’s help these kids pass
this test, because now we’re getting accountable for it.” The pressure was extreme
on the teachers from the administrators. If you don’t’ do well as a teacher, if we
don’t do well on the state assessment and have a high percentage of students
passing, it’s the pressure. It’s always in the back of our mind, and it’s always in
the conference room, conversations, teacher’s lounge conversations, we think
we’re not going to get hired back, it’s all about losing your job. (SET1)
Educator preparation and support. The SETs perceived the overrepresentation
of AA males in special education has been partially created due to the fault of teacher
preparation and district and campus-support programs. They believe teachers are not
adequately prepared in their formal programs and, also, do not receive the proper
mentoring and coaching from their campuses and districts. Referencing their own
experiences with teacher preparation and support:
I didn’t get a lot of information or exploration of diversity in my Bachelor’s
Degree. I didn’t get it until my Masters’ with multicultural SPED. In adding that
part to it, I was able to delve a lot deeper and I think that should be a component
of any grad [program] because unless you seek it out yourself, you’re not really
going to get a whole lot. I tend to dissuade towards working with a population, a
low socio economic population, who’s generally students of color whether they be
black or brown and so I had a lot of experience on my own and learned a lot on
my own and I think that really helped me.
But I can’t really think of any specific class or experiences going through my
bachelors program that would have prepared me at all working with different
cultures. I’m imagining that had I been brought up in the way that a lot of our
White female teachers are, especially even if you’re talking about middle
American, growing up in Idaho, not really getting a lot of exposure to diversity
and then going through a teachers program, getting a bachelor’s, getting certified
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and then moving to an inner city and trying to teach? I wouldn’t, it would be
really shocking. It would be really shocking. (SET3)
Being a Gen Ed teacher in an advanced class, they [formal education] don’t teach
you how to deal with that. They don’t inform you about the different behaviors:
how they [students] approach different things, how they address different things.
(SET1)
Once new teachers start at their campuses, the SETs perceived things generally do
not get any better. Several shared about their experience as new teachers:
Hopefully, someone else there can help you along. But that doesn’t happen either;
normally it’s, “Just start working and hope you figure it out.” That was my
experience. (SET6)
Well, we have a mentorship program, but when I first came I had to learn the hard
way. I worked with people who were already there [at the school] to pick up on
what they did and how they did it. Then over the course of years, I picked up my
own little style working with people. I’ve made some mistakes along the way, but
I learned from them. Now, I’m more amenable to different students because of
their diversity or their background or whatever. I learned how to do it. But that
doesn’t mean that new teachers do. Believe me! Believe me! (SET4)
RtI. The SETs believed the RtI system was not very effective in providing the
AA male students the assistance they needed and, as a result, teachers were quick to defer
them to special education. In their estimation, the RtI systems lack appropriate resources
to be effective. They also believed the interventions are not being conducted with
consistency and fidelity due to teachers who are not trained properly, which means the
interventions are much less likely to help the situation. The SETs stated:
Teachers don’t have the time or the resources or the time to collect all this data
and basically do things the right way. Because they’re [teachers] not taught.
They’re not trained; we’re not highly qualified to do those type of things. We all
know there’s a process to go through; it’s rarely done. (SET2)
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There’s a lack of resources, a lack of time, a lack of documentation. There’s a
lack of a lot of stuff, it’s hard to really implement true RtI in a public school
setting. I don’t know that interventions are really implemented at the level at
which they should be in order to weed those students out. I think that if it’s [RtI]
used in the way that it’s really designed, then students would get the help they
need. They would be successful, and that’s where it would stop. We wouldn’t get
to SPED as easily as we have in the past. I’m not seeing it weed out students as
much as I think it should. I don’t think we are using Tier 2 level to the fullest, I
don’t think we have the money, the resources, the time, the education and
knowledge. My feeling is that those accommodations weren’t implemented fully
before they got to SPED evaluation. Probably wasn’t done with enough integrity
and for a long enough period of time. It’s unrealistic and so right now we can
have a teacher of people sit in a room and say, “Okay we’re going to implement
these interventions for Angela here and send that out to teachers.”
Okay, that’s all fine and good, it looks great on paper, but is it really happening?
Probably not. Without having the space to think and the time it takes to go
through data, and another person to bounce ideas off of, we’re setting ourselves
and a lot of our kids up for failure just by not having the resources that we should
have at our disposal. Especially now that we have identified a gap, everybody
knows it, we all know there’s a gap in learning and those of us that are within the
school system are scrambling around, trying to make the gap go away but we
don’t really have anything more at our disposal than we had before we started
talking about a gap so I don’t know what exactly we’re expected to do to fix it
without somebody stepping in and giving up the money and resources to do it.
(SET3)
The SETs called attention to another factor they believe keeps the RtI system
from working effectively. When educators do reach out to parents and families for
information to help the students, they do not always get accurate information according to
the SETs. SET4 shared his belief:
Now, getting that honest response from the person at home is the key. [The family
member says], “No, everything’s wonderful here; I haven’t seen any problems.”
You know that’s bullshit. I don’t want to sound like a social worker, but in special
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ed, you teach a part of the time, the rest of the time you’re social worker, a
surrogate parent, and a confidante.
Special education. The SETs expressed their belief that the special education
program itself helped to cause the overrepresentation of AA males in special education.
They believed teachers referred AA males for the wrong reasons and were, overall,
unqualified to make such referrals. They questioned the validity of the special education
testing that is performed. The SETs perceived that the way testing was conducted was
part of the problem. Once a student was admitted to special education, the SETs believed
not all teachers were following IEPs and appropriately supporting the students, which led
to a low dismissal rate.
Diagnosing and testing. The SETs believed many AA males were referred to
special education due to their cultural behavior that EA teachers had difficulty managing.
They expressed the belief that teachers sometimes refer AA males due to the teachers’
lack of classroom management experience and skills. Another inappropriate reason the
SETs believed AA males were referred for special education services was to make
classes and tests easier to pass so the students could play sports.
The SETs expressed their concern that many AA males were referred to special
education because the teacher found them to be disruptive in class:
Looking at the number of students and the attention that we give to the African
American males, which I have discovered is a large number. From my experience,
the majority of them do not have a learning disability. They have just been placed
in the program because of misbehaving, and that behavior has caused them to
miss a lot of their instructional time. They’re placed in ISS, or they are taken out
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of the classroom, or they’re in the office during that time. Of course, they can’t
score very well if they’re misbehaving, and they’re not in the classroom. (SET1)
There’s a disproportionate amount of African American males who were expelled
or suspended versus finding alternative discipline, and the majority of them are
special education. (SET5)
SET1 shared an experience she had with another teacher regarding behavior management
and referring students to special education:
“Let’s get rid of the kid. Let’s get him classified as SPED. Let’s get these
accommodations, even though they’re coming back into the classroom.” I
remember one actual co-worker of mine that actually said this a couple years
back. She said, “At least they’re out of my class for a few days, and I can get the
class under control.” So it was all about classroom management. It’s all about
getting them under control. That is the only advantage that they can see out of it is
classroom management, getting that student under control, behavior wise.
SET1 also spoke about AA males being placed in special education in order to make the
classes easier to pass so they could continue playing sports:
I’ve been to a school where the numbers are higher, and it seems like the big, big
focus is getting those African American males, participating in football,
basketball, the special ed services. You want them to play. So of course, they’ll do
anything and everything to make it easier for that student to pass instead of
challenging them with a rigorous program or curriculum.
The SETs expressed their concern that many teachers are not qualified to make
special education referrals. They believed the teachers often make their decisions to refer
based solely on test scores. The SETs perceived that the teachers do not look deeper to
examine why the student may be failing their tests; they just assume the student is not
capable. SET2 voiced his perspective:
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A lot of our teachers are not qualified, making these referrals and evaluation
process. That’s a whole. You hear it all the time. “This kid’s not getting it. He
needs to be evaluated.” Why does he need to be evaluated? What documentation
do you have? “Well, he’s not passing the test.” Why is he not passing the test?
There’s an underlying issue as to why he’s not passing; you can’t just jump the
gun. “Oh, he needs to be referred because he’s never passed the state assessment,
and he doesn’t understand.” We’ll just gather some documentation and come up
with some type of intervention. Then, if that doesn’t work, we’ll just go to plan B.
They [general education teachers] just want to go from A to Z without going
through the steps. Who’s holding that teacher accountable? What type of
instruction are they using to help these students? That’s what I want to know.
There’s no documentation to why he’s not passing the test. Look at your other
students; they’re not passing either.
The SETs believed some of the diagnoses of AA males were not accurate
because, they thought, LSSPs may be making diagnoses without considering cultural
factors, allowing biased information to guide their decisions. The SETs also expressed
concern with the rising number of AA males admitted to special education with ADHD
under the category Other Health Impairment (OHI) instead of receiving needed services
under the non-special education assistance of Section 504. The SETs expressed:
There might be misdiagnosis due to cultural stereotypes. I really don’t know what
kind of training LSSP have in things like cultural bias. I don’t know if that’s part
of their program. But they’re also relying on feedback from teachers and
administrators and so, if the feedback is skewed, then their data is skewed. (SET3)
I’ve known some of these SPED kids; they can outperform regular kids. I’m
curious to know what actual testing is being done and what criteria are they
[LSSPs] using to label these kids learning disabled, emotionally disturbed,
whatever the case may. I’ve had some interesting conversations with some
colleagues of mine from other districts. They were telling me their students, if
they were considered ADHD, they were 504. A lot of our kids [in a low
performing school] are OHI [other health impairment—category in special
education]. A lot of black males are OHI. After working with these young men for
an extended period of time, “I don’t think you’re [AA male student] that far off. I
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don’t think you’re on grade level. You’re not multiple grade levels behind.” Does
that make sense? What criteria and what measures are you [LSSPs] using to make
these diagnosis? I don’t understand that (SET2).
SET2 provided an example of an AA male student labeled ADHD under OHI in special
education instead of receiving the same accommodations through 504:
Just 3 years ago, this kid’s IQ felt like, [it was] within the normal range. Why is
he SPED? Because he didn’t pass the TAKS. Just because he can’t pass the test?
Maybe there are other factors as to why he can’t pass. Maybe he’s just not a good
tester. Maybe he has test anxiety. Look at all his documentation prior to the test.
The kid can perform.
According to the SETs, the way special education testing is conducted is
problematic. For them, the overrepresentation problem can be traced back to insufficient
close examination and questioning of the special education referrals and the diagnoses
that are rendered. They believed that LSSPs rely too heavily on teacher information that
is likely to be biased due to the negative relationship with the student. They also
expressed concern about the relatively short time span in which the testing takes place
and that the diagnoses is made by one person. The SETs stated:
When it came to the referrals, the diagnosticians, they don’t challenge it. The
special Ed counselor, if there’s one, they don’t challenge it. They [LSSPs] just
want, “Give me the data. Give me the observations. Give me the input.”
Sometimes, I feel if they’d just sit down and pull that kid and just talk to that kid
and say, “All right, this is what’s going on. Now, you tell me your side.” I can
remember this one particular student. The testing was so long; no one prepared
her mentally for what she about to go through. Because sometimes the testing can
take hours, and let’s put it this way, most students do not even want to take a test
that takes 15 minutes. So if they have to take a test that’s for hours and not
knowing why they’re taking the test, they’re just going to start giving you
answers, and that’s what she did. So she had a list of learning disabilities by the
time she ended up taking the diagnostic test.
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I’m like, “There’s no way in the world, no!” Because I said something, she ended
up taking another test. The next day at school, I pulled her to the side. I said,
“You’ve got to go in there and show them what you really know. The results that
you received from the test, that’s not you.” She said, “Well, what’s it for?” I told
her what it was for. She went in there, and she did not qualify for Special Ed. But
that first test she took, she was not ready for it. (SET1)
The way that I’ve seen it [special education testing] work in this district is you get
one evaluator that sits with one kid and they do all the testing. It takes place over
a few days, but really if you look at it, it’s probably taking place over 10 to 15
hours total, if that of one person working with a kid and deciding whether or not
they have a disability.
And it seems odd to me that, you know, one person is making that decision. I
think there’s probably, especially, especially if you’re looking at an ED diagnosis
which is so subjective, you really have to rely on that particular evaluation to
really know a tremendous amount and really be super human unbiased to be able
to make accurate diagnosis. I think that there is a lack of checks and balances in
that process. (SET3)
Disaster after admission. According to SETs, other issues exist once the students
are admitted to special education that prevent the situation from improving. The SETs
believed that some AA males completely disengage from the school system after they are
diagnosed with a disorder and sometimes placed in a more restricted environment. The
SETs perceived that not all teachers abide by the IEPs, which means students are not
learning to make changes and adaptions to improve their academics. The SETs also
believed the educational movement to use the full inclusion model over more restricted
environments such as a resource room or SBS classroom caused an increase in AA male
referrals as well due to the vast range of students in the general education classroom.
According to the SETs, the general education teachers have experienced a significant
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increase in needed scaffolding, accommodations and modifications, and sharing their
classroom with special education teachers.
The SETs expressed their beliefs about the pitfalls after special identification and
placement have occurred:
Sometimes, some kids will shut down [after being admitted to special education].
I’ve seen that especially African American males; they will shut down because
they feel like, “What’s the point of talking. You’re not going to believe me. They
don’t believe me; they don’t believe in me.” (SET1)
I think that not every teacher or professional on the campus follows the 504 or the
intervention strategies. They don’t follow them for special ed kids in special ed. I
had a teacher tell me “I don’t modify. I don’t accommodate. I just modify their
grade.” Yet, he was talking to me about one of my students who failed his class.
When that teacher tells me “I don’t; I don’t; I don’t.” He has an IEP, and he has
the accommodations. This kid is reading on this level, and you don’t provide
those interventions. Then, the general populace of general ed teachers probably
don’t either. Too busy, the class is too large, got too many kids; one teacher.
(SET4)
There was the resource room, and those kids, it was very separated. Now, we have
this inclusion. It was always like those kids got pulled out, versus the teacher, a
second teacher being in the room. There’s a lot less of that [pullouts] now. Gen
Ed teachers are having to deal with these kids a lot more than they had to before.
I’ve had so many teachers come to me, and they’re just very confused. They want
to talk about all these different things. These kids aren’t going away; the numbers
are only going up. I know that even in the 5 years that I’ve been teaching, in the
first few years, they [general education teachers] didn’t want to talk about it
[special education]. They didn’t want to hear anything about it. (SET5)
External Forces
Another SET perceived the cause of AA male overrepresentation in special
education was the intense influence of the medical/pharmaceutical industry and the social
service system. The two institutions combined were believed to have contributed
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significantly to the overrepresentation problem due to their deep seeded connection to the
special education system. The SETs believed the connection caused a dysfunctional
dynamic that promoted the labeling of students for capitalistic gain.
Medical/pharmaceutical industry. The SETs expressed their belief that the
medical and pharmaceutical industries capitalized primarily on ADHD under OHI and
ED labels because those diagnoses are often accompanied by the need for medication.
The SETs believed behavior issues are often brought to the doctors’ office for treatment
instead of being handled holistically by families and educators. They perceived these
diagnoses are sometimes sought without school knowledge and then are presented to the
school, which at that time must take some kind of action. According to SET3:
I think especially with ED and OHI diagnoses, you’ve got to factor in too that a
lot of these are coming from medical doctors. If you’re looking at other health
impairments for ADHD or bipolar or anything like that, the medical community is
a part of that also. The school system can’t always control that. If a student comes
to school and has that type of diagnosis from a medical doctor, you have to
consider it. You don’t have to use it, and you don’t have to provide Special Ed for
that. But if you’re looking at that in combination with other factors, referrals and
things like that, those students are liable to end up with a Special Ed diagnosis. I
think the reason that it’s [the overrepresentation numbers] not as accurate as it
should be isn’t just an educational issue. It’s a systemic issue of our country in not
getting to full equality yet or full understanding yet. We’re supposed to be the
melting pot. In a way we are, but it’s not a friendly melting pot.
Social service system. The SETs believed that some parents lobby for their
students to be in special education because they want to collect disability money from the
state. They perceived that parents sometimes refuse to allow their son to be dismissed
from the program because the household will lose income. In their opinion, some parents
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learn to work the system—not for the benefit of their child but because they want a
monetary benefit. The SETs voiced:
What’s alarming to me in regards to African American males receiving [special
education services] is that parents receive social security benefits. Which in turn
maybe they’re place in there for those reasons, meaning, I should say, because
I’ve come across a few students who, I was told, were tested in the normal
average range, but parents insisted that their kids remain in Special Education.
(SET2)
Parents get social security benefits for a child in special education. They know
how to work the system. (SET5)
I had a co-worker actually admit to me that to get one of her sons into a program
because she couldn’t afford daycare—and at the school they start this program
that the kid can actually start at the age of 3—she told him how to act. She
coached him before he went in for his testing how to behave. So even to this day,
he is still labeled as Special Ed, but he’s not. She told him, “Don’t you say a
word. Don’t you answer any of the questions. You act dumb.” And of course, he
was like, “Okay.”
It worked with the older son, but not with the second one. She told him to do the
same thing because she did not want to pay for day care. So this son went, and at
first he started off. They [the evaluators] were talking about how he wouldn’t say
a word and how he wouldn’t do anything. Then they offered him a treat, and
when they offered him a treat he knew his colors, and he knew his numbers. He
knew everything. They were like, “Okay, he doesn’t qualify.” And she was upset;
she was really upset. (SET1)
Summary
The participants perceived multiple causes were responsible for the creation of the
overrepresentation problem. Their responses—depicted through the direct quotations—
indicate their perceived causes intersect with each other and are difficult to completely
compartmentalize. Their perceptions reflected assertions made in previous research,
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which is discussed in depth in Chapter 8. Additionally, the participants identified two
causes that had not been previously discussed in other research, deserving more
exploration. These causes were labeled external forces and consisted of the
medical/pharmacological industry, and the social service system as further contributors
that intertwined with racism, poverty, and systemic issues to create the wicked problem
of overrepresentation of AA males in special education. After identifying the contributing
causes of the problem, the educators addressed the causes responsible for the
continuation of overrepresentation in Chapter 6.
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Chapter 6: Findings
Research Question Two Responses
This chapter provides the results to Research Question Two that asked urban
public school administrators, general education teachers, and special education teachers
to provide their perspectives regarding why the overrepresentation of AA males in special
education still persists after 45 years despite the attention the issue has received. The
guiding questions used during the semi-structured interviews were:
1. In a perfect school system, how would the RtI process and special education
referral process look?
2. What keeps us from a perfect school system? What barriers get in the way of
making this happen?
In addition to providing the themes that emerged from each participant group,
individually and corporately, sub-themes are also presented to supplement the themes
with participants’ verbatim responses to questions seeking their perspectives relevant to
the overrepresentation of AA males in special education.
Administrators
The ADs identified several factors they perceived to account for the persistence
and perpetuation of the overrepresentation of AA males in special education. Many of
those barriers to improving the problem identified were also causes or contributing
factors to the problem. The ADs perceived that belief systems, funding, and legislation
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promoted the continuation of racism and the system’s reluctance to change ineffective
practices despite the awareness for the past 45 years that the problem exists.
Problematic Belief Systems
The most problematic belief system preventing the overrepresentation problem
from being properly addressed is purely the resistance toward change. The ADs shared
their overall perception of the persistence of the problem:
The wide variety of students and learning challenges. It’s overwhelming. That’s
huge. And the ability to adequately meet that need. It’s huge, but that’s not new,
it’s been that way. What education has done in the past is do the old little red
schoolhouse version of a teacher who stands there, and it’s my way or the
highway. And you get all the compliance that you can, and you removed all the
non-compliance that you can. That to me is one of the biggest challenges of
education is trying to be everything for everybody and realistically realizing that
maybe we can’t be in the current system. Teachers cannot be everything to
everybody. (AD2)
I am deeply concerned about that [overrepresentation] even when I was a teacher
here. We looked at the same data and nothing has changed in 15 years, and it
doesn’t help anyone when the district basically says “Don’t identify them [AA
males] when they get to high school.” So the stats will change, but then you watch
the kids and you go, “Something’s not right here.” (AD4)
AD3 explained how the system, despite its deficiencies and dysfunction, becomes normal
to the people who are exposed to it every day:
The school system remains virtually unchanged. All educators are not on the same
page—not actively working together. The current pedagogy is not as effective as
it was in the past. When you go to work every day it just is, right? It is what it is,
what’s happening in the classrooms, what’s happening in the hallways, what’s
happening after and before school, that is what it is, that’s you’re normal. So you
may not see that there are issues or problems popping up here and there because
it’s your forest right? And you’re in it, and you’re working it, and you don’t see
the trees popping up. I think that we rely a lot on “This is how we’ve always done
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it” model and it’s worked for this many years, so why would we change? We are
the slowest institution to change practice, and so I think that’s challenging as well.
Making sure that people have shared and common knowledge of systems and
ideas is also a challenge. And so I don’t know that we have a clear and consistent
message.
According to the ADs, not enough questioning and streamlining of the current
systems is happening despite all the changes in student population and society. They
expressed:
We have the same model for education that we’ve had since the dawn of time. We
are no longer the society that we were when public schools were first put into
place. I don’t know why we continue to use the agricultural calendar to guide our
decisions. I don’t know why we continue to use the factory model when we don’t
even have factories any longer. So, why do all seven year-olds need to be
operating at the same level? (AD3)
Standard-based grading—it’s still not a common practice. There’s a huge
disconnect between what we know we need to do and what we actually do. (AD4)
Racism. The ADs perceived that the continuation of racism within the school
system revolved around lack of action on the part of the school districts to directly
address the issue. The ADs believed many educators are not comfortable talking about
racism and White privilege. Additionally, they believed many educators lack knowledge
and acceptance of White privilege. The ADs expressed their belief that many teachers
claim colorblindness and are offended that anyone might suggest they harbor any racist
viewpoints:
I also think that people’s own attitude is a huge, huge barrier. You would offend
any number of people by mandating this kind [diversity] of training. Educators
will tell you the old cliché that they don’t see color. They see children, and a
child’s race has nothing to do with how they interact with a child. I think teachers
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put in their heart and soul—educators, principals, everybody, everybody in the
system. It’s such a person endeavor. You put so much of who you are into the job.
So it would be seen as this really kind of splash of cold water on your face if
someone were to perceive you as not caring about the students or as not meeting
their needs. It becomes this personal affront, and I think that that is the bigger
barrier than anything else. So even if you mandated the trainings, if we had
personnel and effective trainings that would really get to the heart of the matter, I
think people have to be ready and willing to expend with open heart and mind and
acknowledge some things about themselves that might be uncomfortable and
painful in order to move on. And I think that that’s the hardest thing is to get past
people’s own barriers of understanding how their own race and culture and
privilege plays a role and how they see others, fair or not. (AD3)
People shy away from that [talking about race] I think because if you ask
questions, or if you’re questioned, you feel like, “Oh somebody’s calling me a
racist or people might assume I’m a racist” because I’m asking these questions.
But to me, that’s how you know. That’s how you learn and become immersed in
the culture of our nation by asking questions and being a part of that. People feel
like we’re past that. “We’re past that,” but we won’t ever get past it if we don’t
talk about it. (AD1)
Educator attitudes. According to the ADs, the improvement of the
overrepresentation problem is impeded by the lack of placing emphasis on relationship
building between teachers and their students. AD3 voiced her belief as to why power
struggles continue to ensue in the classroom, culminating in discipline referrals that often
can lead to special education referrals:
Number one is just an understanding of behavior. I don’t think we do a good job
preparing educators in general for how to work on behavior; how to set up
systems; how people respond when different variables are in place. Respect looks
different to different groups.
According to the ADs, many people have negative attitudes about the suggested
changes and improvements because they do not believe the changes will work, which can
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prevent the close examination of current practices. AD1 voiced her concern with
teachers’ reluctance to evolve:
You have a new crop of new jack kids who don’t care about, “We’re going to sit
in a group, and I’m going to read. Then you’re going to read.” We don’t do that
anymore. You have to change. It’s not the way we’ve always done it. And in
education, you have teachers who say that’s going to be a phase. “I’m going to
stay right here, and in 4 years either the principal’s going to be gone, and all I
have to do is be patient and wait, or this little phase is going to go, and we’re
going to come back around. I don’t have to change.”
Public perception. According to the ADs, Americans, in general, have a negative
perception of the teaching profession, which keeps the needed changes from happening.
The ADs expressed their beliefs about the public’s perception of educators:
Most non-educators think anybody can teach. People think teaching is easy.
(AD1)
I don’t think that in general, educators are looked upon as a noble profession.
Everyone has gone to school so everyone thinks they have an understanding of
school. People making these kinds of judgments have not ever sat down and had
to plan out a lesson, and had to teach, and had to grade papers, have parent
meetings and do all of these things. (AD3)
Money equals respect, and teachers do not have high salaries. Therefore, teachers
are not respected. (AD4)
The society that we live in tends to glorify things that make money. If you make
money, you are successful and important, and you have a good role. If you’re not,
then you must not be very important. You must not be able to do these other
things that give you more money—that would make you more successful in terms
of the societal thing. People think they know what goes on in schools when they
don’t and it doesn’t provide you with that position of power that comes with
money. (AD2)
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According to AD1, the American public believes that school and parental responsibilities
should not be confused or overlap each other. She believed the general public did not
think schools should be responsible for other-than-academic needs of students and their
families. She used the Harlem project as an example of a program that produces positive
results for low SES AA students, yet it is not widely known and appreciated. She began
by stating her perception of the public’s belief about the function of a public school
system and questioned:
Our ideas of what we think is appropriate. “It’s not the school’s job to raise the
kid.” There are a lot of people who, when Geoffrey Canada started [Harlem
Children’s Zone project], instead of saying, “Hey, I’m proud of you for trying
that,” they said, “You can’t do it. It’s not going to work.” Number one, it’s in
Harlem; they don’t care. Number two, outside stuff has nothing to do with the
school. “You need more bars; you need more metal detectors.” So instead of
people saying, “Wow, what a neat idea” it was, “Let me tell you all the ways it’s
not going to work.” Even now, he gets little publicity for the success of what’s
going on in Harlem. Very few people even know his name.
Special education. The ADs perceived that after students are admitted into
special education, another host of problems arise that prevent students from fully moving
back to the general population. The ADs described special education as a subculture and
a vicious cycle:
It’s become a sub-culture. (AD4)
I think it’s a problem because I know that the kids are not getting the socialization
that they need. They’re not getting help with the true issue of their problem. If I
do have an academic issue, I’m not going to get better if I don’t have good
models. So everybody in this setting and resource is low because of a behavior
problem, then that’s the only model I have. If I’m out in a regular class, then I
have models and peers, you know, to help me with behavior. (AD1)
192

Special education rarely provides more support than the student received during
RtI. Once admitted into special education, the gap does not close because even if
the student progresses, he will still be behind his classmates who are moving at
the standard rate.
The students are often pulled from the general education environment and lose
exposure to the complete academic content. It doesn’t all of the sudden catch kids
up. It doesn’t close the achievement gap. It doesn’t do all of those things.
Remedial instruction does not catch students up. The students get further behind
and then misbehave to avoid being confronted with work they are not prepared to
do. (AD3)
Failed Funding
The ADs expressed the belief that America has failed miserably in supplying and
supporting the growing needs of the public school system. They specifically addressed
the lack of funding for necessary professional development (PD) in order to serve a
diverse population of students. They also expressed their belief that funding is completely
lacking for the RtI program.
PD. According to the ADs, the lack of money being allocated to education causes
several issues that prolong the overrepresentation problem. One of those factor affected is
lack of adequate diversity training. The ADs stated:
Our cultural diversity department is one person. For her to be able to spread the
message out I think she might need just a few more people to help her to provide
that kind of support in the classroom setting. (AD3)
We don’t have diversity training, and when you do bring it up, people say, well
I’m not racist. (AD1)
Educators are not required to attend cultural training, which is sorely needed.
Diversity training is time consuming and expensive. (AD2)
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Salaries. The ADs believed teachers do not get paid enough money for the work
they do. According to them, teachers perform many necessary job functions outside
school hours. As a result, they felt the low teacher salaries create a shortage of qualified
and highly motivated personnel:
Teachers are expected to do too much work on their own time. Outside the school
days, teachers use their own time, without additional pay, to participate in
professional development webinars, grade papers, and plan lessons. (AD3)
The wrong people are coming into education for wrong reasons. They know how
to use buzzwords and jargon, and they get in the door only to find they are not cut
out to be a teacher. (AD4)
The ADs also believed low teacher salaries decreased the number of AAs who
choose teaching as a career:
Most of the people that I went to Huston Tillotson College with wanted positions
where I could have some status, where I could get a Benz, where I could live in a
big house because that’s what I’m going to college for: to be successful. A lawyer
has a Benz, a doctor has a Benz, a teacher doesn’t. (AD1)
Coming out of the Civil Rights movement, there were more opportunities so
Blacks started taking those opportunities, and it got away from education.
Education and teachers’ money started to move more towards middle class and
sometimes lower middle class money. [The message from older generations is]
“Don’t make that a career because they’re not paying enough money to do that.”
(AD2)
RtI. The ADs believed the RtI system definitely plays a role in the perpetuation
of the overrepresentation problem. Despite the rise in the number of students receiving
RtI, the ADs believed the resources—materials/interventions, time, and staff—are still
inconsistent and severely lacking:
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RtI is an unfunded mandate. (AD4)
RtI varies from school to school, and resources vary from school to school.
Students often do not get the type of intervention they need. A lack of money for
the campus results in teachers having to wear too many hats. Teachers do not get
the support they need to effectively deal with challenging students. There are too
few options for academic and behavioral supports. (AD3)
Many schools rely on low yield strategies because that is what teachers can do.
We have a very finite limit of things that we do to provide interventions for kids
in school settings, and it’s based upon resources, material, people, time, all of
those things. This is what we have to offer. (AD1)
Additionally, the ADs indicated their belief that lack of funding was responsible
for rendering campuses unable to do what needs to be done. AD3 stated:
We [the district] tell campuses to reduce over identification; reduce discretionary
discipline, reduce, reduce but there isn’t a lot of support and structure for how to
make that happen so campuses are trying to figure that out on their own. Teachers
try to figure that out on their own. It [the lack of funding] results in administrators
not having enough money to do things the right way. Staffing is too set for
schools and does not take into account the unique needs of the schools.
Administrators do not receive enough funding to do what they know needs to be
done.
AD3 expressed her belief that so much negative behavior is occurring due to the
lack of positive relationships and power struggles happening during Tier 1 instruction
that assistant principals (APs) have to be utilized to deal with implementing discipline
instead of supporting students and teachers in the classrooms. She believed the lack of
funding prevents schools from being adequately staffed to meet the needs of the schools:
If schools would actually hire someone who were outstanding at working with
kids and discipline that would free up your assistant principals to get back into the
classrooms, which would also have a more proactive impact on students and on
teachers. I think it could have a positive effect on it [overrepresentation].
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Special education. The ADs identified several issues with special education they
believed prolonged the problem. AD3 explained how students are often filtered through
special education because special education can provide some extra staffing support to
deliver the necessary interventions/accommodations:
Typically, when we’re talking about the RtI process and moving a kid over into
special education, it’s not what the intervention will be; it’s who’s delivering the
intervention changes. It could be that the length of time that the intervention
happens changes, so it’s a little more intense. The number of kids receiving the
intervention shrinks a little bit, and that’s what’s bringing in Tier 3 instead of Tier
2.
The ADs believed the special education departments were also unable to deliver
all the needed accommodations and modifications due to lack of adequate staffing and
training, which is a result of insufficient funding. They expressed their belief that the
overwhelming paperwork accompanying the growing number of special education
students is taking time away from the delivery of services:
There needs to be more resources allocated to special education to get a true
representation. I think they’re behind the power curve. I think they [special
education staff] are so inadequately funded and have tremendous caseloads put on
them. Can they really do it? Are they really making good decisions? It takes so
much work. All those federal requirements—and you’ve got to do the annuals.
Sometimes, I wonder if they’re [special education case managers] just rubber
stamping, just reviewing the same old thing they’ve done for two or three years. I
think that happens all the time because they just want to hurry up and say we did
it because, again, you don’t have the resources to do it right. So everyone is like a
dog chasing its tail. (AD4)
This [the legislation] creates too much paperwork, and the whole process becomes
about getting your paperwork finished so the data looks good. It becomes a paper
chase.
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Special education means labels. Labels mean compliance standards and mandates,
and that means more paperwork. Often times, showing compliance becomes the
focus instead of collaboration about what the student really needs and the best
way to serve those needs. There’s too much paperwork. The job becomes just
getting it done as opposed to really delving in and being as thorough as possible.
(AD3)
Limiting Legislation
According to the ADs, legislation can often hinder public schools from being
successful with their diverse student populations. They believed some legislation limits
the avenues that could assist AA males to be more academically successful. The ADs
perceived that legislators are focused on strictly quantitative data and therefore, discount
qualitative factors.
Child development. The ADs perceived that politicians and by extension, district
administrators tended to be preoccupied with concrete data that does not provide the
whole picture. The ADs expressed their frustration with the legislative mandates that do
not coincide with the psychology of child development, which can instigate behavioral
issues. The ADs believed legislation imposed too much pressure and prevented a full
range of opportunities from being offered to students and pushed students toward other
activities to occupy their time. The ADs expressed their perspectives:
It [legislation] forces schools to make students do things they are not
developmentally ready to do. Students have too much pressure to conform to
standards. Our Texas government has taken away social services from goals but
put more and more pressure on us making these kids do things that they are not
developmentally ready to do. So then you have 6th graders, 7th graders, 8th graders
at that same, they’re going to have a nervous breakdown and not be good for
anything before they get to graduation from high school. Then there’s no safety
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net to say, “Okay we’ve done this to you, now you’ve fallen so let’s try something
else.” [Instead no other options are provided so the students find other options to
occupy their time. Now you get to be a freshman and you’re partying, on drugs,
doing blah blah, blah because I’m developmentally unable to continue because
you’ve taken it from me. (AD1)
Politicians push for data to support their spending on education, which
deemphasizes the understanding of child development; it is too concrete and
result driven. Legislation, processes, and steps can actually dehumanize. Too
much emphasis is put on separating and drawing lines. (AD2)
Some of this [overrepresentation in special education] goes back to the push for
academics into kinder and pre-k in lieu of playing. Playing is work for a prek/kinder student. It is how they learn to navigate in the social world and how they
learn to cooperate with each other and figure things out. When we take that out of
the early childhood classroom so we can get them reading by the time they’re four
or five, which is not developmentally appropriate for some kids, I think that has
long lasting impacts.
People who aren’t educators are making those major decisions. States and districts
make mandates and initiatives but do not provide an action plan or the resources
and leave the campuses to figure out how to make it happen. (AD3)
Dehumanization. AD2 expressed his concerns that too much emphasis on
legislation can prevent building relationships from being the focus:
I do think when we try to legislate intervention, we end up with processes and
steps that can impede the ability or the desire for human beings to work out things
with human beings. I get it because there are legal things that one has to do: step
one, step two. Did you do this? Step three, step four, to keep us from losing
certifications and all that, we run through those steps. The issue is for me, we run
the risk of documentation and the steps taking the humanness out of it and not
giving the time to actually do what it’s designed to do which is to develop good
relationship. If all I have to do is prove that I talked to you three times on three
different levels, then I can make my documentation and I’m done with it. I’ve
fulfilled my professional obligation to do so, and then I can move forward one
way or the other. I can either own it, but I’ve done everything. If I don’t want to
own it, I don’t have to own it anymore, and I’ve done everything so I don’t have
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to own it anymore. And that’s that. The numbers get so massive it becomes very
difficult to take the time that it takes to forge a relationship.
AD2 continued and expressed his belief that legislation and politics support the
majority or the middle of the bell curve, which tends to leave out the minority students:
For the most part, the middle of the bell curve is being served. The value point is
always placed in the middle so the system does not and will not address the
extremes.
The system is a middle class system and almost for efficiency almost has to be
because it doesn’t—it’s not really built to handle either end of it. I don’t know
that for efficiency, it ever really will. Because the bottom line is no matter what,
the middle in education is getting taken care of, which is what it was designed to
do anyway. It’s a numbers game. The problem is the numbers are starting to skew
the wrong direction a little bit and how do we get them back toward the middle
again. These limitations squash creativity and do not support and celebrate
diversity and different learning styles.
Opposing forces. AD3 voiced her concern regarding legislations’ role in
promoting the continuation of overrepresentation of AA males in special education by
placing mandates on elementary schools to identify students who are not academically
advancing at the desired pace:
Elementaries are charged probably more than secondary schools with child find
[RtI]. If we don’t identify students who need special education services then
we’re kind of breaking federal law. So there’s that kind of understanding at the
elementary level, which I never appreciated until I worked at elementary level.
That is playing a factor into it [the continuation of overrepresentation] as well, so
you fill this obligation. It’s another flaw for the system.
The ADs also addressed their beliefs about the influence of legislation on low
performing schools that perpetuates the overrepresentation problem. AD3 explained that

199

people who do not truly understand what is happening in the schools are making decision
that make the situation even more difficult to combat:
They [legislators] continue to reduce the schools’ social service resources.
Underachieving schools—which are generally low—income schools with high
minority student populations—receive more mandates from people outside the
schools who do not necessarily understand all aspects of the school.
General Education Teachers
The GETs agreed the overrepresentation problem persists due to the fact that the
causes or contributing factors for the issue have changed very little. The reluctance to
change was attributed largely to belief systems that drive ineffective practices. The GETs
also identified the lack of funding for education and legislation that does not promote
change as contributors to the persistence of the overrepresentation of AA males in special
education.
Problematic Belief Systems
According to the GETs, problematic belief systems are a large part of causing the
persistence of the overrepresentation of AA males in special education. For them, racism
continued to cause issues as well as other negative educator and public attitudes. They
believed RtI and special education programs continue to be impeded by beliefs that
prevent improvement of those programs from occurring.
Racism. The GETs perceived educators are reluctant to reexamine and release
their racist beliefs, and those beliefs continue to negatively affect the AA students. They
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also expressed their belief that the AA community is holding onto beliefs that continue to
impede the academic progress of their AA males.
The GETs believed residual racism still resides within the schools and works
against making necessary changes. In their words,
Kids of today have changed, but the educational practices and policies have not.
When those situations were set up, we were still in segregated schools; all the
studies and everything were done on a certain population and not another
population. The other populations were always viewed as inferior or defective.
They can’t. They don’t; they won’t. And that’s still ingrained in the whole
educational process. (GET1)
I just think there’s a lot of preconceived notions that have to be worked through
before change can occur. (GET3)
Having experienced it [racism]. I know that things like that exist. Listening to
colleagues talk, I know that it still exists today. (GET2)
I’m a firm believer in the SFP, the self-fulfilling prophecy, and that’s sort of if
they’re [AA males] going to be treated a certain way at home or in culture, then
they’re more likely to act and take on that image and act that way whenever they
are in culture or society or in a classroom. And even though we think of ourselves
as being past the days of having segregation, and even though we think of
ourselves as that, we still aren’t as advanced enough to where we don’t have those
generalities in our society. (GET4)
The GETs believed teachers’ attitudes toward AA parents are another cause why
the overrepresentation issue continues on its current upward trajectory. They believed
many teachers still perceive that AA parents do not care about their child’s education.
GET1 expressed:
Even the worst kid’s parents—even though they may not do this, they may not do
that, they may not want to do the work, but they want the best for their kid. And
we, as teachers, including me, have to get out of, “Well, they [parents] don’t
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really care. They’re not going to do [anything].” Inform them. We have to. Most
parents unless they have some kind of issue, even most of the time the parents that
have issues, still want the best for their kid. They themselves either don’t want to
put in the work to do it or are incapable of putting in the work, but they want it
done. All the conversations that you have with them is what the kid can’t do. Find
something nice to say about that kid.
The mindsets of “Acting White” and “Acting Black” were barriers the GETs
discussed to improving the overrepresentation problem. GET2 expressed how those
belief systems work against AA academic achievement:
“Why you talking White? Why you acting White?” Those are things in my
community, growing up…if you read books, “Why you being White?”
You got an A, you’re being White. So we’re trying to scale back this scenario of
being successful, being educated is somehow taboo, bad, because that’s White.
Well, what is the converse of that? Being dumb? Being uneducated? That’s being
Black?
GET1 expressed her frustration with “Acting White” versus “Acting Black.” She
addressed the difficulty AA males experience when they try to make changes. She
perceived that mistakes and images are easier for a White male to correct and change
than for an AA male. She illustrated her point by providing a well-known example of a
White male who “acted Black” for a while and then decided to change his image. She
referred to Justin Bieber:
Bieber—he’s received a lot of bad publicity and all this other stuff. When he was
acting crazy and doing things wrong, people said he was “acting Black.” Now,
he’s rehabilitating himself and saying “I was going through something,” and the
public has no problem accepting that. Like he said, he can take it off. “Okay, I
don’t want to do that no more, so I’m going to do it back this way” and come off
smiling.
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The GETs discussed their perceptions on walking styles and the association with
that style of walking with “Acting Black or Acting White.” Along with categorizing the
type of walk, they also expressed how they perceived the walk indicated particular
attitudes depending on the race of the walker. GET1 presented her perceptions:
An African American male’s strolling is trying to put on a persona of “I’m cool
because I don’t know” versus a White male strolling is just confident. He’s
[White male] not going to be singled out as much. Then, an African American
male doing a typical walk is somewhat less confident, and they’re trying to be
mainstream.
Although the GETs agreed that poverty played a role in the overrepresentation
problem, they also believed something more was happening that was directly connected
to race. They perceived something unexplained was still going on with the AA
community that negatively affected their academic achievement. GET5 shared the
information she learned from Dr. Terrance Howard at a gathering of superintendents:
He talks about the NAEP where you do the fourth-grade and the eighth-grade, and
you look at the highest SES African American student versus the lowest SES
White kid and the SAT scores and everything just doesn’t match. You would
think that with SES would come greater scores, and it doesn’t. They’re still
scoring lower than their White counterparts.
Educator attitudes. The GETs perceived that educators harbor other harmful
beliefs outside racism that keep progress from being made. They believed some educators
just do not believe they need to change. The GETs also believed that many educators fail
to examine beliefs that drive ineffective school practices such as meetings. As a result,
they believed the problems are never really addressed properly.
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The GETs expressed their concern about the teachers who just don’t want to
change and do not put the kids first. The perceived that some teachers were not interested
in looking at themselves when issues arise and would rather just relocate the problem
because they already know everything there is to know:
I think we’re very quick as a profession to say there’s got to be something wrong.
Also, to say, “I don’t want the behavior in my room. I don’t want the low, what I
perceive the low, in my room so put them over there, and let’s segregate them.”
You go back to the segregation issues then of when we used to have the schools
totally segregated. (GET3)
A lot of times—and especially somebody that has taught as long as I have—we
become so closed. We’re more, “I want to let you know how much I know, and I
don’t want to hear anything that you have to say.” Even if you have gone through
an alternative certification program or haven’t taught as long, you still have
something new that you can tell me or another way as well as I can give you
insight on things.
I think sometimes we, as educators, we do, it becomes about us. Education stops
being about the kids, and it becomes more about us--what I know and what I want
you to know instead of what are some new things we could do with these kids.
(GET1)
GET4 voiced his belief that the overrepresentation problem persists partly
because the meetings that are supposed to impart valuable information to help the
teachers serve the students better are not conducted in an effective manner:
We have these meetings that I go to that are supposed to be about trying to build a
better learning environment or how to become a better teacher. It’s just people
sharing about what they’re doing this week in their classroom. Then, the bell
rings, and it’s time to go to the next class. We didn’t even really do what we were
there to do. Yes, they’re [the meetings] labeled to look like they’ll help, but I
would say you’d have to be a fly on the wall. If anybody comes in it’s, “Oh yeah,
this is what we’re doing, and I think you could make this lesson a little better by
doing this.” Let’s look good.
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I’ve seen multiple different scenarios where it’s just one person taking the whole
scene to people that don’t get along with each other. Within debate there’s
progress, but we don’t even have time to do that because you’re talking about a
45-minute period. I’ve got to use the bathroom somewhere. My coffee does go
through me at a certain point. So it takes five minutes to get there [to the
meeting], you’re talking about 40 minutes now. You’ve got to say “What’s going?
Good. This weekend I did this.” Have a little community building, and right there
we’re down to 30 minutes.
Then, “Okay, sixth-grade tell us what you’re doing this week,” and maybe that
gets a little long-winded. Now, we’re talking about 10 minutes, and nobody has
any time to retort to what the sixth-grade teacher is doing that week because now
it’s an administrator saying, “We’ve got a dance on Friday, and we’ve got this
meeting.” By the time you know it, the bell’s ringing.
Public perception. The GETs expressed their belief that people who are not in
the education system do not understand the realities of today’s classroom, but they think
they do. GET1 shared an experience she had with a new teacher who just earned an
alternative teacher certificate and on his first day, he was telling her what the school
needed to do to be successful:
“It was kind of like, man, this is your third career and your problem now is going
to be people that are different every day, and what makes you think that you
know?”
I mean, we’re [veteran teachers] in it, but you’ve got the answer. Everything is
easy until it gets to be you. When you stand in front of those kids and have to deal
[with all the classroom management and behavior], and “Oh yeah, I’ve got to
teach you too. Oh yeah, I’ve got to test you too. And this and this and this.”
She continued to express the difficulties in the classroom most people would not be able
to fathom exist such as the psychological impact on a student who is academically
multiple grade levels below his peers:
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A lot of people think it’s easy, and you truly do not have a realistic expectation
about what you are going to be dealing with. Like you [another GET] said, “Here
I am. I’m 15, and I read like a third-grader. You give me a third-grade book in
front of everybody. You’re all sitting here looking at me. I ain’t reading this.”
Then, here we go. Talking loud, and all of that. “I’m [student] already oversized.
I’m old sitting here with you.” So that brings on other things; it’s deep. It’s a
deep, deep, deep, deep problem.
RtI. During the focus group interview, the GETs discussed their beliefs
concerning the self-fulfilling prophecy AA male students often encounter that launch
them onto the path, headed toward special education identification. They attributed the
trajectory to the problematic belief of separating and labeling children too early in the
education system. They perceived that students adopt a negative self-image due to the
limitations and labels their elementary educators give them.
According to the GETs, this negative self-image manifests in rebellion and other
negative outcomes. GET5 began the conversations by talking about a children’s
longitudinal study:
I think going back to first-grade, I think we all have…that’s a really pivotal year.
Literature will talk about age seven as the age of reason. That’s when you begin to
know right from wrong. And we have a seven year old child that is being treated a
certain way, and they know they’re being treated that way. You’re projecting that
aura onto this child. The expectation for you [the slower student] is different.
Students begin to perceive how they are being separated into groups, and they
know the trajectory. This is the high-performing group; this is the songbird. This
is the buzzard. It tends to be the songbirds are usually the more affluent and
dominant culture. Your middle group is a mix, and then you do have your lower
flying birds. These kids, they already know what group they’re in.
So here’s the thing. “If I already know that I can work really, really hard and
nothing is going to come of it, why should I work hard? If I know that I can do
everything I can to try to please you—to follow the rules—but if I trip and bump
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into somebody, I’m going to be sent to the corner. Why would I try to please
you?”
Then they get to that phase where they’re at a certain point. It comes very
quickly, not many years later, they begin to say, “You know what, I’m just not
going to try. I’m here. I’m not going anywhere so I may as well enjoy the ride.
And just as another token, “You’re [the teacher] going to pay for it. You’re going
to suffer for it because I’m not going to get anything out of it. I may as well…I’m
going to suffer because I’m never going to get anywhere.”
The other GETs responded accordingly:
Then they get to middle school and they’ve got real life. (GET1)
Yes, that’s right. Being under the desk and all that is over and now you’re doing
other things. You’re educationally deprived more than being learning disabled
because if you’ve been suspended, and you’re not there, and you all have learned
your sixes, and I’m still on twos, and now I’m ticked. Then, you become
educationally deprived. (GET2)
“Why are you reading on a third-grade level?” [Another student might say to the
student having challenges]. (GET4)
And then those children become parents, and they don’t know what’s going on.
They become parents very quickly because again, they’re having a good time.
(GET5)
That’s one thing I worry about too because I teach Read 180 and we also have
System 44 now for the kids that aren’t up to par to Read 180 yet. Well, they’re in
the same classes, and that’s often worried me too that they’re seeing somebody
over here having to do phonics and somebody over here reading a book. (GET3)
Special education. Within the special education program, the GETs believed
some problematic belief systems are preventing AA males from advancing academically.
For them, negative beliefs about diagnosing and testing can impede their progress. They
also opined that beliefs and philosophies practiced in the classroom with special
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education students caused the persistence of overrepresentation and hindered dismissals
from the program.
Diagnosing and testing. The GETs believed the medical industry perpetuates the
special education problem with overrepresentation of AA males. GET4 expresses his
concern with diagnosis resting too much on a teacher’s limited exposure and
understanding of the students:
Ever since even the ‘90s you’ve seen that [special education diagnoses] sky
rocket. I do think across the board they are way out of control. With all the things
that happened with the child within the first semester or within a period of their
life, the teacher all of a sudden is handed this form and “Answer these questions.”
It [the form] does ask how long I’ve had them in my classroom, but it’s that. Not
so much of a doctor really taking the time to sit down or do what they need to do.
I’m not a doctor.
GET4 shared an experience he had his first year teaching when he was asked to
provide information to diagnose disorders:
I remember my first year. About two weeks into it, somebody asked me, “Would
you as an educator say that this kid has ADD or ADHD?” I just looked at them. I
don’t have a 16-year degree that gives me the right to say that. Even if I had had
them [the student] in my classroom, I don’t know what happened this morning. I
don’t know what happened in the middle of the night last night. I don’t know
what they ate. I don’t know a lot of things outside of what they did in my
classroom, so how am I supposed to know if it’s that [ADD/ADHD] or a true
special education need?
Another problematic belief system that the GETs believed causes the continuation of
special education overrepresentation was the cavalier attitude about making a diagnosis
and toward trying various pharmaceutical cocktails on children. GET4 shared his
perspective:
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I would say there are few [students] and far between that could truly benefit from
that [medication]. As a teacher, I have seen changes. I’ve seen the kids that their
doctor’s going to try some different things, and I’ve seen changes. But then, I’ve
seen, on the other hand, more of “Let’s just say this kid has this.”
There’s a lot of people that would say, “Picking which medication is going to
work is more of trying to aim a dart at a dart board.” I’ve even heard it as “Let’s
put all the medications out on the floor, cut off a chicken’s head, let it run around,
and see which one it dies on. That’s the one we’re going to give him first.”
The GET4 suggested the medical industry may be using a vulnerable population
to experiment with pharmaceuticals. He wondered:
With the burdens that the African American population has outside of school—
and this is my conspiracy mind starting up—but if Big Brother Doctor Medicine
is taking advantage of that and experimenting on the population.
GET2 added:
I don’t feel like the number of referrals and the amount of medication that some
of the students get is warranted. I’ve always understood or felt that our goal was
to try to move them away from that not to reinforce that.
Imbedded Hindrances. The GETs believed the overrepresentation problem
persisted, in part, because the students admitted to special education were not receiving
the services they needed. Instead, the GETs perceived the students were being further
hindered by special education. Hindrances included the impact of having labels assigned
to AA males—instilling helplessness—and untrained special education staff.
The GETs expressed additional concern about the impact of having a special
education label attached to a student:
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You get so many students coming in from elementary school. I mean, as a middleschool teacher, by the time you get them [AA males in special education], they’ve
already got that badge on them. (GET2)
That’s not where he [AA male] needs to be so now you’re holding him back.
You’ve got a label on him that he knows and his whole self-worth can depend on
that. So if you’re over representing him, and you’ve got so many [AA males] in
there… if I was one of them and I started looking around the room, [I would
think], “Hey, wait a minute!” and start feeling I’m being put upon. (GET3)
The GETs discussed how the AA males in special education seem to be
conditioned not to perform and are instilled to start exhibiting of learned helplessness.
This, in turn, keeps them from progressing and encourages them to fall further behind
academically:
The expectation level is that they [AA males in special education] can’t do it
[academic work], and we’re [teachers] told, “Why do I [the student] need to do
this? I’m going to pass anyway. [The teacher would respond], No you’re not.”
After the second year, [the teacher discovers], “Oh, yes you are going to pass.”
I think one of the things [that perpetuates the problem] is in looking at the district
and how it handles it in a lip service almost. It’s like, “This is not realistic.” Then,
you have them [special education students] at all these different grade-levels. The
students have been allowed to almost wallow.
I liken it to a child in a diaper. They [the parents] don’t change the diaper. The
child is just in this mess and the child just gets used to it and accustomed to it.
They lack self-confidence because they have been told, they have been shown that
they can’t do it. So it becomes this self-fulfilling prophecy that “I can’t do it” and
they don’t do it. (GET1)
Once the person or family gets into that system where a child has these
accommodations or they’re getting these extra accommodations, it becomes what
I call a cycle of destruction. One of the things I really noticed when I first got into
public education is the students who would have to get these accommodations—
labeled Special Ed—literally expected the teachers or the TAs to give them the
answers. It’s like, “I don’t have to do the work, you’re going to give me the
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answers because I’m labeled Special Ed.” They wouldn’t say that but that was
sort of the mentality. (GET2)
I think sometimes they’re [AA males in special education] given a little more than
what they need, especially working at the fifth-grade level. It was sometimes very
babied. I felt like when they would go to a resource class, it was handed. But
when they would come to mine, the second I would try to give them something a
little bit higher it was, “I’m upset; I’m mad.” I worry too that with the males, they
always want to be that number one. I watch a lot of them rush through it or try to
get it done too fast. (GET3)
GET2 shared a personal example to illuminate the phenomenon:
There have been instances, one in particular, where a student was working on
something, kept raising his hand: “Help me with this.” Okay, let’s look at the
text. There was a textbook; there was a question. Well, let’s look at it. “No, I
mean help me.” Well, I am helping you. What I came to find out was that “help
me” meant “give me the answer.”
I said, “I’m not going to give you the answer. I’m going to help you get the
answer.” It took us maybe three months just going through that. I remember I had
a TA, and the TA went over and just gave the student the answer. I said, “No, no,
you can’t give him the answer. He has to learn how to do this on his own.”
After about three months, I remember vividly, that same student raised his hand.
I was with another student. The TA came over to assist, and that student said to
the TA, “No, I don’t want you to give me the answer. I can do this myself. I can
figure it out.” That is a moment of empowerment. That student is no longer
saying, “Give me the answer. Maybe I [the student] need assistance with this
word but don’t give me the answer. I want to figure it out.”
I was incredibly proud of that student. There are tons of stories like that. If I had
been one of those teachers [who had low expectations for AA males in special
education], he would have just gone to high school expecting the same thing. “I
need help; give me the answer,” and that’s not what education is about—I don’t
think. What it does is, it [special education] disempowers them [AA males]. We
[educational system] have this mentality of instant progress or instant As. It
should really be about positive growth, making sure that that student is gradually
doing better each and every day than the preceding day. What I’ve seen is, again,
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the students, it’s almost like they’re neutered. They expect you to do the work for
them.
Another factor the GETs believed keeps the number of AA males in special
education from declining is special education teachers who do not sufficiently perform
their duties and do not fully understand what is going on in the general education
classroom. GET1 stated:
A lot of the special education teachers—I know I’m going to get a lot of people
mad at me—but I know they themselves are not serving the kids the way they
need to be. That bothers the hell out of me because the kids are paying the price.
Teachers [general education teachers] need information. I don’t see, especially
with inclusion, I don’t see the information being dispensed like it’s supposed to.
You can’t drive that information by, “Well, let me tell you this on the fly.” The
Special Ed education teachers need to be just as involved on teams, on PLCs and
everything else as everybody else.
Dismissals. The GETs perceived that AA males in special education are less
likely to be dismissed from the program than other students. GET5 voiced:
That’s the problem. It’s not just that there’s over-representation, African
American males seem to be kept longer in SPED than other students, and it comes
down to, and I’ve seen this before where I’ve asked the question. This student is
taking tests on a regular level, you all have told me I can’t give less than what
they deserve but I can give more. They’re taking a test on a regular level, they’re
passing the test on a regular level, but you’re telling me that you aren’t going to
exit.
Failed Funding
While reflecting and discussing the barriers that keep overrepresentation from
being effectively addressed, the GETs pointed to a lack of funding—particularly in
regard to insufficient teacher salaries. The GETs believed teachers were overworked and
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underpaid which negatively affects their energy and effectiveness in the classroom and in
their attempts to implement the RtI process properly. They believed all the pressure and
duties currently piled on teachers, particularly without receiving any recognition for what
they do, is part of the reason overrepresentation has gotten worse instead of better:
I’m a father and also my wife owns a small business and we don’t have much
money. I’m not in the field of education for money, but it would be nice to be able
to take care of my family. Even my dad who taught 20/30 years ago was saying
that he lived from paycheck to paycheck back then. I make probably two times as
much as he did and I’m still having that experience of living paycheck to
paycheck. I’ve talked to many other teachers who have had the same experience.
With everything put on our plate that we’re not talking about in this interview,
there’s just not enough time. Eventually, you do have to go home to your kids or
to your wife, or even if you’re not married or have no kids, for you time. I would
say about 95% of it [a teacher’s work—grading papers, planning lessons],
anywhere from eight to fifteen hours--a whole workday on a Saturday or
Sunday—is taken up by work. I would say it’s the average of a whole work day. I
don’t get paid for it. I’m not even recognized for my time. (GET4)
I’m trying to live too and raise my child too. (GET3)
If you were a new teacher, especially, that’s [the work load] over-whelming.
Then, if you were at a low-performing, where you’re going to find a vast number
of African American or Latino students. On top of that, you’re dealing the
administration coming in and telling you how to teach or giving you all of these
directives or non-negotiables in addition to trying to create engaging lessons, and
maybe having a family or a life outside of school. It’s a lot. (GET2)
Limiting Legislation
The GETs expressed their concern about the legislation that drives all happenings
within the public school walls. They discussed their beliefs surrounding the legislation
that dictates the rules revolving around standardized testing and special education
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certification. Legislation was perceived to be a contributor to the sustainment of the
overrepresentation of AA males in special education.
Standardized testing. The GETs perceived the legislation that mandates all
students to take the same standardized tests is a problem that perpetuates the high number
of AA males in special education. Because the tests were normed in the past with
primarily EA students, they believed the tests discount AA cultural influences—
particularly vocabulary—and does not allow for that difference. This non-recognition of
ingrained cultural difference sets AA students up to fail the tests, subsequently sending
them down the RtI road to special education:
There are some things that are very different that someone may do in this culture
that I [as an EA] don’t do in this culture, and I don’t understand it. If you’re
testing them [AAs] on what the norm is, they may not be understanding it
[questions and/or material]. I know in talking with teachers, it [special education
testing] just seems to be the first thing we jump to instead of trying a different
avenue or trying something different to make sure it’s not the bias. (GET3)
You have to work on those things, like vocabulary, just have them [AA students]
communicate when you have a problem. Again, some of that could lead to a
misdiagnoses. Because to go back to what you were saying about the culture
component, culture is our surroundings, who we are surrounded by, who we grow
up with. You can’t always assume that where you’re growing up in your
surroundings are the same surroundings in which you expect a classroom setting
(GET2)
Yes, it’s [the vocabulary the AA use] Ebonics. When the slaves came over, whom
were they listening to speak? They were listening to the broken English of the
slave masters. I’m [AAs] still speaking that way, and it’s perpetuated through the
generations. You’re [educators] listening to kids use broken English. I understand
what you’re saying, but that’s not on STAAR. (GET1)
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The GETs expressed their belief that the overrepresentation of AA males will not
improve without the legislation removing some of the pressure inflicted on teachers about
all their students passing the standardized tests. GET1 opined the overrepresentation
trend will not end:
As long as people’s jobs are tied to the test—the pressure. I want to be very clear.
I’m not saying that the teachers don’t want to teach. I’m just saying that as long as
you’re being pulled by a test, then you’re going to dance to the record that’s being
played.
Special education certification requirements. The legislation stipulating the
requirements for special education teacher certification accounts for the persistence of the
overrepresentation problem as well, according to the GETs. They believed the
requirements are not stringent enough, which allow teachers to acquire the certification
who are not qualified to be special education teachers. GET1 voiced her belief:
The people that are teaching special ed really don’t understand special ed. I don’t
believe that [a person should be able to obtain] special ed [certification] if you
don’t have a certain other background—sociology, all of that. I don’t think an
alternative certification program should be the process for a special education
teacher; it’s too deep. I don’t want a doctor that went through—I mean, you’re a
general practitioner and now you’re a cardiologist just because of a test. That’s a
specialization. Special Education should be a specialization; it’s broad. It’s from
here to here. People, with the alternative program that I work with in Special
Education don’t understand. They [alternative programs] never addressed getting
out [the goal of dismissing students from Special Education].
College only. The GETs called attention to legislation that mandates the
promotion of the college-only route. They perceived that not promoting other post-high
school avenues does more harm than good and perpetuates the overrepresentation in
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special education. The GET1 voiced, “The schools do not offer enough opportunities for
students who may not be college bound so the students have nothing to look forward to.”
Special Education Teachers
The special education teachers (SETs) identified three primary causes for the
continuation for the overrepresentation of AA males in special education. For them, (a)
problematic belief systems inhibiting positive change in current practices and
philosophies, (b) legislation tying the hands of educators from doing what needs to be
done, and (c) failure to provide sufficient funding needed to effectively serve the
diversified student population attending public school were reasons the
overrepresentation of AA males in special education has not improved. Some of the
persistent factors the SETs presented were also identified as causes of the problem.
Problematic Belief Systems
Within this theme, the SETs discussed four factors they believed were
predominantly responsible for the perpetuation of the overrepresentation problem. They
believed racism remains in schools keeps special education numbers high. According to
the SETs, AA males continue to encounter negative messages from their communities
that influence them to be non-compliant. Next, they believed that negative educators’
attitudes prevented progress. The SETs also perceived the high number of Hispanic
students currently in schools tended to overshadow AA concerns. Together, these three
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factors worked against improving the overrepresentation of AA males in special
education.
Racism. The SETs believed some overt racism still exists in schools. They
perceived on-going White privilege worked against making necessary changes. SET1
expressed her experience witnessing two events that illustrate overt racism in action:
There were some kids, and they were all strolling. They were all athletes strolling
to get to whatever class they were getting to. The only thing he [the AP] said was,
“Hurry up and get your Black asses to class.” He told them that and they all just
looked, and he was like, “Did I stutter?” And now there were Blacks, Whites and
Hispanics in the hallway, but he directed it straight to the African Americans--to
the Black kids.
He told the teacher he didn’t like her. The teacher wasn’t used to that. She started
crying and the principal put him [the AA student] in ISS for disrespecting her.
How many times have I seen a student say, “Don’t touch me, I don’t like you.”
But they were not African American; they didn’t get ISS. The AA student was
assigned to ISS for 3 days. And this was a teacher who would turn her ring around
and hit kids upside the head when she thinks they did something stupid. The
White students wouldn’t say anything when she hit them, but see the Black kids
would say, “Don’t hit me.” Then, she would get offended by it.
White privilege. The SETs thought that AA male overrepresentation in special
education was perpetuated by the continuation of White privilege. They believed some
people do not want to change their value systems. SET6 expressed:
Things have changed. It was an all White district at some point, right? There’s
changes, and all of a sudden, they’re [teachers] lost. They don’t want to make any
changes and most importantly, they don’t want to go outside their values and the
way they see things, and even see another perspective. Some of those [the
teachers’] comments are just straight racist comments and they’re in charge of
teaching these students.
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So of course you’re going to have overrepresentation if there’s a decent number
of those folks, and they’re the ones giving the recommendations. It’s going to be
tough not to. If they’re the one writing referrals, and referrals add up. They do
Tier 1, Tier 2, Tier 3 and then, “Bye bye!” They put them somewhere [special
education] when half of those didn’t have to occur. That stuff could have been
worked out a different way.
The SETs also recognized that other people do not believe a problem actually
exists. Thus, those individuals believed special education testing was not biased and
LSSPs were sufficiently trained to tease out cultural misperceptions from true disabilities.
SET4 expressed this view:
I’m hoping from a positive standpoint that with the testing that’s required today,
that is not what we do anymore. I’m hoping that. Not to benchmark this, but the
LSSP administering the test—I’m hoping that would be a way to prevent African
Americans, Hispanics, or any student being admitted to special ed if they don’t
meet the criteria. The problem can be the people who are making such
assumptions [overrepresentation of AA males in special education] is a problem.
AA influence. The SETs also believed the AA community contributed to the
perpetuation of the problem. In their thinking, AA males still receive negative messages
from their community. These negative messages hinder AA males from making positive
changes in school. Many AA males believe their only way to college is through sports.
Another problematic message sent by the AA community is that “acting White” is
a bad thing. SET2 described the message AA males hear about higher education:
A lot of these kids in particular, like these young Black men, there’s no intrinsic
motivation for them to go to college unless there’s some kind of sport. That’s the
only way they want to go and they figure, “Oh, okay. “When I do go, I have to go
pro.” And then there is no plan B.
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During the focus group, the SETs discussed the AA perception of acting White versus
acting Black:
I think that students perceive it [acting White] as being smart, being well behaved,
which would mean; you know, typically, traditional classroom behavior. Sitting
more quietly, raising your hand to speak instead of speaking out. (SET3)
Speech patterns. (SET6)
Yes, talking in an appropriate professional type of grammar, rather than slang.
I’m sure I’m missing stuff. Dressing in a style that is more accepted by the school
community. (SET3)
High Hispanic population. The SETs called attention to an emerging majority—
the Hispanic population—they believed seemed to be hindering the improvement of the
overrepresentation problem of AA males in special educations. They perceived that the
Hispanic student population was becoming the new majority, and the issues surrounding
them tended to be overshadowing the issues of the AA students:
I work at a school now that’s probably 70% Hispanic. We have fresh salsa in the
line [lunch line], and jalapenos in the line. We have people that speak Spanish. So
they’re [the Hispanic student] being catered to in a way, right? There’s someone
looking out for their culture—someone doing things for them. That same school
has about a 25% African American population; we don’t do anything. So it’s real
obvious. We’re struggling to get Black history month programs together, and we
would try to get the students involved. It was always the same kind of thing. I feel
like they [staff] got more administrative support for the Latinos—more staff
support when it was another culture. Then when it was the African American
culture, it wasn’t the same. It wasn’t the same story—get shut down. (SET6)
In the past on our campus, we did celebrate African American month. They had
an assembly on it and things of that nature. But I noticed over the course of the
years, that it’s gotten away from it. Other than African American Black history
month—we have the holiday, and that’s about it. Our campus is a high percentage
of Hispanic and African Americans. (SET5)
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Educator attitudes. The SEDs believed some educator belief systems, not
necessarily rooted in racism, were still problematic and caused the continuation of
overrepresentation in special education. Various attitudes were identified by the SEDs.
They perceived teachers’ desires for smaller class sizes keeps the overrepresentation
problem alive as well as educators’ inability to fully understand the magnitude of the
problem.
SET2 expressed how some teachers push students toward the SBS (social
behavioral skills) or resource programs to shape their classrooms:
Classes are, I don’t want to say huge, but they’re above the norm now with
special education, with this push towards all these kids being mainstreamed. This
inclusion makes it tough. “If I [gen ed teacher] have a few kids struggling in class,
maybe they should be referred so I can make my class smaller. I can really just
gear my instruction to ‘regular’ students who actually do get it.”
The SEDs addressed educator attitudes that also prolong the problem:
They [educators] focus on decreasing statistics because it looks bad on the
district, the campus, and the administrators but not because a particular referral
should have never been written and processed. (SET6)
In private conversations I’ve had with some teachers, I’ve heard them say, “This
is how I do it, I’m not changing. I’ve never changed. I’ve never done this.” While
I see them working with students of different races in their classrooms and they’re
working civilly with them but if a kid jumps up and runs across the room and
happens to be African American, this teacher would just stiffen up. And because
that’s not the way that she does things and she doesn’t allow for deviation and
told me, “No, I won’t do this, I’ve never done that.” (SET4)
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According to the SEDs, the result of not fully understanding the issue causes
educators to make broad assumptions and prevents the topic from being addressed in
depth:
I think a lot of people, even adults, simplify it that way: if the color of your skin is
Black then you’ve got Black in your culture. (SET3)
We work in a district here and five years ago they started talking about this issue
even some in the district. We talked more in this room today than any time that
I’ve been in the entire district. There’s been no professional development; there
are no emails, there are no discussions. (SET6)
Educator preparation and support. Another issue in schools the SETs
identified as a contributor to the persistence of the overrepresentation problem was the
continued lack of appropriate teacher preparation. The SETs also spoke about a lack of
collaboration between teachers as well as the administrators’ tendency to blame teachers
for the issues of struggling students caused the problem to continue. The lack of cultural
diversity training coupled with educators less-than-appropriate behavior during PD
sessions were issues the SETs also believed contributed to the persistence of the
overrepresentation problem.
Educator preparation. According to the SETs, teacher programs are not properly
preparing educators for the diversity in schools. They were particularly distressed that
teacher preparation programs have not expanded their pedagogy regarding understanding
struggling students. During the focus group, the SETs expressed:
These teachers have no idea. You watch them and they’re lost; they have no idea
how to deal with other cultures. (SET6)
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Being a SPED teacher, they train us to look for a certain things. If a kid is hesitant
on starting their lesson or if they’re taking their time or they hate their class or if
they’re not participating; maybe they have a learning disability. Really? (SET1)
Maybe they’re just tired that day. (SET3)
Exactly! (SET5)
Or maybe the teacher’s boring. (SET3)
I was informed [of] that during one of my training sessions because I got my
certification, alternative certification. When I went through the training, I was
like, “Wait a minute. No, I disagree with that because I’ve been in classes as a
student and I remember sitting there. Because I’m bored, I started daydreaming.
Then, all of a sudden, the teacher would ask me a question. And I’m like, Huh?
I’m looking dumbfounded. Then, she got louder, and then I just got up and
walked out of her class.” (SED1)
Educator support. SET1 said when a situation arises in the classroom between a
teacher and student, taking steps to diffuse it before it escalates is not a common practice.
Many educators will not intervene and give a teacher advice and/or time to calm down.
She stated:
No one [teachers] received that [another educator stepping in to help]. Do other
teachers advise those teachers when they see something like that? Very few
people are like me; they’ll sit back. Then, see what happens and the results. Then,
[they say] “Mmmm, I knew that was going to happen.”
Another teacher, SET3, spoke about the lack of willingness or interest on the part
of general education teachers to collaborate with their special education colleagues and
speculated about the possible reasons why:
There are those teachers that just are not interested in it [collaboration]. They
don’t want to waste their time, and I’ve had other teachers that are just too scared
of the idea to have somebody else in their classroom that they just don’t trust it.
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On the other hand, SET3 indicated some teachers are willing to learn despite their
tendency to not follow through:
I think most teachers—they want to continue learning. They want to help their
students and so they’re open to suggestions. That doesn’t mean their follow
through is there, but that’s a whole other topic.
The SETs drew attention to the ways in which administrators tend to approach
teachers who are failing students as one of the barriers to improving the
overrepresentation problem. SET1 referred to the pressure administrators placed on
teachers whose rate of student failure was high:
If you have a large number of students who are failing, they’re [administrators]
like, “What are you doing?” [The teacher responds], “What am I doing? Why is it
always me?” Sometimes, there may be a large number of students who are not
accustomed to what we’re expecting [Sometimes, the AA students are not
accustomed to the expectations of White middle class teachers so it takes time to
redirect behavior and teach expectations]. So it takes some time, and those grades
are not going to be successful.
The SETs thought the lack of appropriate PD was another barrier to improving
overrepresentation of AA males in special education. They believed not enough
discussions about race and SES were taking place and prolonged the problem. They also
called attention to the fact that many educators do not pay attention when they do go to
such trainings. Collectively, they expressed:
The fear of offending educators [who are predominantly White] or saying the
wrong thing results in not enough training and discussion about the problem.
There is not enough open communication about issues surrounding race and SES.
Very little cultural training actually takes place.
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Diversity, cultural, behavior training is not taken seriously.
Teachers are not taught about AA male culture.
When there is one [PD on diversity/culture/behavior], many educators often shut
off when they walk into the trainings. They feel like it’s a waste of time when
they could be doing something relevant to their daily work.
SET1 elaborated on the topic of unprofessional and inappropriate behavior during
PD sessions:
If you actually look at it, and I’m guilty of this. The majority of the time, the one
student that you really didn’t like—but you can’t say it out loud, you got to love
them just like everybody else—the one student in your class that you cannot
stand, you actually behave just like that student at a training. One time, I actually
had to face the mirror, and I was like, “I did that just the other day.” When I saw
that student in my class, and it made me change.
When a teacher complained about a student misbehaving, [I said] “What do you
suggest?” And this teacher was, “I have no idea, and it’s killing me.”
Okay [I reflected]. “Now, at that training the other day, I saw you do this, this,
and this. You were on your cell phone. You were talking. You even walked out
while the facilitator was up there. You were talking on your cell phone. You came
back, and you dared that facilitator to say something. When they [the facilitator]
stopped and paused and looked at you, you were like, ‘What?’ Now that kid did
the same thing, what is the difference?”
The only thing that she [the teacher] could say was, “I’m grown. I’m grown. I
don’t have to stay. I could have left if I needed to. If they want to take money
from me, fine, I’m grown.”
RtI. The SETs perceived that the RtI systems consistently continue to be
inconsistent. They believed this inconsistency was due to negative attitudes and
problematic philosophies about learning. The SETs expressed:
A lot of attention goes into making RtI look good on paper, but it is not really
always happening. (SET3)
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It also starts with state of mind. If you’re willing to do it, and you want to give
that effort, and you want to see every student in your class be successful. But you
have to accept the material and information that is given to you and also
understand the steps and process of it. I have seen some teachers who do not.
They were like, “This is stupid. No. That’s not going to work for this particular
kid.”
I think it starts with their attitude. A teacher has to be willing to go through it
because it’s just not the student that’s going to be going through it. It’s the teacher
who has to get it started, get that ball rolling. If that teacher is not willing to
understand each tier, it’s not going to work. (SET1)
SET1 continued:
I have had colleagues who would just go ahead and make a referral. That’s the
first thing that comes to mind. This child has a learning disability, and let’s go
ahead and refer them. Then, there are other colleagues that I have that will try
everything in their power before they say this child has a learning disability. I’ve
actually seen it work, but everyone has to be on board to go through those
processes instead of just jumping overboard and saying, “No, this kid’s got a
learning disability, that’s it, just get him out of my class.” That’s what they’re
thinking, get him out of my class. If a school has a large number of teachers who
do not have a strong support of the RtI system that has been established, it is a
joke. I’m just going to say that. It’s a joke.
Special education. According to the SETs, special education continues to harbor
some dysfunctional beliefs and philosophies that actually prevent the academic progress
of AA male students. The SETs believed the special education diagnoses and labeling
criteria remains questionable, and they perceived that the program is interwoven around
problematic educational philosophies that hinder rather than help. The problematic issues
associated with inclusion were discussed by the SETs as well as the rate of special
education dismissals.
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Diagnosing and labeling. SET3 took the lead on expressing the problems with
special educational diagnoses and subsequent labeling as barriers to decreasing the
number of AA males in special education:
There’s also strict rules about how you choose a label for a student and what can
qualify a student for LD and what doesn’t. I’m not sure I really agree with all of
those, and I’m not sure really who set them. I don’t know where they came from.
But I do know that for example, a student who shows up as a slow learner, who
has maybe a low intellect, low to average intellect, is achieving kind of low, then
that’s okay they’re doing what they’re supposed to do.
Well, who’s to say, maybe with a little extra help, they couldn’t do better? Also, I
think when you look at LD, you’re looking at a disparity between intellect and
achievement. There can be a lot of factors that can influence those scores and so
I’m not sure that we’re really allowing for enough time and enough people to look
at that child and look at that data.
Everyone has a bad day from time to time, and if you’re looking at the bulk of
evaluation taking place on just a few days throughout the school year, you may
not be getting a good picture of that kid. There’s way too many factors. It’s way
too complicated scenario and we try to make it uncomplicated. I’m not sure that
we should. I see a lot of kids, who I think there’s probably a lot more going on
than what I see on paper. With the amount of people that we have within the
school to help, it’s not enough. There’s too many kids and not enough adults.
Imbedded Hindrances. The SETs believed the status of special education has
certain aspects that have become an intricate part of the system and further prevents the
academic success of the student. According to the SETs, certain beliefs continue to show
themselves in special education that tend to prevent AA males from achieving
academically and behaviorally. SET2 expressed his concern with the stigma that still
accompanies a special education label and embarrasses AA males from accepting the
help they may need:
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I know this was what it was like when I grew up. I’m just being honest. If you say
some kid was special education, they meant maybe this kid was mentally retarded.
You were retarded. It was like you couldn’t do anything. You had this label on
you. You had these special classes you had to go to because you couldn’t function
with all the other regular students.
SET2 continued to express how the frequently employed oral administration
accommodation can be frustrating and detrimental to the student:
I think we hinder these kids a lot when it comes to oral administration. I shouldn’t
read the whole test to you. I just feel like I’m hindering your progress. I’ll just
give you an example. Say for the reading test for STAAR, you can’t read the
passage, but you can read the questions and answers. Now, what good is that if
the kid has to read the passage, which would be more stringent than reading the
questions and answers, but they don’t have to read the questions and answers?
You can read that to them, but they have to read the passage. I don’t understand,
what good is that doing them? I don’t mind reading them a certain question if they
ask me to read it because that means I’m making them take ownership of what
they’re trying to learn.
Instead of learning how to be better academically and behaviorally, AA males in
special education often learn the opposite according to most the SED focus group
teachers:
The negative behavior of students assigned to SBS classrooms also tends to
increase. (SET5)
It’s [SBS] like sending a kid to prison who did one little thing and he learns how
to be a better criminal even though he wasn’t really looking to be that. (SET6)
It [academic deficiencies] start early and once a kid is behind, it’s really hard to
catch up. And I’m not sure that every diagnosis is a valid diagnosis. (SET3)
I’ve come across some [AA males] who were placed in the program [special
education] at the age of 8. I starting teaching them in the junior high level. They
actually ended up being years behind because of the prior years being taught
below grade level. Instead of the teacher’s actually pushing them, and I don’t
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mean just pushing, but actually saying, “Hey, you can do this. Let’s see if you can
actually be on grade level and perform on grade level compared to your peers.”
They [elementary teachers] constantly baby them. What I mean by “baby them” is
“we’re not going to push them too hard. We’re just going to take baby steps,” and
they take baby steps for so long that by the time they get to secondary level,
they’re far behind. (SET1)
Inclusion. According to the SETs, inclusion can cause a whole host of problems
that prevents making progress. The group referred to a lack of quality teachers along with
an increase in non-compliant behavior and a vast array of academic needs culminated in
their continuing overrepresentation in special education. Collectively, the SETs
expressed:
I don’t think they [teachers] are trained.
They [the district] have started some training for inclusion teachers and gen ed
teachers. The district has started that but not everybody buys into it.
The inclusion movement has forced general education teachers to have to deal
with more behavior and academic issues in the classroom.
More kids to take care of means less tolerance for other behavior.
There’s too wide of a range between abilities in same classroom.
Students who can write a five-page essay with no problem are in the same
classroom with students who can barely write three sentences.
Dismissals. The SETs expressed their frustration with not enough dismissals from
special education—particularly of AA male students. They discussed their perception that
AA males admitted to special education—especially when they were labeled ED—
typically remain in special education:
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My other issue is, once they’re [AA males] in, they don’t ever get out. This kid is
in special ed, and then all of a sudden he has a label for the rest of his academic
career. When is this kid going to get out? We’re labeling this student. He’s SPED.
He’s going here. He’s this. Once they’re in, they’re in. It’s like there’s no light at
the end of the tunnel, and I think that’s what scares a lot of them too. I don’t mind
them going in, but they shouldn’t stay there. I think it should be temporary. At
some point those kids need to be exited and still get the support. Unless there’s
just some extreme circumstances, I just feel like at some point that kid should be
dismissed. Special Ed should be temporary. (SET2)
I knew the SBS kids. They’re [her SCORES students] in these classes with them
[SBS students] so you’re around them all the time. There’s no dismissing. (SET5)
Failed Funding
The SETs believed the educational system is an overall lack of monetary support.
They perceived the lack of funding was a primary reason why the overrepresentation in
special education remains a problem. They expressed the need for increased funding in
education if we ever hope to reverse the destructive trend of AA male overrepresentation
in special education:
What keeps us from getting closer to perfect is money. Money makes the world
go round whether we want it to or not. Unless money is put into education, the
importance won’t be put in education like it needs to be. (SET3)
Salaries. They also expressed their beliefs that funding prevents a more qualified,
committed staff from entering and staying in the field of education:
Teaching is a difficult profession, and teachers do not get paid enough so the
profession does not attract and maintain highly motivated and qualified staff.
(SET5)
People tend to go where the money is. If you want to make money, you’re not
going to go into education. I mean if that’s your real end goal. You’re going to go
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into education because you want to help people and that’s great. But if we really
want to draw highly qualified people, first of all, we need to be able to pay them
for it. If we want to be able to support a kid and really get to the bottom of what
they need—and really evaluate them appropriately, then we need money to get
good diagnostic tools. We need money to pay for people to do that. (SET3)
RtI. Lack of funding also affects the RtI process due to lack of training and staff
to effectively analyze data and implement interventions. SET3 expressed:
If we want to implement RtI to its fullest, we need money to get resources and to
get the people to collect the data and to educate the people on how to read the
data. That’s a huge thing in itself. You can collect data all day, but it’s not as easy
to disaggregate data as you think it is. It’s not just a “Did they get these questions
right or wrong?” There’s a lot of factors when you’re looking at data, and most
teachers are not trained for that. We’re not statisticians. We’re not evaluators, and
a lot of what we’re asked to do in the RtI process falls under those categories.
You can’t expect it to work well when you’ve got untrained people running the
show, and you can’t get trained people without money. So I think really, that’s the
down and dirty bottom line. We claim that it’s a national focus, but unless the
money is there, it’s not.
Special education. Lack of funding prevents teachers from the proper resources
to effectively address academic deficiencies. SET2 explained, “I have to differentiate and
scaffold my instructions so much to make up for lost time. I have to try to close the gap
some way, but I’m not given the proper resources to do that.”
Limiting Legislation
The SETs expressed their belief that legislations played a large role in the
persistence of the overrepresentation problem. They believed the legislation is
responsible for perpetuating the overrepresentation of AA males in special education.
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They SETs voiced five examples of legislation that limits educators from making more
academic progress with their AA males.
Responsibilities without resources. The SETs believed that legislation has
increased the responsibilities of the special education teachers and increased the
workload but has not accompanied those changes with the appropriate resources. The
SETs expressed their belief that legislation dictates that special education programs are
expected to do twice as much without appropriate manpower and expertise:
SPED is always the redheaded step child of the school. It was either sweep us
under the rug, or once our scores got incorporated into everybody else’s scores
then all of a sudden, the light was on us. As long as you could say, “Oh those are
the SPED scores, it’s okay,” but once you incorporate, and they counted, it was a
totally different story. (SET5)
To me, it’s more paperwork because we’ve got to document all the things we’re
trying to do as before, we could just work with them [special education students].
Many years ago, 2009, 2008, you could just work with them. Then all of a
sudden, it became to the point where, “Okay I need documentation. What are you
doing? Are we trying every intervention?” Because before if you were in SPED,
you didn’t have to attend interventions.
Now, they [special education students] have to attend those interventions. Now,
they [administrators] want them in the regular classroom. We want them to learn
from their peers. We want them to be paired up with that student who’s really
high academically in the classroom so they can learn from them and see how
they’re actually grasping to the material. They can ask those questions. But at the
beginning, it was rocky because those students—we put them in that classroom,
and you didn’t teach them how to communicate with their peers. Then, students
who were really highly academic they were like, “I don’t want to be with them.”
(SET1)
Certification requirements. The SETs perceived that the state requirements for
special education certification were insufficient which in turn affected quality and
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performance. When the focus group was asked if all special education teachers were well
prepared to go into the classroom and perform the expected job functions, the SETs
responded:
No. (SET1)
No. (SET4)
No. (SET5)
I think we can all agree on that. (SET3)
In the state of Texas, you take a test and you’re a Special Ed teacher and you
don’t have to really know anything. (SET6)
Standardized testing. According to the SETs, the legislative pressure to produce
passing state assessment scores places administrators in a precarious position when it
comes to dismissing students from special education. The SETs believed the
administrators are so tied to standardized test scores that students are being coddled
instead of challenged. SET1 explained,
It’s the administrators. Because even though the student may show success in the
classroom, they [administrators] just really don’t believe that that student can be
successful without those accommodations or modifications. A teacher can prove
to them showing them that they [students] don’t need these accommodations.
They don’t need the modifications. They are very successful. They are very
capable of functioning and performing compared to their peers and their general
ed classrooms.
Sometimes, I would say 95% percent of the time, they’re [administrators] scared
to let them go because they’re scared of failing the state assessments. So they feel
like that student would be more successful passing that state assessment with
those accommodations and modifications. That’s what I hear every year. “We
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need to keep them [in special education], make sure that they don’t need those
accommodations and modifications to be successful on the state assessment.”
College only. The SETs also perceived the legislation mandating educators to
promote college without regard to other career opportunities caused issues within the
educational system that prolonged the overrepresentation problem. For them, current
legislation and district mandates dictates that every student must be treated as if they are
college bound. According to the SETs, this forced ideology can be problematic and add
to the perpetuation of overrepresentation in special education because some AA male
students have lost any interest they had in trying to be successful academically. Several
SETs stated:
We’re under the notion that these kids have to go to college to be successful with
themselves. Do I want them to go to college? Of course! But, we all know that’s
not the case a lot of times. So it’s like you’re telling these kids, “You’re telling
me, I’m going to be a failure if I don’t go to college.” Which is not true. Because
everybody is not college material. It’s just mind boggling to me.
I’ll just give you an example. If you had a kid, and this has happened to me
before, and he tells you, “I don’t want to go to college. I want to work. I want to
work, and I have to work for my family. I love working on cars.”
What am I supposed to tell him? “Oh no, you need to go to UT.” Everybody’s not
college material. We [educators] always push that everybody needs to go to
college. The truth of the matter is, that’s not exactly the world we live in. So what
do you want to do with those students that aren’t necessarily college material, but
they’re good at something? Everybody is [good at something]. We need to tie in
programs of that nature for these students who don’t necessarily want to go to the
next level as far as academics. I just don’t like this big push for college. That’s
why a lot of these kids drop out because there’s no interest for them. (SET2)
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No they’re not, no. They’re pushing everyone toward going to college. And
they’re not concerned about 10% of the population because “They’re going to go
to college also” [she said sarcastically]. (SET4)
Skewed focus. SET1 perceived that politicians were looking at the symptom of a
problem not the real, much larger problem. While the focus is on the branch of the tree,
the overrepresentation of AA males in special education—instead of the root, a national
problem with the way we think about and approach education—the overrepresentation
problem will remain an increasingly difficult challenge. According to SET1,
I feel like politics is more involved in it. Different people who have different roles
in the political realm are trying to figure it out. Everyone’s ideas and everyone’s
opinions about how to actually get this [overrepresentation in special education]
under control or downsize the number of African American students, male
students in particular, is really a really big part of the umbrella. That’s the best
way I can explain it. It takes up a lot of time. I feel like it takes a lot of time away
from the big picture. If they [politicians] just look at the whole entire Special Ed
program: not just the race but all the students in the program and why they’re in
there.
Opposing forces. The SETs discussed how the messages originating with federal,
state, and district legislation sometimes contradicted each other or combined to render
actions confusing and difficult to follow. They felt that state mandates impede making
progress with special education students because it can contradict current curriculum road
maps (CRMs). SET2 explained how the state and districts are not always in sync.
Vertical alignment from bottom to top, meaning you want to do this a certain way
and you give us the CRM, whatever you want to call that mess, and then all of a
sudden, we’re not going to do it this way because now the state has mandated that
we do it this way. So it’s like, I’m stuck because I have a kid—and I’m speaking
from a middle school perspective because I’m a middle school teacher—that’s in
the 8th but he’s in a 1st, 2nd grade reading level.
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He continued by voicing how legislative mandates do not take into account the damage
done to students in prior grades:
Where was the interventions and all that, for this kid coming to middle school
because all of a sudden. I understand there may be a deficit. This kid didn’t
automatically start at school this year and “Oh, he can’t read. You know what I
mean? There had to have been something. This has been an ongoing issue with
this child for the past six, seven years or whatever. It’s not being addressed. Why
is that?
Summary
In response to why the overrepresentation issue has continued and does not show
signs of reversing, the participants had to dig deep to expose the underlying reasons why
significant changes have not been instituted. Once again, the perceived causes for the
continuation of the problem intersect each other, as indicated in the quotations in this
chapter, and work together to prolong the problem. The participants peeled away the
layers to reveal problematic belief systems that go unchallenged, lack of funding to make
the needed changes, and legislation that does not effectively support the diversity in our
school system and is wielded independently of appropriate funding. After uncovering the
contributing causes of overrepresentation in special education and the root causes of the
perpetuations, the educators addressed specific needed changes in Chapter 7.
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Chapter 7: Findings
Research Question Three Responses
This chapter provides the results to Research Question Three that asked urban
public school administrators, general education teachers, and special education teachers
to offer their suggestions for how the current and persistent problem related to the
overrepresentation of AA males in special education might be improved. The guiding
questions used during the semi-structured interviews were:
1. If we had a magic wand we could wave and magically change anything about
the school system, what could we change to make a better system overall?
2. For AA males?
In addition to providing the themes that emerged from each participant group,
individually and corporately, sub-themes are also presented to supplement the themes
with participants’ verbatim responses to questions seeking their perspectives relevant to
the overrepresentation of AA males in special education.
Administrators
The ADs generated multiple ideas and specific areas where they believe change
needs to occur in order to combat the overrepresentation issue. Some of their suggested
changes are directed towards educators in general, while others are directed specifically
to teachers, administrators, and LSSPs. Additional suggestions revolve around staffing
and school structures including RtI. The ADs believed improvements in teacher and
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administrator preparation and certification programs are also needed. Changes that need
to take place in the AA community and within the general public were also suggested by
the ADs based on their perceptions and beliefs.
Essential Educator Changes
According to the ADs, educators need to make some changes to improve their
relationships across the board. They expressed the belief that better relationships begin
with a better understanding of the AA culture. They also expressed the need to form
better relationships with each other in order to help our AA males.
Improving relationships. The ADs believed non-minority teachers need to
become more familiar with the school communities and the neighborhoods in which their
students’ live. Such an endeavor can help non-minority teachers be more mindful about
the importance of having culturally relevant material and books that reflect AA ethnicity
in their classroom as well as within the school’s common areas:
Understanding your kids, getting a relationship with them, knowing where they’re
coming from, and their neighborhood. Hopefully you don’t have the middle-class
White person driving into the school that’s perhaps an economically struggling
area, and they park in the parking lot and don’t even know what’s going on
around them. They’ve never visited the students, never knocked on their door and
just said, “Hi, I’m your son or daughter’s teacher,” and to meet them. I think it’s
more than understand; you’ve got to respect their world. (AD4)
It’s being willing to be comfortable in their setting. So, as you said, go to their
house, walk their neighborhood. If you’re afraid to walk in their neighborhood
then you shouldn’t be teaching them. You’ve [educators] got to understand their
[AA male] world.
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Educators must be aware of who they are, what their culture is, their beliefs and
values, and possess a willingness to learn about other people, accept other people
and embrace different cultures. (AD3)
The ADs also believed all the adults need to work harder on collaboration and
form positive relationships with each other for the system to work effectively. AD3
stated:
I think it goes back to knowing behavior and knowing how to structure systems
and everyone being on the same page. You can have pockets of awesomeness in
all schools, but if all the adults aren’t working together as a solid team to support
every kid then I think it becomes incredibly challenging.
Teachers. The ADs provided several changes and areas that teachers need to
address. The ADs believed by being more reflective and aware of biases, teachers can
build stronger, more respectful relationships with their students. Collectively, they stated:
Teachers need to understand that their upbringing and their experiences guide
their perception.
Teachers need to be open to new experiences and to collaboration in order to
foster a deeper appreciation of different learning styles.
Teachers cannot be afraid of their students; they must be willing to stand toe to
toe with students in order to establish a mutual respect.
Teachers have to pay more attention to behavior and teach replacement behaviors.
Teachers need to have a working understanding of child development.
All students need to be held to high standards.
AD2 elaborated to illustrate how White teachers can be successful with AA males:
I have in my experience had and supervised and worked with White female
teachers who just don’t buy it from students and are very effective. “You’re going
238

to sit down and you’re going to do, and you’re going to work, and I’m going to
bring the best out in you.” You can talk to any number of African American boys
who will tell you across the board, a lot: their favorite teacher was a White
female.
The ADs believed teachers need to be able to teach their AA male students how to
“code switch”—change their language and behavior according to the environment. For
them, teachers must focus on instilling the value of education and teach their AA male
students that more education and more knowledge can lead to more choices. During the
focus group, the ADs expressed:
Code switching, being able to navigate different worlds is important. I think that
our jobs as educators is to help students be able to think and be able to navigate
the system for choices. For me, education is all about choices. I’m always
wanting my kids to have choices and not be locked into what society deems, what
is your role. So if your family was poor and in public housing, okay, that doesn’t
have to be your life if you don’t choose it to be.
So the only way to break that cycle, for me, is to help kids understand that if they
stick with their education and have teachers who will help them along the way
they will have choices in their life, choices about what they do after high school,
choices about where they go to school, what their profession is, how they earn
their money. To me, education is more about options. (AD3)
Education is the big equalizer. With education you can do and become whatever
you want. (AD4)
It is the American dream. (AD3)
Administrators. The ADs identified two areas they believe all administrators
need to address. First, administrators need to improve their interviewing skills to ensure
teachers and other staff members are a good fit for each specific campus. Second,
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administrators need to make sure that when staff members implement certain policies and
procedures, they comply with the regulations that dictate their implementation.
Interviewing. The AD group expressed their belief that administrators need to be
more stringent and careful during their employee screening and hiring process. They
believe that teachers, particularly those working in low-income schools, should possess a
particular temperament, ample patience, and the knowledge and ability to apply
differentiation principles in their classrooms. They shared some important points to be
covered during interviews to increase the probability of hiring the right people:
You’re not going to change someone’s [teacher’s] attitude, perceptions, and
worldview, so that screening process of how you hire becomes so critical because
you’re not going to make an eagle out of a chicken. I ask them to talk to me about
their beliefs, about what teaching in education is all about and what is the purpose
of it; how do they move forward from that. I want to know their own background,
what kind of educational experience they’ve had, how do they plan on moving
kids. (AD4)
My questions are more around how do you differentiate your instruction. How do
you make it applicable to the child who is three levels below grade-level and the
child who is five levels above grade-level, and meeting the needs of everybody in
between, as well? (AD3)
Implementation. AD1 spoke about the importance of administrators being willing
to discuss policies and procedures with teachers in order to promote a higher level of
“buy in” and to hold staff accountable:
I tell my teachers I’m okay with us having discourse. It’s okay for you to say,
“[administrator name] you’re having us do blah, blah, blah. Where did that come
from? Why are you asking me to do that?” I don’t think that’s disrespectful, and I
think that’s your right as a teacher if I’m going to be your leader, why are you
leading us this way. And shame on me if I didn’t put that out there in the first
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place, but it’s okay for you to disagree. It’s okay for you to say “I don’t like that,”
but in your position “I’m [the teacher] going to do it because you’re telling me to,
but I want you to know that I think there’s a better way.”
Okay, then as a leader if it doesn’t work, then I’ll come back to you and say,
“Okay, I’m ready to hear what you have to say. Thank you for trying it, but let’s
go your way.” That’s the only way that we’re going to be able to do anything.
Administrators need to hold staff accountable for implementations. I think that’s
up to principals to say, “No, no, girlfriend; yeah, you are [when teachers are not
following policies and procedures].”
AD1 also expressed her belief that administrators, especially AA administrators
need to put in some extra time to ensure AA parents know what is happening. She stated,
“People like me, for the African American administrators that are out there, need to help
parents to understand.”
LSSPs. AD4 voiced his belief about some needed changes in the LSSP
department—those who conduct the special education testing and render diagnosis. He
stated:
LSSPs need to use common sense when making clinical judgments. They need to
be more culturally aware and able to understand how culture might play into a
student’s behavior. They need to be more accessible and available for
consultations and meetings. They may not get a call for two or three days. Those
are the ones you’ve got as your quick reaction team. They’re the ones who would
quickly get to where they need to be at a moment’s notice. They can go and pitch
in with someone else, do a team collaborative effort as opposed to doing
something individual.
Necessary Systemic Changes
The ADs highlighted their belief that systemic changes are necessary to improve
the current situation with overrepresentation including better educator preparation and
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certification programs as well as stronger campus and district support. Suggestions for
how to improve school staffing, structure, and the RtI and special education systems were
made.
Educator preparation and support. Within educator preparation and support,
the ADs specifically addressed principal certification programs they perceived to be
lacking. They believed student teaching experiences need to be more diversified.
Additionally, they felt that PD needs to provide cultural diversity training.
Principal preparation and certification. The ADs turned their attention to
additional training for themselves and the teachers during educator preparation and
certification programs and on-going professional development. They addressed their
desired improvements to principal certifications:
I think the administrator prep programs are horrible because what does a typical
AP deal with their life: discipline, discipline, discipline. All I know is I didn’t take
one course in discipline, not a one. I thought it [special education training] was
extremely lacking, and the key is parental communications and relationships with
those parents. (AD4)
Administrator certification would include dealing with discipline and cultural
biases. (AD3)
Teacher preparation and certification. AD3 continued, switching to the needed
changes in teacher preparation programs:
Teachers need more training in differentiation and guided groups to improve Tier
1 instruction. An increase in consistent training and support also needs to be
provided on the curriculum, Social Emotional Learning (SEL), and emotional
regulation. Teachers would learn to integrate diversity and cultural norm
understandings into their curriculum.
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I think colleges need to address it [behavior modification] more as they’re
preparing teachers alternative certification and schools, in general, need to have a
better understanding of how behavior works.
Student teaching. AD2 addressed student teacher experiences within the teacher
preparation program. He expressed:
There would be more collaboration at an earlier stage in learning and when they
[the teachers] finally get into society—in the classroom itself—there’s a deeper
appreciation for the differentiation in learning styles.
PD. The ADs addressed PD for teachers. AD3 expressed the need for cultural
sensitivity training and encouragement to be actively aware:
I think you do need explicit training. If the educator group doesn’t match your
student group, then you do need to provide some training for the teachers in
cultural bias on how to work. The training isn’t enough. It’s on a paper. It’s in this
room, and it’s really uncomfortable. People may or may not be honest as we’re
talking about things. You really have to know the community that you’re working
with. You have to become, in some ways, willing to join into it and become a part
of it if you’re going to make a difference and truly be able to have that kind of
mutual respect and understanding about where someone is coming from. I don’t
think that it has to be that you share similar backgrounds; I just think you have to
be willing to open yourself up to new experiences.
AD3 suggested:
Making sure that everyone in education does have that diversity training in
understanding cultural norms and making comparisons of those and contrasts and
integrating that into their curriculum. I believe that that would make or present in
itself a deeper appreciation for what those students can bring into the classroom
and to the learning experience. If I could say one thing that I think would do to
help would be that: to having more teachers being more culturally sensitive and
not afraid to bring the two cultures together.
Staffing and structure. The ADs believed several changes in school staffing are
needed.
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Personnel. Collectively, the ADs voiced:
Every school would have a person specifically assigned to deal with discipline in
order to free the APs to do other support.
The APs would spend more time in classrooms helping teachers and students. It
doesn’t take an administrator or someone with a Master’s degree to oversee
discipline.
Every campus would have a behavioral specialist.
I would have interventionists on every campus: math and reading interventionists
who could push into the core content and teach. You’d also have coaches,
classroom coaches on every campus whose job it would be for teachers who are
struggling with academics or rigorous lesson design. Go in and model and provide
immediate feedback in a non-evaluative kind of way to help support them.
Those people [specialists] would spend time in the classroom with teachers and
students.
They would model and provide immediate feedback in a non-evaluative kind of
way.
Teacher quality. The ADs offered suggestions they believed would increase the
quality of the teacher applicant pool. Collectively, they stated:
The districts need to give bonuses that would make people want to move to lower
income schools.
Government funded financial incentives need to be offered to teachers, especially
minorities, to increase the number of minority teachers.
Bonuses for working in low-income schools should be provided.
Pay people and then you can demand quality.
The school system needs more AA educators.
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Structure. The ADs expressed their beliefs about how changing the school
structure would improve the overrepresentation problem. They said schools would have
less issues such as overrepresentation in special education. Collectively, they suggested:
If class sizes were smaller and students had more physical space.
I would have everybody, including teachers, on year-round contracts, and I would
have year round schools so that you are not having such huge gaps of nonacademic time. If you had teachers on year-round contracts, then you could pull
them in for trainings. “These are the new math TEKS, let’s take a look at them
and practice lessons now” rather than hoping and praying teachers will take that
on themselves over the summer or whenever.
I would reduce the number of classes that teachers teach.
Teachers need to have more time to plan collaboratively.
I would structure in time every Friday as a noon release. Then teachers have time
to sit down and plan and work together, study lessons, look at work, and visit each
other’s classrooms.
Students would be allowed to move at their own pace. If you need a little more
time and support, you would just get it.
A careful and intentional push and pull of students in and out of the classroom
would happen for specialized support.
I think for a lot of our teachers and educators, taking the time to go visit someone
is just-- It’s not something they don’t necessarily want to do, it’s just when and
where in a day do you fit that in and take care of your job and see to your family
at home and do all of those things. So I think we have to structure the time within
the school days to make those happen.
AD4 believed the “use of standards-based grading” would improve the
overrepresentation problem, and AD3 wished for a “focus on mastery-based curriculum.”
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The ADs also expressed their beliefs that schools need to be more specialized to
effectively address all the student diversity and that schools need to work in tandem with
social services. They believed providing better support for parents and families of
students would also improve the overrepresentation problem:
The public school system needs more specialized charter schools to serve the
specialized needs of today’s students. (AD2)
Kids and parents need opportunities. Kids and parents need technical teaching:
how to use this computer, how to use my smart phone in order to help me do my
homework. Parents would be able and more likely to support students and school
if they felt the system was helping them and understood what they need. Schools
would work with the city to provide needed resources for students’ families.
Schools should address all needs of the community. (AD1)
AD4 provided an example from his experience where a school had a history of academic
failure, but the real needs of the community were never addressed. Therefore, the
problems continued:
I worked once with an administrator and the school, they [district administrators]
were doing one of those where they were closing it and firing everyone and hiring
new administration, etcetera. It was the typical, if you look at this city—our
city—and talk to people who have been here 30 or 40 years, this school’s had
trouble for 30 or 40 years. It’s like, “Where’s the light switch?” It’s in the poor
neighborhood. It’s an economic problem, and the school needs to be hitting all
aspects of that community: night classes for ESL, GED, computer technology,
etc.
AD3 expressed the need to incorporate SEL not only into the curriculum for the students
but also for educators and parents:
I think social emotional learning is a huge piece, a huge factor. I think you have to
educate the adults so they can educate the kids on how to regulate those emotions.
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I think we need to work within the city to provide needed resources for our
families who are struggling. Let’s go find out what people need and let’s bring the
community in and let’s empower them and teach them how to advocate for
themselves.
Overall, the ADs voiced their belief that schools need to connect more with the
community—in and outside the school building—and work to empower them.
RtI and tier improvements. The ADs made suggestions for improving the RtI
system. Collectively, they suggested:
My RtI would include, “How can we help you in every way?” Not just “Where
can I stick you.”
The RtI system would be better organized and monitored and include wraparound services.
The RtI process would be more effective if special education staff were involved
during Tier 2 [before the students are labeled].
If RtI was conducted properly, special education could be virtually eliminated.
The elimination of special education would provide more time to actually focus
on the student.
AD1 elaborated:
I would have good Tier 1 instruction. I would have enough staff to do support
services and leave special programs for kids with special needs. If we could
provide support in Tier 2, then we would have less Tier 3. We could have
additional staff to take care of kids at the Tier 2 level who are slow but not
special—special ed. So then you could have special ed for those specialized needs
and our special ed could really focus on kids with behavior problems—kids with
life skills or essential skills classes. My perfect school would have wrap-around
services. Parent needs social services. I think if we have wrap- around services, if
we have opportunities where we can work with young parents.
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Special education processes and procedures. The ADs made recommendations
for improving the special education system:
More resources would be allocated to special education for tier support. (AD4)
I would eliminate all special programs per se and we would just give kids what
they need in order to be successful. Stop worrying about labels because with
labels come paper work and with paper work comes compliance and, not that we
don’t want to do those things, but then it becomes about compliance instead of
really what does this kid need and how can we meet those needs? (AD3)
AD1 addressed the need for educators to be genuine in their efforts to assist AA students
and families and to be cognizant about not using special education as a way to manipulate
testing data:
But if we moved into it genuinely being assessed, being served out to the family
as, “We really are trying to find the best way for you to learn to be successful.”
And if they feel genuinely, because it is genuinely done that way, that it’s not
because teacher X wants you out of the room, and the only way to get you out is
to certify you, “We don’t want your scores to count in TAKS, the only way for us
to get you off of there is to get you out of there.”
Vital AA Action
Both AA ADs expressed their belief that some changes need to take place within
the AA community in order for the overrepresentation issue to significantly improve:
What I would like to see for him [her AA nephew] is a level of respect that goes
two ways. I’d like for people to respect him as a human, but I would also like him
to know the value and respect that he himself has. I think that in the perfect world,
our men would act in a way to which they’re viewed as respectable and that
they’re treated as such. When Barack Obama was elected president, I think I cried
for a couple of days. Because I thought to myself at that time, he will then become
the epitome of what a Black man should be in our community. But, you still see
men who are educated, men who are articulate in our [AA] own community, as a
sellout, an Uncle Tom, I don’t want to be like.
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What I would like to see is a shift in the Black community and how we treat
ourselves and how we value ourselves, then other people will treat you
differently. So in a perfect situation, even if you are an African American male
who needs help, who’s slow, who’s behind, you have to advocate for yourself in a
way that’s respectable. You are treated then as a student with respect and in a
perfect world, I would be able to get that across to the masses that White America
is going to treat us like a rapper while we present ourselves as a rapper. Until we
present ourselves as Barack and as a President, people are not going to treat us
that way. (AD1)
AD2 added that the AA community needs to encourage their children to respect the EA
culture as well instead of labeling it as a bad thing. He stated, “AA students need to be
encouraged to understand the culture of the teacher comes from and appreciate it. The
respect must go both ways.”
Imperative Shift in Public Perception
The ADs discussed many beliefs that stemmed back to the current perception of
the American public and alluded to some changes that need to be made. They voiced the
need for Americans to look outside their own neighborhood and recognize the
circumstances other people endure and how different situations affect education.
According to the ADs, the public perception of teachers needs to be improved.
Collectively, they stated:
I think we need to take a really hard look at how we do education.
I think we need to make sure that we’re providing for people’s basic needs in
general.
They [parents] will tell you [college students], get a teacher’s certification while
you’re in school because just in case something goes wrong, you can always go
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teach. That’s the attitude. It’s more of you can always go do that as a side, don’t
make that a career because they’re not paying enough money to do that.
General Education Teachers
The GETs’ solutions to the overrepresentation problem included needed changes
by educators and the education system including federal support. The GETs also
discussed necessary changes in the AA community and the American public.
Essential Educator Changes
The GETs recommended changes within schools and the school system that apply
to all educators and other individuals who are intricately involved in education. Some
suggestions for improvement appertained specifically to teachers and some for
administrators. Overall, their focus for improvement centered around creating mutually
respectful and beneficial relationships and bringing more attention to the problem.
Focus on relationships. For the GETs, the most imperative change that needs to
take place to decrease the number of AA males in special education is the recognition
that academic success revolves around forming positive relationships and focusing on
those building relationships. Positive relationships need to be built not only between
students and teachers but also between education staff. Additionally, they believed those
positive relationship should extend to parents and legislators. The need for relationships
was a definite priority:
I think the one word I have heard more than any other is relationship and that’s
what it comes down to. Not just the relationship between teachers and students,
but the relationship between admin and teachers, the relationship between the
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district and its admin, and what the focus is. What is the goal behind education? I
think it could go all the way up to the governor. (GET4)
I’ll speak from this year’s experience. One of the first things I thought when I was
having issues in the classroom was, “Is it because I’m White and the majority of
them are Hispanic or African American?” I would see Ms. T in the hallway, and
she had such a good rapport with them [all her students]. Come to find out it’s all
about building that relationship. I don’t need to be the same as them. I don’t need
to be African American to get their respect and give them my respect. You need
to build that relationship. (GET3)
I think one thing that is a solution to it [overrepresentation] is building
relationships—working with our students and not being so quick to label them.
You have to be able to build relationships with diverse groups. If you only have
one group you’re building it with, that’s great for that group. But even within that
group, there could be problems. If you haven’t had a person of color maybe who
is low socio-economic status and a person of color who is affluent and a student
from Afghanistan, that’s what I’m talking about, not everyone can do that. Quite
honestly, teaching isn’t for everyone. There are people that get into the profession
who, there are better alternatives for them. (GET2)
I think that’s the other piece of the puzzle. You need a relationship with the
children, but you need a relationship with the parents. So you’ve got to remember,
when you’re talking to people about their children, even if they are a Satan spawn,
they want to hear something positive. The very thing that you’re saying to them,
they already know it. You need to get a relationship with the parents. “I’m [the
parent] a human being. This is my child. This is an extension of me. When you
talk about them, you talk about me because they came out of my home.” (GET1)
We teach kids, the one way you learn is you’ve got to get the background
information. Well, if we did that as teachers and administrators and knew where
this child is coming from. So, this kid over here comes in, and I’ve talked to the
parents. They don’t have a lot of money. They don’t have a computer at home.
They haven’t been able to purchase books for him to read. Oh, hey, now I might
have a little insight as to why [he might have some academic or behavior
issues]… I’m just saying, the more of a relationship you can build with him,
anybody, the more knowledge you get ahead of time, before you start putting a
label on a child that’s going to be with them forever. (GET5)
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Insufficient discussions. The GETs believed the topic of the overrepresentation
of AA males in special education calls for more attention. They wanted more discussion
and much more action. They perceived that the problem has not really been at the
forefront of education despite its persistence over the past 45 years. GET2 voiced:
I really think that we’re starting to address some of these issues. People are
starting to ask questions, like you‘re asking, “Why is this?” I think people are
starting to notice and that’s step one. You’ve got to notice it. Since people are
starting to notice it, they’re starting to address it and ask the question “Why is
this? Why is it our African American males?” We, as faculty, have these
discussions in schools that I’ve been in—specifically looking at the data, looking
at the numbers, looking at the student population, looking at those students that
are in SPED or 504 or SBS, and first having that realization that “Wow, there are
a lot of African Americans.” In fact, even though they make up a small minority
of the percentages of the school, they are a vast majority of the special education
group. “Why is that?”
I don’t know if there is a Harry Potter Hogwarts’ spell that we can do. I think the
first thing is to understand that it is a problem, which I think finally it’s starting to
happen. People are actually sitting in a faculty meeting—teachers,
administrators—pulling up the data, looking at it, and then asking that question.
Unfortunately, that’s where the conversation stops. Then, be cognizant of it. Make
it a legitimate “How can we problem-solve this? How can we address this?”
Teachers. Besides building positive relationships with students, the GETs
believed teachers, in particular needed to make some changes in the ways they run their
classrooms. According to the GETs, teachers must work more on building self-esteem
and self-efficacy with their AA male students as well as developing effective classroom
management and discipline procedures. Being more self-reflective and committed to the
craft of teaching were also suggested.
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Building bridges. In order to combat against the overrepresentation of AA males
in special education, the GETs believed educators must build self-confidence and make
meaningful connections to learning:
That’s where our role in the classroom, and hopefully parents, will show them
opportunities. Showing our young men of color that there are opportunities out
there. Yes, it will take work. Yes, you will have to study. Yes, you will sweat.
Yes, you will fail. But if you persevere, you too can choose that which you desire.
I never have thought of myself as a role model, I just wanted to teach and make
education fun. But I’ve come to understand and respect the fact that I’ve had
students and parents tell me the impact that I’ve played in their lives being an
African American man who comes to work every day with a shirt and tie on, who
speaks proper English, who talks about eating organic food. Things that would be
labeled “White.” There’s a lot of stuff we have to do in the classroom to try to
build our young men up because there are a lot of forces tearing them down.
(GET2)
They [AA males] don’t see their input and the importance of what they’re
supposed to get out of this [academics]. I don’t think we, as teachers, push that
fact enough. You’re not going to be 12 years old for the rest of your life. You may
not be the best reader, the fastest reader, that’s not what’s important. But you need
to be able to read and understand for your bills, the newspaper for the news, to
understand the function of a job. All kids see is right here, and they don’t see
down the road. I think we need to push more of that down the road. (GET1)
Give them the pride. Show them what they can become. Show them examples. I
think one of the biggest wrong things to do is say, “Sports is your path.” (GED3)
Classroom management. The GETs discussed their beliefs about how classroom
management needs to be approached. GET1 presented her perspective:
You do have to meet them where they are and take them where you want them to
go. I’m not saying you can’t have limitations. I’m not saying that you’re not
supposed to have expectations. I’m not saying that you’re not supposed to have
rules. What I am saying is that you do have to be very careful on how you speak
to these [AA male] children, the persona that you give off.
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But then there’s a flip side too. You can’t let people [students] just be
disrespectful and be crazy. Like your own children: my daughter’s 21 right now,
and you’d think when kids get older, it would get easier. It doesn’t. That is all
about respect because what can you make them do.
I tell the kids [students], “I love you, but I will get you. That’s not acceptable.
Now, I know you’re upset or whatever, but go over there and have a seat. Take
some deep breaths. Because still you are in class, and you have to… The world
doesn’t love you like I do, and they’re not going to take time out to find that out,
so get yourself together.”
And it is a process. You go from here, hopefully, to de-escalation, go down,
down, and not go up, up, up. These kids have to see you as being genuine. If they
don’t see you as being genuine, you’ve got a problem. It’s distrust on both ends.
Self-reflection. The GETs also suggested that teachers shoulder some of the
blame for the overrepresentation problem. They believed many teachers lack the skill of
self-reflection. Collectively, GETs stated that teachers
Need to be interested in their own personal and professional growth.
Need to be honest with themselves and be willing to take a good hard look in the
mirror.
Need to be more reflective and quicker to look at what we can change in
ourselves.
GET1 elaborated on the topic of self-reflection:
We have to do some self-reflection here and talk to some other teachers and
genuinely hear what they have to say. Genuinely hear. We hear it, but we don’t
want to hear it. I’m [the teacher] thinking more, “I don’t want them [AA males] in
here. It’s not me so it must be them.”
Then, you’ve had some conflicts. The kid can’t hear you, and you really can’t
hear them. Most of the time, those kids [AA males] have gotten in trouble over
and over and over so it does become a flight situation—out the door. “That kid is
emotionally disturbed.” I would really like to see teachers put the kids first.
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Instead of what you [the teacher] can’t do, look at and really think about and plan
for what’s best for them. Open your mind up to different strategies, to different
arguments, to another way of doing things.
Commitment. Commitment to the craft of teaching was also identified by the
GETs as an area for improvement. They believed some people coming into the teaching
field do not fully grasp the diversity that exists in schools and do not possess the
necessary skills to rise above their personal perceptions and biases. For them, novice
teachers enter the field with the illusion they can be quality administrators without
concentrating on being a successful teacher first:
You can’t have preconceived notions of people, number one. You’ve got to be
able to listen and work with them which may not be part of that perceived job
description – I don’t get paid to do this, this is not my job, that’s a counselor’s
job, that’s not my job. But we’re with these young people so often that we have
to, I feel is beneficial, take the time to get to know them, to let them know who
you are so that they can be successful and have the confidence. (GET2)
Have people go into education truly to teach instead of always looking for the
next level. And I’m not saying don’t advance, because I myself, and I don’t want
to say, I didn’t want to teach my whole life and that’s fine, but so many people
now in conversations when you talk to people; first year teachers already start
talking about being a principal, being an assistant principal. What about educating
the kids? What about learning this craft before you moved to the next craft? If you
get a realistic expectation of kids and the whole process when you are a teacher,
then maybe that would assist you in having a more realistic picture when you’re a
principal. (GET1)
Role models. The GETs believed in order for positive change to take place,
teachers should be able to show students, parents, and the country how to make things
work without passing judgment. By successfully connecting with parents, being mindful
of their words, actions, and biases as well as celebrating all the students’ academic and
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behavioral progress, teachers can lead the way to a brighter day. To make this happen, the
GETs were in agreement of what teachers need to do:
Make a more collective effort to make sure parents know what is going on with
their child.
Create a welcoming environment for students and parents.
Be careful how they speak to the children.
Treat all students the same and have the same expectations for all without placing
judgments based on superficial attributes.
Celebrate progress more than a letter grade.
Practice what we preach—or teach.
Try to educate, try to filter through that [cultural differences] and make sure that
we’re critically thinking about what we’re saying and about the people that we’re
saying it about, as well.
Be advocates for them [AA males] and making sure that they’re being positive,
positive advocates for themselves.
Administrators. The GETs also turned their attention toward administrators.
They provided suggestions they believed would decrease the number of AA males in
special education. They offered improvements for both campus and district
administration.
Campus administration. The GETs believed campus administration could
contribute to improving the overrepresentation problem by realizing the current
expectations for teachers are unrealistic. They also believed campus administrators
should actively seek the right type of staff instead of waiting for Human Resources to
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send applicants to them. If the campus ADs would make these changes, the GETs
perceived the overrepresentation problem would not be as bad as it is.
A teacher can only be spread so thin before something has to give. The GETs
stressed that campus administrators need to get to know they’re campus well enough to
streamline duties and make sure the people who perform the duties fully understand what
they are doing:
One thing that has to happen is from on high, administratively. When you take a
teacher and put that teacher in a classroom with X amount of students—whether it
be elementary all day, whether it be middle school period after period—and on
top of that you compress STAAR, TELPAS, meetings, this and that, the
opportunities to create relationships with those students becomes so over-taxing
sometimes, especially [for] new teachers.
So many new teachers don’t survive because [of] the idyllic version of what it’s
[teaching] going to be like. Then, they get in there, and it’s like “Holy Cow.” It’s
not just teaching kids. It’s making data reports. It’s getting data analysis. It’s
making a spreadsheet. It’s making an assessment every week. Teachers become
so over-taxed. Not to mention about the stereotypes and all those other issues. Just
for sanity purposes, it is hard to build relationships because they’re trying to do so
many things without the support that is needed. Then, you throw in a student who
is a high-needs student in addition to the regular setting, or whatever else is going
on in your life, sometimes it’s just easier to say “Forget it; I’m out.” (GET2)
I’ve been at the admin training here at UT, and one of the big things that we had
in our program was anti-racist leadership and social equity. It’s trained into you,
but you know you’re not going to get into that program unless that’s the kind of
person that you are. They dig into every single part of you before you’re let in.
Some of the things I remember reading, and I wanted to share these things. It goes
back to if an administrator can take the systems and fluidize them and simplify
them. Cut out all the unnecessary, and create something that will handle all of the
data—the collection—and hone in on building relationships. Model that and show
that expectation and be visible and push for this equity. Treat children as people.
(GET5)
257

The GETs also addressed the need for campus administrators to recruit staff for
their specific campus needs. As stated by GET2,
I’m going to use football as an analogy. The New England Patriots, the Seattle
Seahawks are going to go out and get the best players they can get. They’re going
to find those positions for whatever the need is. I think about our principal. I think
our principal is exceptional because he went out and drafted people for
positions—for exactly what we are doing. The results that we’ve gotten [are]
because [he is] putting it [the multiple duties] all here and being able to filter it
away so the focus is on relationships. That is our mantra. That is what we do.
Because of that, we’ve had the success that we have had. I’ve been in other places
where that’s not the mantra and this is problematic.
District administration. The GETs also believed some changes should be made at
the district level. They expressed their belief that the district needs to make the decision
to remove some of the excess teacher duties and focus more on growth instead of just
passing scores. GET2 stated:
I think one of the things that I would like to see is that the administration, and
when I say administration I’m talking downtown at the district-level, are allowing
teachers to teach and that we focus a lot more on growth. I think we’re starting to
trend that way. Four years ago when I got here, it seemed just the opposite. I was
at a very low-performing school that was about to be closed, or had just been
closed. TEA was breathing down our neck. We had the district breathing down
our neck. We had the area supes [supervisors] breathing down our neck, and it
was hard and a challenge with those pressures. But I think now we’re hearing a lot
more talk about growth and the focus on students getting better and moving
toward progress. That’s what it’s about—just focusing on growth and that we are
not exacerbating the problem but hopefully moving them toward independence
and self-reliance. That should be our goal.
Necessary Systemic Changes
The GETs expressed the belief that many systemic changes need to occur in order
to battle against the rising overrepresentation of AA males in special education. They
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recommended changes to the teacher preparation programs and teacher support on
campuses. Staffing and structure changes were also discussed. Additionally, the GETs’
suggestions specifically addressed changes in terms of RtI and special education
programs.
Educator preparation. According to the GETs, teacher preparation requires
major attention. For example, teachers need to be better prepared for dealing with
common issues found in today’s schools. They believed the formal and alternative
teacher programs need to improve their curriculum. One of the areas the GETs addressed
was making sure there was a goodness of fit between the individual and the teaching
field. They also addressed the need for an increase in diversity training and classroom
management education.
As stated by GET2:
I would like to see the educational system at the college level do more to address
it [overrepresentation of AA males in special education]. There’s sometimes a
huge disconnect—as a historian I know this—between ivory towers and what’s
going on—on the battlefield. When I say battlefield, I don’t mean that in a
negative way—just a comparison. [I would like to see the formal educators]
actually getting out and talking to [current] educators, coming into classrooms
because these cookie-cutter concepts of this Kum Ba Yah classroom is not
working.
Find genuineness. During the focus group interview, the GETs expressed their
perceptions about the need for teacher education programs to be more selective in their
screening process for new applicants. They attributed that need to the real-world job
function of a teacher in a diverse student environment. In their thinking, no amount of
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training can adequately prepare teachers if they are not entering the field because they
genuinely care for all children. The GETs voiced their beliefs:
We’re doctors and every day there has been a catastrophe, and we are doing triage
every day and that’s our job on, in my case, 109 people. (GET2)
Plus get them to learn what it is they need to learn. (GET3)
People need to be honest with themselves, and I’ve always said that, and I said it
in the teacher education program. You can’t teach people to care, and you can
have training after training. (GET2)
And we have. (GET4)
And people leave the training and go do just what you want to do and say what
you want to say. I could sit here with you all and care, and go right around that
corner and do what I want to do. (GET2)
GET2 elaborated:
You have to find genuine people. When I first got to the middle school that I
worked at, there was a Caucasian. He was so anxious for the student versus
faculty basketball game so he could go out and hurt kids. Hurt kids! It was like
payback. I was like, “You’ve got to be kidding!” But then, I know Caucasians
who will be right there with an African American, a Hispanic, “What’s the
problem? What’s going on?” It’s not a race thing; it’s about people who genuinely
care about children.
Diversity training. The GETs recommended teacher preparation programs expand
their curriculum offerings by adding a focus on cultural diversity in the classroom.
According to them, teachers must learn how to be culturally aware and deal appropriately
and effectively with diversity before they step onto a campus. Collectively, the GETs
underscored the imperative skills incoming educators should learn:
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Critically thinking about what we are saying and about the people we are saying
things about.
Be culturally sensitive and more reflective about their own perceptions and biases.
Recognize their preconceived notions about other people and challenge their
belief systems.
GET3 shared her perspective in more detail:
I think you’ve got to get teachers culturally diversity trained. You get rid of that
fear of the African American male—or the idea that they’re not going anywhere.
Give them the image, the pictures. You show them the work of what they’re
ancestors have done, that their people have done—not what the Whites did but
what they have done. You build that relationship. Be it you’re Hispanic, you’re
White, you’re African American. It shouldn’t matter. You pull them in just as
much as anybody else in your class. They are treated just like anybody else. They
are seen as anybody else, and you take all those stereotypes out. You can do it.
Classroom management. The GETs perceived most teacher preparation programs
fail to adequately cover effective behavior management and discipline which is essential
for student learning to take place. They believed teachers should be taught that students
do not walk in the classroom door with an automatic respect for the teacher any more. In
order to become a successful teacher in the classrooms today, the GETs, collectively,
believed teachers must be taught:
How to effectively deal with conflict and adverse situations.
Positive behavior through discussion and talking and establishing trust.
How to quickly and effectively deal with various types of behavior.
Automatic respect does not exist anymore. Teachers have to earn the students’
respect. It all goes back to relationships.
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Educator support. The GETs also believed teacher support was lacking once the
teachers were hired by a school district and assigned to a campus. Beyond district and
campus PD sessions, they expressed a dire need for on-going coaching to reinforce and
expand the training received prior to certification and during those PD sessions.
Collectively, the GETs expressed:
Not all teachers receive training to be successful in the environment they end up
teaching in.
Teachers who do not have real world experience and go straight into the
classroom need extra support to learn how to cope and deal with diverse
populations and situations.
Many teachers do not have the personal experience to know what to do.
Teachers have to be coached.
They need someone who can spend time with them in the classroom, model,
provide feedback, and promote an open dialogue.
Staffing and structure
The GETs addressed the needed changes to the staffing and structure of the
educational system. They perceived more staff and smaller class sizes would help
instigate a reversal in the overrepresentation trend for AA males in special education.
They wanted to see a change in the teachers’ day to allow for more planning and grading
time as well as a shift to the positive growth model. Overall, the GETs believed the
system’s needs to accomplish are, as summarized by GET4, “Money. Money. I would
say money and time.”
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Personnel. The GETs provided suggestions related to staffing changes they
believed would vastly improve the current situation. Based on their beliefs, a large
number of students have so many different needs that one general education teacher
cannot effectively address everything that needs attention and simultaneously teach their
subject. Therefore, GETs expressed the need for more staff to work in tandem to take
care of all the students’ needs so more learning could occur during the class period.
Collectively, they expressed:
If you had more staff, or more specialized staff especially, that is one thing that
would be more helpful. I told someone my job is like, there’s a crisis, a big event,
every day that happens. I have 107 students that come in, or patients that come in,
and I’ve got to do triage. I’ve got to go and assess who’s where today. “Are you
not feeling well? Oh, you got your phone taken away today.”
Every campus would have a reading and math interventionist.
Every campus would have someone in charge of RtI and RtI would be their only
responsibility.
Structure. The GETs also discussed the size of many classes today. They
perceived that classes were too large to properly serve each individual’s needs and
maintain classroom management in this country. GET4 voiced his perspective:
I think it [smaller class sizes] would solve a number of problems. How are you
supposed to meet all those needs when you have them [students with academic
and/or behavioral issues] mixed in with 25 other students, and you have seven
SPED students, African Americans, mixed in with that many other students? How
are you really supposed to meet the needs [when seven of 25 students are special
education students]?
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He continued by drawing attention to the lack of respect many students have for teachers
in this country. He expressed the belief that larger class sizes may not be a problem in
places where the students actually respect their teachers:
I’ve taught at schools with a heavy refugee population that come from countries
where the teacher is looked at as mom or dad of the culture—called mom or dad
outside of the classroom—is highly respected. I’ve heard, “Oh, my teacher was
also the mayor and the sheriff,” and that kind of teacher could take on a big
classroom size. They would not have to be dealing with behavior issues that are
outside of SPED that are typical of a kid. They don’t have to deal with that
because of mom or dad at home or the respect that’s given.
The GETs believed the educational system needs to shift to a greater focus on
positive growth rather than on passing scores. GET2 shared his perspective:
I would say that if teachers were allowed to just do their job and work with the
students? A lot of times, the students—especially our SPED students—are
coming several grade-levels behind. I believe, sometimes with the unrealistic
expectation that you’ll be able to catch up in a semester or a year, is just unreal.
Whether they sometimes believe that or not is articulated, it seems like that’s the
expectation level, and sometimes it seems like you’re penalized if you’re not.
Really, again going back to growth—it’s about “Can that student make growth?”
and that growth has to be genuine growth. It can’t be, “I’m feeding them answers
so that, here are the test scores. Look at the scores.” It’s not about that because in
the end, it’ll catch up with them.
RtI. The GETs believed the RtI system also needs some changes within the
educational system. They identified three major changes as necessary for decreasing the
number of AA males in special education. Those three major changes were increased
consistency, better Tier 2 interventions, and more collaboration among educators.
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Consistency. The GETs believed the RtI system lacks consistency and should be
standardized across schools—not only in the same district but also across the state and
the nation. They perceived that consistency includes teachers’ attitudes toward working
with struggling students as well. GET3 voiced:
If you’re going to label kids, it needs to be consistent. What’s the difference
between a person living in Montana and a person living in Oklahoma or Texas,
whether you’re African American, Hispanic, or White? You’re still a child.
You’re still learning. You still deserve an education, and you deserve to be treated
fairly across the board. So you can’t have teachers saying, “I don’t want to work
with so-and-so because I don’t feel comfortable.” You can’t have teachers saying,
“His family doesn’t have any money, so they’ve got to be….” And you can’t have
teachers saying, “My God, he came in a suit and tie to school today, he’s the
bomb.” That’s what’s not fair, if you do different things at different levels. No
matter the school, every child gets the same exact chance. So if you’re going to
run an RtI process, every elementary school, I don’t care what part of Arlington
[pseudonym] or city it’s in, it’s the same.
Tier improvement. The GETs expressed their belief that RtI did not spend a
sufficient amount of time on Tier 2—specialized instruction. They believed other
programs should be utilized in conjunction with teacher implemented classroom
interventions. GET3 offered an example:
You have a child come in, and this would be elementary, this would be your first-,
second-, up to the third-grade year when the high-stakes testing starts. Things
have to be tried before you go straight to testing [special education testing] any
child—like Read 180. You go to a reading interventionist. You go to a math
interventionist. You try everything possible that can be done. You have proof to
say, “We have worked so long on this, and I’m just not seeing the growth.” You
don’t have to have a label to go work with an interventionist. All of that
groundwork has to be done, and even if it takes six-weeks. I know it’s a lot on
teachers, but I think that’s the only fair way. Then say, “Based on all this data,
and not just one data point but all this data. Yes, maybe now we need to look to
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see, is this a dyslexia issue, is this a reading disability.” We go and focus on
where we think the disability lies.
GET2 suggested Tier 2 should also include social service involvement to assist the
student and his family. He stated, “There’s a concept about the wrap-around that we try
to work with our students and get to know them.”
Collaboration. The GETs also believed collaboration between educators should
be promoted and the focus during collaboration should be strength-based. They expressed
the belief that teachers need to come together and discuss what is working with a
struggling student, not just what the teacher perceives the problem to be:
We should address, as professionals, what’s working in these classes so he can
be successful in your class where they’re not working. As opposed to “Let’s just
slap that label on them and get them accommodations and, if necessary, treat it
with meds, or those kinds of things.” I don’t know if there’s enough problem
solving done amongst colleagues in a school before we want to start having
referrals and things like that done. I’ve been part of groups where we have done
that and we found solutions and things that worked. (GET2)
The special education staff should provide more input earlier in RtI process.
(GET1)
Special education. The GETs provided some suggestions for improving the
special education programs they believed would help with the overrepresentation
problem. They perceived that having a unified goal for independence was important.
They also believed special educators need to do a better job involving parents.
Goal. The GETs expressed the dire need for a shift in the special education.
They believed the focus needs to change from creating dependence and helplessness to
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fostering independence. In order to do that, the GETs perceived that special education
staff should receive better training to deliver assistance:
As far as the perfect system, I would say you’re building them [students in special
education] up to move them out and to get them back into that Gen Ed setting
where they can now function on their own. (GET3)
Special education would strive to teach independent strategies to overcome
disabilities. (GET2)
They [special education staff] would appropriately implement accommodations
and modifications. (GET1)
Parent contact. The GETs expressed their belief that active parent involvement is
especially crucial once students were admitted into special education. Although the GETs
believed the parent should be intricately involved prior to special education identification,
they thought after admission, parent involvement is critical to making progress with the
student. They believed the teacher’s responsibility involves keeping the parents informed.
GET1 voiced her perspective:
It needs to be more of a collective effort to make sure that the parent understands
what they’ve committed the kid to. I don’t think the parents are involved enough
in the process. I don’t think they’re involved enough when they’re in the process,
when it’s happened. Instead of people going more to the parents and getting
parental input from the beginning all the way through, I think a bunch of things
always have to happen. Then, we start to call the parent after all these things have
happened. When the kid starts getting off on the wrong foot, we need to, as
teachers, need to consistently call the parent. We need to notate those behaviors.
We need to have conferences with the parent: yourself and somebody else.
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Vital AA Action
The GETs agreed the AA community will have to play an integral role in
changing the overrepresentation of AA males in special education. They believed
educators alone are not capable of impacting the boys’ trajectory the way their own
communities can. The GETs discussed their perception of the AA opinions about acting
White and how that negative message needs to change in order for AA males to achieve
more academically. According to GET1:
So there are a lot of inner processes that we have to get rid of and minority
children are very much aware of; I mean, you just turn on the TV and a lot of
negativity toward us and a lot of stereotypes. And we ourselves sometimes have
to be careful that we aren’t armed with that, and it’s not even something that
we’re aware of.
Imperative Shift in Public Perception
The GETs expressed their belief that the American public needs to become more
involved in public education. For example, the public must be informed and educated on
the difference between the public schools of the past and the public schools of the
present. They also expressed a need for more research like this study.
Reframing the field. According to the GETs, the American people need to be
enlightened to the realities of being an educator in this country today in order for any real
change to take place. Teachers need to be valued. The public needs to notice there’s a
problem, ask more questions, and demand the issues such as inadequate funding be
appropriately addressed. Collectively, the GETs expressed:
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Most non-educators think teaching is an easy job.
Teachers are not recognized for the time and effort they devote to their jobs.
Teachers need to be appreciated and supported.
Teachers need to be paid more money for all the work they do.
Higher salaries would draw more talented effective applicants to the field.
GET2 shared his perspective:
The key is we have to create a profession that values the worth of the educator. A
lot of educators, especially new educators, feel like “I’m not valued” and they’ll
go. I think the statistic is two years. If you stick it out for two or three years, but
most don’t make it that long. It’s unfortunate. I don’t think there are any other
jobs quite as important as shaping the youth. Basically, as a historian, I find it to
be quite ironic because what we’re doing is shaping the future as educators. That
is why I think it’s such an important task that we have. We’re shaping our future
and their future.
Request for research. The GETs expressed their desire for higher education to
take a more active and vested interest in reversing the overrepresentation of AA males in
special education. The GETs believed only more attention and deeper understanding of
the issue will instigate a shift in the value of education and teaching as a profession.
GET2 voiced his support and expressed his desire to see more research and more
attention brought to the topic:
I really look forward to reading your work [this study]. Hopefully this will
influence others to get out and study because it is a question. It’s something
people have been aware of but hasn’t been addressed. I wonder how much real
research, not just in a clinical lab research study, has been done on it because the
numbers in public schools of people in color is only increasing, especially here in
Texas.
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Special Education Teachers
Many plausible solutions came from the special education teachers. The SETs
suggested improvements for the educator and the education system—with emphasis on
RtI. Changes in school structure and staffing patterns as well as the need for federal and
state funding social service involvement were named. Finally, a need for new perceptions
and behavior from the AA community and the nation were addressed.
Essential Educator Changes
According to the SETs, specific changes need to occur in order for the
overrepresentation problem to be reversed. Advice and suggestions for improving the
problem were directed towards educators in general, and other changes were directed
specifically to administrators and teachers.
According to SETs, educators are primarily responsible for bringing the persistent
problem related to the overrepresentation of AA males in special education into the
spotlight. The SETs expressed the belief that this topic needs to be candidly discussed
more. They also believed more effort should go toward making AA students feel
welcome and included at school and educating families about how they might be able to
support their child in becoming academically successful. The SETs expressed:
I wish people would ask more questions I think. I think people are afraid to ask
questions and as teachers, we, I know I have often gotten my hand slapped for
asking too many questions or speaking out too much or going against the flow.
But I continue to do it and I think maybe if those of us in this room can just
hopefully have a little bit of influence on the people around us, maybe some of the
new teachers that come in and encourage them to ask more questions and to share
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their thoughts and opinions a little more freely then maybe we’ll start getting
somewhere. We’ve got to open the communication up a lot more.
Issues like this need to be out on the surface and I think a lot of people shy away
from it because they’re afraid that they’re going to come off as racist or they’re
going to say something that’s going to upset somebody else. I think we need to be
okay with saying something that other people might think is racist in order to
maybe learn that it is or come to an agreement that it isn’t, let’s talk about it, is it
racist? Is it not racist? I don’t know. Unless we’re able to talk about that kind of
stuff, we’re not going to really ever deal with the problem. You can’t deal with a
problem that nobody wants to talk about. (SET3)
I don’t think we talk about this kind of stuff enough. I think that people are scared
to talk about it and bring it up because they might offend somebody or say the
wrong thing or hurt somebody’s feelings when I think in the long run if we want
to not say the wrong thing and not hurt somebody’s feelings, we need to talk
about some of this stuff and really get to know people as people, and not assume
that as a Black woman that you should know how to treat Black children, and you
should have had that common instant bond immediately. . I think that unless we
kind of do what we’re doing here and talk about these things that people don’t
always know that they’re supposed to think about it. (SET1)
If you really care about these kids--in particular, these young African American
males-- show them the avenues and things of that nature so this young man can
fulfill his dreams, so he can be successful in that aspect. (SET2)
Educators need to be more sensitive and less accusatory toward parents of
students who are struggling and misbehaving. I think we also need to be working
with family units as a whole as well and educating families about things that they
can do to help give their kid a leg up. You don’t have to have a lot of money to
start reading with your kids. (SET3)
Teachers. The SETs also had advice specifically for teachers. They believed the
overrepresentation issues can be combated if teachers make a more concerted effort to try
new ideas in the classroom. SET3 expressed how teachers are sometimes willing to try
new things but lose steam before they put it into practice:
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You know, it’s hard to change patterns and we all have our style and way of
interacting with students and sometimes when our style isn’t working with the
population that we work with it’s hard to adjust and change those things. I think a
lot of teachers are well meaning, but you have to really focus on that and be
meaningful about it. I think that a lot of time we’ll have these conversations and
look at suggestions and be like, “Oh that’s a great idea! Yeah, I want to try that!”
Then, we get back in the classroom, and it’s just so much going on. It just kind of
slips away and because we don’t really have the time to talk about it a lot, it just
ends up dissipating into thin air.
The SETs believed educators can be successful with their AA male students as
long as they are willing to learn about different cultures and accept that different does not
mean defective:
I don’t think that a White female teacher is necessarily ineffective with a poor
colored population just because they’re White. Being White and female, there’s
going to be a segment that isn’t familiar with the social norms and culture of
students of color. So, it could be a bumpy start, but I think if a teacher is willing
to be accepting and willing to learn themselves, I don’t think that’s anything that
really necessarily has to hinder them. (SET3)
They have to get past that fear of the color of the skin. Treat them fair; they will
respect you for it. You’ve got to treat them fair. I know you don’t want to shake
the table. You want everyone to like you. No, treat them fair, and they will
understand that. (SET1)
We, I say we, because I’m a teacher, but we just have to remember: just because
where kids come from and has a rough life, that doesn’t mean they’re not capable
of learning. Those kids deserve the same chances as everybody else. They just
need to be given the opportunity. (SET2)
SET1 expressed the need for teachers to teach other teachers about race and
culture:
I’ve only come across one teacher, but he wasn’t racist. “If you want to be dumb,
go pick cotton.” That was his comment, and he truly believed in that.
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At first, I thought it was racist. “You’re trying to say all Black people just need to
go pick cotton because they don’t want to learn.”
He was like,” No, I think Blacks, Mexicans, and Japanese—all of them, if you
don’t want to learn, go work.”
I said, “Okay, but you got to be careful on how you make that statement and
where you make that statement.”
He was like, “Okay, so I just need to say work out in the fields?”
I was like, “No, just don’t say it at all.”
Collectively, the SEDs made some additional suggestions for the teachers
including the following:
Educate students about their data.
Have more honest contact with families.
Explain to kids and parents about what is happening.
Provide more scaffolding in order for AA students to connect ideas and
vocabulary to things they know.
Reinforce self-worth and capability of learning.
Deliver interventions with fidelity.
One of the most important ideas the SETs named as helping to make a difference
in the overrepresentation problem is providing more encouragement to the AA males.
The SETs expressed:
A large portion of the Black males in school—no one ever says I want to see you
in a tie. I want to see you work in an office. Because when they think about
someone working in an office, they think you’ve got to be in the top 10% of your
class. It would be great to see you [AA male student] up there, but you can still
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work in an office. You don’t have to be the top 10% of your class. It’s a mixture
of different things that determines a Black males’ success in the school system.
Sometimes, it can be from that. It’s just all about that support, someone believing
in them. (SET1)
You could be the best teacher alive, but the kids don’t care about that. They want
to know that you care about them, and they don’t know that. (SET2)
SET1 expressed her belief that collaboration and support among teachers is
critical to improving the special education overrepresentation problem. In her words, the
school system needs:
Teachers who are also willing to work as a team, to not just work with just the
African American males, just with all students in general to actually get them on
the grade level where they’re supposed to be or performing in class where they’re
at least showing some growth. That would be a wonderful environment where you
have team support.
It’s just not the teachers supporting the kid; the teams support each other. Like
when one teacher feels like, “I can’t do any more. I’ve come up against a brick
wall. I still can’t. I’m still not being successful,” and another teacher steps in,
“Okay, I’m going to work; we’re going to do this together.”
I’ve actually had that happen. I’m not going to say that everything I’ve done was
successful. I’ve wanted to cry, “Like, why am I teaching? This is not working.” It
was another teacher. She came along. She said, “We’re going to do this together.
She taught science, and every time I taught something [in math], she made sure it
was included in science. If I was teaching how to multiply and divide decimals,
she made sure it was some type of calculation in science in the science lab. If I
taught the order of operation, I don’t know how she did it, but she found a way to
work it in science.
The SETs believed collaboration should not end at the school-house doors. They
also believed teachers need to collaborate with parents. SET2 spoke about the importance
of collaborating with parents and establishing a positive relationship:
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The teacher communicates with the parents about it [behavior or academic
difficulty]. For example, Tim is having trouble learning the alphabet. Involve a
parent to teach the inside scoop about other factors that might be going on:
medical, maybe psychological, whatever. Gets the parent on the team. The teacher
then tries some interventions in the classroom. I would also want the teacher to
share this with the parent so they can get support from the parent.
Administrators. The SETs shared their beliefs about changes administrators need
to make to improve the problem. Collectively, they expressed:
Administrators should be expected to be role models for other educators.
They should not arrive late to a supposedly important training.
Administrators should spend more time with kids and take more of a personal
interest in them.
Administrators need to make sure a cultural component was part of understanding
behavior.
SET1 elaborated and voiced her belief that administrators should get more
involved when students are struggling. She said they should try to find out more about
what’s going on with the student instead of expecting the teacher to handle everything:
It starts with the administrators. They really should understand the students that
are performing low when they see the scores—from test scores to even daily
assignments—not just ask the teachers what’s going on. Because sometimes, as a
teacher, we don’t understand what’s going on mentally with that student.
If they [administrators] pull a student aside, and they talk to them…A few years
back, the administrators would see a low score, and they were like [to the
student], “Okay, tell me what’s going on, I want to hear your side.” Then later on,
they wouldn’t harass the teachers. Administrators who really understand—I mean
really understand—are willing to come out and just pull a kid and talk to a kid or
even come into a classroom, sit in that classroom, not just come in and observe
the teacher. Come in there and work with those kids. “I remember you; you said
you had a hard time in here?” Tell the teacher, “I’m not saying you’re not doing
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your job, but I told this kid I would come in here and work with him” and work
together. I want them [administrators] to be concerned about the scores, test
scores and grades, but I also want them, I would love for them to be more
involved in the classroom and working with those kids. Just not see it as “I’m the
administrator, I’m right here and you’re over there and I have discipline issues,
no, no, no, no.”
Necessary Systemic Changes
The SETs addressed systemic changes that need to occur before the current
situation with overrepresentation of AA males in special education can be improved.
They made suggestions for changes in teacher preparation and certification programs.
They discussed the need for teachers to learn to communicate more with parents and
educate them. Improving PDs was addressed. The SETs discussed needed changes in RtI
including the LSSPs involvement. Staffing and school structure was also addressed.
Educator preparation and support. The SETs expressed beliefs about the
needed changes in teacher preparation programs as well as ongoing PD. They agreed that
teacher preparation programs need to add content to their curriculum so new teachers are
better prepared for the situations they are likely to face in the classroom. They also
expressed the need for cultural diversity to become a centerpiece of their ongoing PD
program. Collectively, the SEDs voiced that teacher preparation programs should
Make sure teachers really want to teach.
Assure teachers are highly qualified and know their content.
Train educators to examine their internalized beliefs about races and culture, take
the shame out.
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Promote knowledge and acceptance of other cultures.
Place more emphasis on collaboration between school and parents.
SET3 elaborated on the need begin training teachers on diversity during their
preparation programs and continuing it in PD support:
I think that first knowledge and then acceptance of other cultures really needs to
be part of the system. They [teacher preparation programs] need to prepare people
that are going into the education field about some of these issues and really start
having some open conversations. Not just before teachers go in the classroom, but
continued professional development. This is the first time that I’ve ever been
asked to sit down and talk about this kind of stuff.
Collectively, the SETs expressed the needed changes in teacher support with an
emphasis on cultural diversity training:
Districts need to make diversity training a priority.
They need to take a careful look at racial and cultural components.
Schools need continued PD on diversity and navigating and understanding
different cultures than mainstream.
They should have ongoing education for educators about treating kids fair.
PD needs to be carefully planned and relevant to the participants.
There needs to be more training about functions of behaviors.
Staffing and structure. The SETs believed a number of factors needed to change
with staffing a structure of schools in order to improve the overrepresentation problem.
The primary need they addressed was the need for increased funding so appropriate
changes could be made a reality.
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They believed a need existed to increase teacher pay for multiple reasons. One
particular suggestion was to encourage more AA teachers, particularly AA males, to enter
the teaching profession:
I would say to have more African American teachers, especially male teachers in
the school system who actually care. I would place more African American
teachers in the school system who actually cared about, not just about the African
American students, but all students. And actually enjoy their job. I would not just
place African American female teachers, it would also have male teachers
because I truly believe a lot of the African American male students do not have
positive male role models at home. So by seeing an African American male be
successful and also seeing how he is able to communicate with the females and
still be professional and not all about “Can you come and sit on my lap baby,
what’s up?” but being professional and also taking an interest in education.
(SET1)
Other SETs spoke more generically regarding the need for more funding such as
the ability to recruit and hire quality teachers through higher salary incentives and acquire
additional staff so an accurate diagnosis for identification and eligibility purposes would
be more likely to take place:
Get these teachers more money so that something that will attract, you know, so
people will actually want to come in and do. Just assure the teachers are highly
qualified and knowledgeable about their subject matter. (SET2)
If we had the funding to have multiple people evaluate a student on different types
of measures, I think we would get a lot more accuracy. (SED3)
SET3 elaborated on the positive benefits of having two teachers in each classroom
and how having interventionists on every campus might improve the overrepresentation
problem:
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We would be looking at having two teachers in every classroom. That way,
you’re not just getting a focus of one person, you’re getting at least two different
people. Whether they’re of the same background or not, at least it’s two different
lenses. It’s two different ways of presenting information. It’s allowing for a lot
more student attention from a teacher. Then also, for more true support I think
instead of housing support people, like reading specialists and instructional
specialists at a district level, they should be at a school level. There should be
someone on campus that you could go to at the end of the day and say, “Hey, I’ve
got Andrew in my class and he’s really falling behind. He’s not comprehending
the reading like other students, what are some strategies that I can try?” Then,
you’d have that person that could maybe even come in the classroom the next day
maybe, and help you figure it out. In that way, you’d be getting those
interventions within the classroom. Whether you call it RtI or not, it could
happen. Then if you’re noticing that that’s not working well, then let’s step it up.
Besides human resources, more funding would provide more material and
resources for teaching students and, ultimately, would enable teachers to employ
differentiated instructional strategies more easily. As stated by SED3,
In a perfect system, you would be allocating a lot more money for education. It
would, on the back end, alleviate a lot of other spending that we do, in the prison
system and other sorts of things. But if the money was allocated for education that
I think it should be, there would be a lot more resources. There are tons and tons
of online resources now that you can only use—kind of farm out different tasks
and get different programs.
Again, you’ve got to have the funding. You’ve got to have the money for the
technology. You’ve got to have the money for the site license. There’s so many
programs now that students can actually get on and it will do a pretty fair job of
diagnosing specific problems in reading comprehension or math skills for any
individual student. So you’ve got that. You can then have a team of people, which
would be maybe a couple of teachers from the classroom, a specialist, maybe an
admin, somebody who, you know, can sit down and look at data and look at
specific gaps for kids and plan out strategies to help with that.
Collectively, the SETs identified a number of additional needs associated with
staffing and structure:
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Smaller classes would also be on my list. There’s a lot of kids and a lot of
curriculum to keep track of. I understand how kids fall behind and don’t get the
information because it moves so quickly.
Lower student-to-educator ratios.
Two teachers in every classroom.
Every campus to have reading specialists and instructional coaches who actually
spent time in the classroom observing, co-teaching, and helping teachers.
Working with family units as a whole and educating families about helping
students in school.
Educating and helping families in poverty and who are struggling.
True vertical alignment. I know that’s tough in today’s time, but that true vertical
line, I’m telling you, from bottom to top, that’s key.
Provide and promote other avenues than college and offer more CTE classes
because not all kids are college bound.
Equal technology across differing SES schools.
Schools to pay for students to take SATs because some families cannot afford to
pay for their student to take the test.
SET4 elaborated on the need for more technology classes—particularly for the
students who are not necessarily college bound:
I have been feeling like a lone wolf in the wilderness for 15 years saying we need
to expand CTE classes (Career Technology Education) so kids who can’t, or
won’t, don’t go to college and need entry-level skills leaving high school. So they
can be productive members of society. Not all kids are college bound. Mighty
God, if we had all kids with college degrees, everyone would be paying back
loans to the tune of five or ten trillion dollars. You’d have to have a degree to
work on a car. If a car broke down or if you need your house wired for electricity,
you’d have to call somebody with a degree. That is an idealistic goal. I’ve had
administrators tell me, “I know that not everybody is going to go to college but I
want them to be college ready.” Well, some people [students] can’t read so what
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are you going to do with those? Kick them out? That’s baloney. That gets my
blood boiling.
SET3 offered more details on creating more pre-school academic foundation for
struggling families:
I would also start really early and start with educating families not just- We’ve
done kind of this patchwork with Head Start programs and Pre-K and PPCD and
these kinds of things that do pull in a segment of the population to kind of early
programs to try to close that gap a little bit and that’s good. I think that’s a nice
start, but I think we really need to be putting in money to programs like that that
can also educate the parents of the students that are going into these programs and
help them understand what it takes in addition to those programs to help these
kids catch up.
And the people that are going into work with families need to be extremely
culturally aware and sensitive and you can’t go in and be accusatory or make
people feel like they’ve done something wrong or like they haven’t given their
kids their best, because they have, most people, not all, most people do the best
they can for their kids and so I think it needs to be a very fine line and I’m not
saying it would be easy, but if we want things to really change, we’ve got to start
working with families that are in poverty and families that are struggling. And
look at, there’s a whole host of factors going on with that as well, not only
educating them, but then you’re looking at potential mental health issues as well,
emotional health.
SET3 concluded:
I think my magic wand would take all the money that we’ve dumped into
medical, pharmaceutical research and military type installations, not all the
money, but a good chunk of that kind of money, should be dedicated to education
and really focusing on those young years and moving up. And start to, not just put
Band-Aids on things, but really, really strive for equality within education.
The SETs believed more attention need to be paid to the issue of
overrepresentation. SET6 expressed an idea for increasing awareness and understanding
of the issue so we can move more effectively toward a solution to the problem:
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I think that if we could get even our school to make it more of a priority. We have
100 committees, and they’re all social learning: this, that and the other thing. Why
not have a committee that deals with this issue? A committee that looks around,
“What problems are we seeing in the school?
RtI. The SETs recognized some necessary changes in the RtI system in order to
decrease the overrepresentation of AA males in special education. They believed that
Tier 1 academics should be more diverse to accommodate the varying levels that
naturally exist among students. SET2 stated:
It’s key, are we really in it for the kid? Because a perfect situation would be to
have programs geared towards kids who are different levels because not everyone
is on the same level-playing field. We could say, “Oh it’s wrong for you to say
that” but that’s just the way it is.
SET3 described how she believed Tier 2 should be improved:
Tier 2 would be like reading specialists, instructional coaches coming in, having
support to really collect data, to decipher where student gaps are. Not just in
reading but what in reading. Targeting those specific areas for those specific kids.
It would be small group and individual stuff for a kid in order to catch them up.
Everyone who fails the EOC, you get this extra reading class and I think that can
be helpful, but it’s awfully generalized. I don’t think that we’re really doing it as
closely and as carefully as we could be for individual kids.
SET2 described his ideal RtI process:
In a perfect world, the LSSP would totally be involved, but that’s not the case a
lot of times. The team should also discuss interventions that have already taken
place, what we’ve tried already. Give them the data and stuff like that and how
well they’re working.
We should also discuss the facts that may contribute to a student, why is he
having trouble? Stuff like that. Then, we should create goals to work on those
specific areas. I think it is especially important that everyone approach the teacher
and parent being sensitive about it. I know that parents are really sensitive at
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times like that. Often times when a student is doing poorly, one or more of them
are blamed, which shouldn’t be the case.
Next, I just monitor student’s progress again. Then, the team should meet again to
review student progress and decide whether we feel like do we need to add more
interventions or should we refer the student to SPED. It is very important for the
committee to be specific with concerns and the effect that it has on the student.
That would be my perfect thing.
The SETs expressed other changes that need to take place in the RtI system.
Those changes encompass more staff including a campus RtI coordinator, more
collaboration and cooperation, and a process that allows family studies for struggling
students to be conducted. The SETs voiced:
But unless you have a much, much lower educator-to-student ratio, you just can’t
implement RtI like it needs to be implemented. You can’t keep track of it all. It’s
too much. And to have 1 teacher in the classroom trying to keep track of what
skills 5 of the 100 and somewhat kids they see in a day, what skills they’re
lacking in and what you need to implement to try to help them catch so they don’t
have to be entered into special ed. (SET3)
If it were a perfect school system and the RtI person would go to the administrator
and say “These are for X, Y, Z over here and I’d like to see these interventions
done daily to see if we can get a different outcome” and it would be accomplished
correctly following the directions they were given. I think we need to do a family
study, because even in a utopian society where everybody’s green and they’ve all
got money to burn, not everybody’s happy at home. They could be interfering
with why this African American student is not performing well at school
academically or socially or emotionally. (SED4)
For the RtI program to work, you have to have a group of team teachers who’s
willing to be a little bit more willing to work with those kids. You would have
more teamwork, more team effort. In a perfect world, you have to have a team of
teachers who are willing to work and give that extra effort. If one of the team
players cannot step up—that extra effort or that extra time or just seem like
they’re giving up—at least you have the other teachers who are willing to say,
“Don’t give up, don’t give up. Hey, this works.” For a program to be successful, it
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takes the teachers to actually believe in that program or system or whatever’s
been established. They have to believe in it. (SET1)
Special education. According to the SETs, special education would be almost
non-existent if RtI could be conducted properly. The SETs articulated the need for special
education programs to offer a full spectrum of services on all campuses. They also stated
that special education referrals should be fully investigated and explored before testing
occurs. The SET3 expressed:
In my perfect world, we wouldn’t even have special ed, we would have teams of
people working with kids that would give them what they need as far as support
and work with them until they got what they needed to get out of their learning. I
think that if we were truly going to use special ed as it was designed and really
have only students that really have a disability being served by special ed, it’s a
problem. I think cultural stereotype needs to be taken out of the formula. There
needs to be more people that are doing the diagnosis. They need to be trained
better and more aware of when those things might interfere. There needs to be an
aggressive movement to move students out of special education.
SET1 described the need for a closer inspection of special education referrals:
It’s just going to take strong advocates to stand up and go forward and not be
afraid of when they see that there is a gap with the teachers and the system
referring the students. Just don’t take the referrals, just go and ask. “Okay, I see
right here in this referral: what do you mean by this?” They say they’re
disrespectful. “What are you describing as to be disrespectful?” A lot of times
they take referrals, they put them [the students] in testing and the kid has no idea
what the test is and they’re tired of testing. They don’t like being tested, they
avoid doing classwork. So they fail and they’re placed in a program. (SED1)
SET5 expressed her belief that all campuses need to offer the full spectrum of
special education services so that students do not get placed in a specific placement—
often, a more restrictive placement—just because another more appropriate placement is
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not available at the home school. She referred specifically to the SBS and SCORES
programs. She perceived that sometimes students are placed in SBS programs instead of
SCORES not because that is the best placement but because both programs are not
offered on all campuses. She stated that students needed: “Priority and options. [While
job hunting, she found] maybe two campuses trying to get something SCORES-like for
kids instead of being punitive, which was more SBS-like. I think it has to be a national
thing.”
Vital AA Action
The SETs unanimously voiced the need for AA parents and families to become
more involved with their children’s education—especially their males. The SETs
expressed:
More parent involvement, not just through PTA. Just come up to the school, be
involved in your child’s education. Be in the classrooms, even if you were to be
the volunteer to tutor. Parents don’t realize that they can actually set it up through
the school, talk to the principal, talk to the teacher and say, “Hey, I would like to
come in and help out with your classroom.” And there are a lot of principals, a lot
of schoolteachers who will say, “Sure. Whatever you want. Come on.” You
know, I’ve only had that happen once and I loved it. She came in and I was,
“Great!” Waving that, that would be great and at the time, especially at this grade
level, 6th grade on up, have someone who does know how to talk to the students,
especially African American males without fear and be honest with them and let
them know, “Hey, this is what’s going on.” (SET1)
“You put forth your best effort and I can work with the rest. I know you might
have a gap, but what are you trying to do to close it, because I’m going to do my
part, you’re going to have to do yours, and your parent has to do theirs and we all
work a lot, then everything should be all right.” But, that’s not the case. That’s the
ideal situation. (SET2)
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Before and during RtI, the SETs explained that family members should be more
open and honest about what is going on around the student. SET4 stated,
If the teachers had more honest contact and honest responses from family
members, then there would be, in my opinion, in a better position to help that
student through some humps academically and emotionally.
SET1 shared her experience with AA males in special education and noted that
parent involvement plays an important part in the academic success of AA males:
I’ve actually sat back, and I watched, and I observed, and I tried to talk to them.
Some of them—they’ve given up, especially by the time they get to junior high.
They’ve given up. Some of them always want to blame someone else; they learn
how to blame. They seem like they try to be in politics, but they really don’t
understand that part of it and how it is affecting their education. They don’t have
that support at home. And that too, I would include in my wand, is more parent
involvement in the school system from the African American community.
I’ve seen a lot of parent involvement, especially in the last school district I was at,
but I only had one African American parent that came up there. She was the type
where she volunteered. She didn’t just come up to spy on her kid or anything. She
came up there, and she volunteered. She would get involved. If they had any
fundraisers she was involved, so I don’t hardly see that. I would love to see more
African Americans involved in the school. I don’t care if it’s to come up and
make copies or be involved with the PTA, something that shows support. One of
the things I realized is that most students of any race, if their parents are really
involved and they know that their parent is right there, those students give a little
bit more effort. [They think], “My mom or my dad is serious about this.” And it
really makes a big, big difference. As a teacher, I see that difference.
SET1 also voiced her desire for more AAs to choose public school teaching as a
career and provide necessary role modeling:
I would place more African American teachers in the school system who actually
cared about not just about the African American students, but all students. And
actually enjoy their job. I would not just place African American female teachers,
it would also have male teachers because I truly believe a lot of the African
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American male students do not have positive male role models at home. So by
seeing an African American male be successful and also seeing how he is able to
communicate with the females and still be professional and not all about “Can
you come and sit on my lap baby, what’s up?” Being professional: and also taking
an interest in education.
Imperative Shift in Public Perception
According to the SETs, the American nation needs to get involved in order to
reverse the overrepresentation trend. They believed the only way to obtain sufficient
funding for education is to have the support of the American public. In order for that to
happen, the SETs perceived that Americans must change their viewpoint on education.
Thus, understanding education as it exists today means acknowledging poverty plays a
significant role in contributing to the problem. According to SET3,
It goes back to our entire country and everyone spouts that education should get
more money, but it never seems to happen. We are actually getting less and less. I
don’t understand really what’s happening. I mean, that’s not a quick fix; that’s for
sure, and I don’t think it’s just education that needs to change. I think there is a
systemic issue in this country, in a way, that we look at things that need to change
and we have to start first with equity among people.
In addition to looking at racial cultural components of the issue, there’s the
culture of poverty and you know in this country, historically, if you’re looking at
percentage of poverty you’re going to see people of color that are making up the
largest bulk of people in this country that are poor. So then we’re looking at
White privilege from birth. It starts before these kids ever get to school. I’ve
watched some documentaries and things on wealthy people and the amount of
time and energy and money that they are focused on putting into their child before
they even get to school age and it’s just mind boggling.
Really, kind of changing the culture of poverty. If you have generational poverty,
you begin to feel helpless and like there’s nothing you can do to get out of it and
so I…I don’t have the answers as to how to help families in that way, but until
we’ve got everyone on board with believing that education really does equal
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freedom for kids, it’s opportunities, it’s a way for them to get what they want out
of life.
SET3 also shared her perspective on how everyone needs to practice selfreflection on a more regular basis:
I think we have so many things that, growing up in this country, are just
internalized and that in itself isn’t right or wrong. I mean we lived through it and
we all are going to internalize things whether we want to or not. What then
becomes right or wrong is, “Do you recognize that you have those feelings and do
you think about it and decide whether you’re going to react in this way or this
way?” Making those choices makes it a right or wrong thing. Having the initial
feeling, I don’t think that’s something we should judge ourselves for. We didn’t
pick where we grew up or how we grew up or what schools we went to, what
we’ve seen in the media. But do we think about it and think about how we treat
each other and how we react to people? Then yeah, then it becomes an issue
where people can do right or do wrong.
Summary
The educators provided several feasible changes that could be instituted almost
immediately and also offered solutions that require an “awakening” of all Americans
from educators and legislators to the general public. Everyone needs to get involved in
order to appropriately address the overrepresentation problem because it is a
manifestation of much deeper issues embedded in the hearts and infrastructure of our
country. The following chapter further discusses some of the most important participantgenerated causes of the creation and continuation of the overrepresentation of AA males
in special education that need to be addressed if the problem is ever to truly be rectified.

288

Chapter 8: Discussion
The results both confirmed and expanded previous research. The primary
elements in the literature review and respective empirical research were reflected in the
educators’ perceptions and beliefs regarding the combined causes of the
overrepresentation of AA males in special education: racism, poverty, and educational
systemic issues. The results also served to illustrate the role of intersectionality as the
most appropriate lens through which the complexity of the problem may be interpreted
and understood. Data reflecting participants’ perceptions strongly suggested they believe
the overrepresentation problem exists due to two other contributing causes that have not
been extensively addressed in the previous research: the medical/pharmaceutical industry
and the social security system.
Another focus of this study involved the investigation of why individuals who are
directly responsible for the education of African American males in special education
believe the overrepresentation problem persists, despite the attention it has received—a
topic that has not yet been examined specifically in other overrepresentation literature.
Additionally, the participants in this study expressed the belief that inadequate funding
and legislation along with the propensity to resist change functions as a centralizing and
controlling factor and lies at the heart of the perpetuating problem. Another previously
unidentified factor surfaced during the interviews, suggesting the problem has been
pushed to the side due to the growing educational issues surrounding the need to
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effectively serve immigrant students—particularly Hispanic students. Finally, the
participant educators offered suggestions they believed would help to improve the
overrepresentation problem. Suggestions included needed changes by the American
public and the AA community: a finding that, by their admission, indicates their belief
that the blame for the overrepresentation problem should not be placed at the feet of the
schools and educators alone.
This chapter begins by addressing the similarities and confirmations of previous
research reviewed in Chapter 2, including the theoretical framework of intersectionality.
Intersectionality involving the negative AA male stereotype is specifically addressed.
Next, the expanded view of the four perceived causes of overrepresentation is presented.
After the newly asserted causes, a closer look at the participants’ suggested solutions to
the overrepresentation problem is addressed. Limitations and implications for practice
follows. The chapter ends with recommendations for future research and the conclusion.
Alignment with Previous Research
Chapter 2 presented a literature review of the overrepresentation of AA males in
special education. The literature review contained two types of research: theoretical and
empirical. The theoretical research was composed of various articles defining
overrepresentation as a major issue and listed probable causes of the issue. A synthesis of
empirical research studies using inside educator perspectives offering perceived causes of
overrepresentation was also provided.
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Theoretical Research
The establishment of racism and poverty as major contributors in causing the
disproportionality of AA males in special education has been, for the most part,
undisputed by researchers (Zhang et al., 2014; Bryan, Day-Vines et al., 2012; Gregory &
Weinstein, 2008; Blanchett et al., 2009; Blanchett, 2006). While some researchers
(Beachum et al., 2008; Harry & Anderson, 1995) believe the cause is a race issue alone,
other researchers (Artiles et al., 2002; Skiba et al., 2008) have added systematic issues in
education to the influencers of race and poverty—such as RtI processes and procedures
and various programs aligned with the special education system such as biased testing.
The insider perspectives obtained from this study reflected the theoretical assertions
advanced by previous researchers who have suggested the overrepresentation of AA
males in special education is caused by racism, poverty, and systemic issues. The overarching theme for causes of overrepresentation was cultural clashes—based on
differences between educators and their AA students and families—that result in
misunderstandings and misinterpretations of verbal and non-verbal communication,
which aligns with those proposed by Gregory and Weinstein (2008) and Baglieri et al.
(2011).
Empirical Research
Ten studies (Waitoller et al., 2010; Moore, 2002; Neal et al., 2003; Knotek, 2003;
Kearns et al., 2005; Skiba et al., 2006; West-Olatunji et al., 2006; Shippen et al., 2009;
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Lynn et al., 2010; Ahram et al., 2011) identified in a previous synthesis (Jokerst &
Flower, 2014) comprised the empirical research section. The synthesis revealed three
primary contributors perceived to cause the problem: racism, poverty, and educational
systemic structures. Analysis of final themes for an over-arching theme rendered results
that were also reflected in the responses of this study’s participants whereby the reasons
behind the overrepresentation of AA males in special education were associated with a
manifestation of misinterpretations and misperceptions of differing cultures.
Intersectionality
This study’s results served to illuminate and illustrate the intersectionality
described by McCall and Skrtic (2009) as well as Grant and Zwier (2014), Noguera and
Leslie (2014), and Chapman (2014). These authors described various types of
intersectionality that have ossified into a stagnant complex mega-system. By considering
the overlapping factors of intersectionality, their perceptions lend additional insight into
the quest to not only hypothesize the origin of overrepresentation of AA males in special
education but also to better understand why the problem persists. By examining an
integration of intersectionality theory with the data obtained from this study, a deeper
comprehension of the problem can be gained.
McCall and Skrtic’s (2009) presentation of intersectionality as a useful tool for
analyzing current policy and practice provides a framework to account for possible
causes as well as the lack of progress toward improving the wicked problem of
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overrepresentation. They assert the oppositional interplay of individual and structural
forces, combined with the conditions and culture of SES and race/ethnicity, account for
the miscommunications, misperceptions, and incongruent values and goals that spawned
the problem. Furthermore, the researchers contend that the educational system is set up to
sustain the battle of conflicting value systems, and solutions to the problem have been
thwarted by education policy makers. The intersectional interplay of the various
governing bodies—from the teachers in the classroom to the legislators on Capitol Hill,
combined with the vast range of race and SES differences involved within and between
positions of power—are described by the educators in this study using personal
experiences and observations. Their personal accounts provide a more palatable picture
for non-policy minded people so the depth of the problem can be better understood.
When reading the responses to the interview questions, overlooking the
overlapping nature of the causes is impossible. The participants clearly tie the factors of
race and poverty together in a way that cannot be denied. One undisputable fact is that
most low-performing schools are located in impoverished communities and have high
minority populations (Blanchett et al., 2009; Orfield et al., 2003). Additionally, high
poverty schools tend to receive less funding and have more inexperienced and uncertified
teachers than other schools (Artiles et al., 2001). The participants in this study
specifically addressed first hand experiences depicting those assertions.
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In an impromptu unstructured encounter with GET5 after the formal focus group
sessions, she shared a story that further illustrated the inequities between high poverty
schools and more affluent schools. She recounted going to a PD session with another
colleague. While working in a low SES school, GET5 and SET2 attended a PD session at
a more affluent middle school. Upon arrival, they were instructed to log onto a computer
in the library. SET2 looked around the room at the computers, stood motionless for a few
seconds, and then asked, “Which one should I use?” The facilitator responded by telling
him to use whichever one he wanted to use. GET5 remembered how confused SET2
looked, and he said, “You mean they all work?” Coming from a low SES school, the
participants were not familiar with a fully functional computer lab. According to SET3
during the focus group, many times all the schools in the district have the designated
number of computers the district has allocated. However, the more affluent schools have
the newer computers that are serviced immediately when not working properly, and the
lower SES schools get the hand-me-downs, which do not come with the same
maintenance urgency.
The educators’ perspectives also shed light on how this opposition between the
positions of power manifests in the school system. Although most of the light is shined
on the teachers for their misperceptions and inadequate response to diversity, especially
when dealing with AA males, findings from this study branched out to expand the blame
to other factors and entities. For example, many of the participants described teacher
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preparation and support as grossly inadequate and ineffective. They perceived that
teachers are not being adequately and properly trained by educators within institutions of
higher education who are supposed to be the experts in the field, and districts and
campuses are not providing relevant additional training. If the districts are not providing
all the campuses with the needed resources such as necessary staff and material, how can
the teachers do their job effectively—assuming they have figured out what to do without
any formal outside assistance?
While the teachers complained about the administrators, the administrators
complained about the lack of effort among some teachers and blamed the district
administrators for not providing the resources to do what needs to be done. Meanwhile,
the state and federal government keeps making more demands and removing resources
instead of supplying more. Of course, if the American people do not fully recognize the
problem and lobby for change, the official government is unlikely to make necessary
changes. The participant data from this study clearly show how the intersecting bodies of
power combined with the enacting causes conflict and prevent positive change from
happening (see Figure 5). The model illustrates the structural barriers that prevent the
problem from being effectively addressed. The primary issue that impedes progress is not
only the perceptions or misperceptions of some educators; it the multi-layered structure
that surrounds and limits the educators who are aware and desire change.
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Overrepresentation Intersectionality Model

Figure 5. Intersectionality of positions of power and causes of overrepresentation of AA
males in special education. The positions of power are represented by colored solid lines
and the interconnection of causes are shown using the dotted lines.
AA male stereotype. One of the intersections the educators in this study
identified as especially problematic was that of the AA male and the rest of society. Their
perception echoed Noguera and Leslie’s (2014) perceptions as well as Chapman’s (2014)
assertion that the AA male is relentlessly perceived and stereotyped as a pariah. These
intersectionality theories are exemplified and explored in depth by Brown’s (2011)
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article, “Same Old Stories: The Black Male in Social Science and Educational Literature,
1930s to the Present.” Brown argues that the negative AA male stereotype that permeates
through American society has led to a common perception that AA males are constantly
in crisis. He explained how these views have acted to normalize the injustices and
ineffective practices in education and beyond.
The participants shared their concept of the AA male stereotype and provided
examples of how that negative preconceived belief can have detrimental effects on AA
male students. The educators believed AA males were often considered to be aggressive
both verbally and physically as well as actively confrontational, which tended to result in
discipline referrals and referrals to special education. As a consequence, a deficit view of
AA males has developed that further exacerbates the problem (Brown, 2011). Noguera
and Leslie (2014) underscore the importance of not viewing AA males as merely victims
of social injustice and a biased educational system. Rather, class, race, and gender
combine to create the current experience of AA males. The participants agreed that the
AA race coupled with male gender biases work together in tandem with challenging
economic conditions to create and sustain the negative AA male stereotype.
Using the framework of representational intersectionality, Chapman (2014)
asserted that the stereotypical perception of AA males is due to the media’s negative
depiction of AAs, a contributor the educators in this study voiced as a source having a
significant influence in prolonging the AA male stereotype. The AA participants
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adamantly expressed the role they perceived the AA community itself plays in
exemplifying the media’s glorification of the gangster lifestyle. Four of the six AA
participants provided examples how the AA community celebrates the derogatory and
criminal lifestyle through the music they listen to, the clothes they wear, the language
they use, and the intimidating behavior they exhibit. Among other poor choices they
highlighted that make combatting the negative stereotype more difficult is the mindset of
what constitutes acting Black and acting White. The participants defined acting White as
being compliant, reading, getting good grades, and wearing a shirt and tie. Defining the
opposite, which would be acting Black, blatantly defies the AA plight from slavery to
enjoy education and freedom but nevertheless is a strongly held belief.
The concept of the AA male overrepresentation in special education showing little
positive change due to the problem becoming the norm for many educators and AA
families and students was addressed by all three groups of educators. The educators
expressed that an individual defines their norm based on their daily experiences over
time. AD3 voiced that many educators have been immersed in the midst of the mess for
so long that they have become immune or blind to it. GET1 likened the accepted
problematic norm to a child in a dirty diaper. If the child is left in the dirty diaper for too
long, the child learns from his experience that the situation may be undesirable but learns
to cope with it and eventually becomes accustomed to the discomfort. The participant
educators explained that some educators who voice their disagreement with current
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practices and suggest different ones are often ignored or experience some sort of
repercussion. Both experiences often result in compliance with the current circumstances
due to the individual tiring from the lack of response from administration or from being
reprimanded for “rocking the boat.”
Causes of Creation and Continuation
Based on the data gathered from educator participants in this study, the perceived
causes that created the overrepresentation problem are the same issues that are
perpetuating it. The difference between the creation and perpetuation is revealed in the
depth of their responses. The contributing causes that were identified reflect the secondhand manifestations of other forces. For example, a largely ineffective RtI system can
actually be the by-product of a lack of funding for additional staff, training, and other
resources, rendering the program relatively impossible to enact and run with full fidelity.
The cultural ignorance and racial stereotypes in the classroom and in this country can be
perpetuated by a lack of intentional focus and/or actions taken to defeat those specific
beliefs. Although laws have been passed, initiatives have been dispersed, programs have
been created and implemented, and an insurmountable amount of paperwork has been
demanded to show accountability, not much has actually changed—except the workload
has increased exponentially, especially for educators working in low SES community
schools.
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Some of the causes discussed in this section have been previously identified in
prior research and were reiterated by the participants in this study: racism, poverty, and
systemic issues (Jokerst & Flower, 2014). However, the educator participants in this
study also introduced other causes that have not received widespread attention but are
indeed factors that are deeply entrenched in our society and appear to greatly influence
the overrepresentation issue. As the contributing causes are discussed, an important note
to keep in mind is the intersectionality of all these causes. Not only do the causes interact
and influence each other; they also live on every layer of the governing bodies. All these
forces combine and form an organism, or mega-system, that is inseparable, synergetic,
and dynamic (refer to Figure 1 above).
Racism
The educators presented multiple examples in Chapters 5, 6, and 7 illustrating the
existence of racism in our school system and in our communities. Generalizing those
results to extend outward and upward through the realms of power, the governing bodies
(see Figure 1), does not seem unreasonable or presumptuous. The possibility exists that
some of our legislators and those who fund the campaigns of those legislators may be
holding onto some racially biased beliefs that stifle real change from happening.
Acting Black versus acting White. The participants engaged in conversation
regarding the destructive and limiting racial stereotypes of both Black and White
populations that block progress and significantly affect the overrepresentation of AA
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males in special education. Stereotypes, in and of themselves, are damaging and
misleading because they are all inclusive and leave little room for exceptions. While that
social construction served a purpose in the past, it also poses a problematic juxtaposition
that prevents some AAs from making more beneficial choices due to societal and
community pressure and expectations.
During the interviews, AD3 expressed her discomfort with discussing AA male
students with such generality because not all AA males are alike. Her assertion provided
valuable insight into why the overrepresentation problem persists and reflected a
perspective addressed in other research. Brown (2011) discussed the complexities of the
AA males’ realities and identities that are constrained by the AA male stereotypes and do
not allow for the differences that exist across race due to other factors such as class,
sexuality, and geographic region. The AA male stereotype, as presented earlier under
Intersectionality, was described by the educators as inherently problematic. The widely
accepted view of the AA male depicts an aggressive confrontational demeanor coupled
with the propensity for criminal behavior and a generally illicit lifestyle. While many
EAs still accept this belief and the media continues to support and strengthen it, the AA
community struggles with their constructed polarized paradigm of racial opposites.
Acting White is a term participants introduced into the interviews as a label for
AAs who perform well in school. According to participants, acting White depicts an AA
who is compliant and follows school rules. Earning good grades and wearing their pants
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around their waist can acquire an AA the label sellout or Uncle Tom. GET2 recounted his
personal experiences as an AA male student in the school system and as an adult in the
professional world. He shared examples of being accused of acting White because he got
good grades and liked to read. As an adult, he said he has encountered similar reactions
because he wears a shirt and tie every day to school. The true peril of paradigm is the
imposed definition of acting Black. Although most AAs who internalize this belief
system would not likely define acting Black as being illiterate and failing classes, by
automatic default, the opposite of acting White indicates just that. As a result, the AA
male students are receiving messages from both populations that push them towards a
negative outcome.
The participants strongly believed the self-fulfilling prophecy is working overtime
to defeat our AA males. Meanwhile, the cumulative negative outcomes are superficially
interpreted as a tendency toward self-destruction, which joins the list of other undesirable
characteristics assigned to AA males. Brown and Donner (2011) stated that mainstream
discourse views AA males with a tendency toward self-destruction that perpetuates a
view of AA male pathology. Subsequently, that leads to emphasizing behavior
modification strategies for improvement and ignores “the institutional and structural
contingencies that shape their life chances” (Brown & Donner, 2011, p. 29).
White privilege. The concept of White privilege can be difficult for some EAs to
acknowledge and accept due to the accusatory tone of the definition as well as the
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implications that accompany it. In this study, six out of the eight (75%) EA participants
openly expressed their belief that White privilege was a legitimate phenomenon and
acknowledged its role within the school system. They believed that White privilege
accounted for a significant part of the problem because it created a wall between races.
One (12.5%) of the EA participants who did not talk about White privilege outright did
express his agreement with the other participants during the focus groups and joined in
that conversation. Only one (12.5%) of the EA participants did not acknowledge that
White privilege affected the overrepresentation of AA males in special education. He
trusted the testing used to identify special education students and believed the
professionals who delivered the tests were well trained to distinguish legitimate
disabilities from cultural differences.
Of course, the sample results cannot simply be generalized across all locations
and communities with high validity. However, this researcher believes some important
messages can be inferred from the results. The breakdown of positions of acceptance of
White privilege indicates a growth in racial and cultural awareness that was not
previously wide-spread. . However, one caveat must be interjected to clarify the
perceived increase in cultural awareness and sensitivity. All the educators in this study
worked primarily in low performing, high minority, and low SES schools for a minimum
of three years. They have been exposed to an environment that other educators working
in more affluent schools have not. They have experienced the struggles and the plight of
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their AA male students first-hand. While most of the overrepresentation literature tends
to focus on the lack of synchronization between the EA educators and their AA male
students, this study shows the contrary. There are educators who understand. They are
culturally competent and experience much success with their AA male students.
The participant who did not specifically refer to White privilege but participated
in the discussion about it represents the body of people who recognize the factors
associated with White privilege but do not necessarily feel comfortable using the term for
a various reasons. The other participant who believed White privilege did not play a role
in the overrepresentation of AA males in special education presents an important aspect
of the problem that needs to be addressed. Although White privilege is primarily viewed
as a race phenomenon, SES is enmeshed within it. During the individual interview, this
EA male shared with me that he was raised in poverty, and he chose to make more
positive decisions than most of the other individuals in his community. He seemed to
view White privilege primarily through an economic class lens as do many other
Americans. Due to his struggles in the midst of poverty and his triumph over adversity, a
distortion of sorts occurs. He expressed that he feels he did not experience any privileges
and cannot comprehend why AA individuals living in poverty cannot do the same. His
view does have merit that needs to be recognized. Two of the three AA male participants
shared that they had been raised under the thumb of poverty but made choices that
rendered positive outcomes. This raises the question: What is the pivoting factor that
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propels some AA males from low SES environments toward success while others drown
in the muddy water?
The denial of White privilege by one of the EA participants is not so difficult to
conceive. I remember my initial reaction to my first introduction to the term White
privilege during my Clinical Counseling Master’s program in 2003. Ironically, I had
previously earned two bachelor degrees in literature and psychology and a specialization
in criminology but had never heard about White privilege. I was offended and felt that I
was being tried and condemned for something I had no part in creating. I was so repulsed
by what I perceived to be an accusation that I basically refused to even process the
information. The more I read on the topic, the more convinced I was that White privilege
was a theory created to rationalize poor choices made by individuals and maintain a
victim mentality. I had no conception of the factors involved and the complexity of the
system. A couple years later, I began working in an inner-city charter middle school in St.
Louis. My attitude changed considerably during the two years I worked there due to the
developing of relationships with the AA students and parents and the exponential
increase of empathy that accompanied establishing those relationships.
The term White privilege along with the definition and the articles generated on
the topic tend to cause an immediate defensive response that hinders the consumption and
assimilation of the data. Some of the participants’ responses reflected that aversion to
discussion of the topic. They contributed the persistence of the overrepresentation
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problem in part to the lack of cultural diversity training evident in universities and on-thejob PD. Only the participants with graduate degrees had been exposed to diversity
education. Even in those incidences, the focus on diversity was not extended across
classes but concentrated into one or two multicultural classes that often skewed towards
addressing Hispanic topics because of the growing Hispanic student population. Within
the school system, participants noted the lack of open discussion about diversity and
White privilege was due to the negative reactions of educators when confronted with the
issue. They expressed the belief that many educators are offended because they interpret
the presentation of that kind of training as an accusation that they are racist and/or do not
care about their AA students.
The results suggest that scholars and educators need to find a way to incorporate
and infuse the topics of White privilege and diversity into a wider range of higher
education classes. Along with that, renaming White privilege to defuse some of the
immediate adverse emotional reactions that tend to generate immediate blocks could be
considered. Renaming the destructive force does not mean reframing or diluting the
content. However, the delivery of this extremely important and controversial topic needs
to be designed to open minds because a closed mind cannot be expanded.
An extension of the delivery and terminology design would need to include
experiential learning opportunities. White privilege tends to be a concept that requires
personal experience to truly conceptualize. Developing awareness and challenging and
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changing belief systems is a cognitive and emotive affair. Without a high level of
empathy, which requires an emotional connection, a shift in paradigm perception will be
less likely to happen. Experiential learning opportunities could include group off-site
interactions with various organizations, required field experience in urban low SES
schools, guest speakers in the classroom, and/or interview assignments. Through
interviewing the participants in this study, my empathy level has deepened substantially,
and I felt passionate about the issue prior to the study. However, sitting face to face with
my AA participants provided a transformative experience that no book, article, or
professor could ever provide.
Hispanic privilege. Privilege, as defined by Merriam-Webster’s dictionary, is a
“right or benefit that is given to some people and not to others” (http://www.merriamwebster.com/dictionary/privilege). The participants in this study identified the emergence
of a new privileged group—the Hispanic population. The educators contended that the
Hispanic student population is receiving attention that the AA students are not equally
afforded and provided examples to illustrate their point. According to the SET group,
Hispanic students enjoy being catered to in a way that AA students do not. In fact, they
perceived that the special attention tends to come at the expense of the AA students.
Although many other educators and the Hispanic population may strongly
disagree with the use of the word privilege, given its acquired negative connation that
tends to evoke defensive emotions, some aspects of the word apply. The probability is
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high that the same people who vehemently disagree with the title for Hispanics freely and
openly recognize and despise White privilege. Although the participants’ examples may
not have provided enough evidence for that blanket assignment—Hispanic privilege—
another inspection that focuses only on immigrant populations tends to render the same
revelation.
Within schools, immigrants from other than Hispanic countries do not receive the
same level of attention that Hispanic students receive. Bilingual classrooms
predominantly mean Spanish-English classrooms and discount other languages, which is
especially prevalent and obvious in elementary schools. In fact, bilingual across the
boards tends to refer to the speaking of Spanish and English and does not treat the
combination of English and another language other than Spanish with the same value.
Travelling around America will reveal signs and interactive electronics such as ATMs
that are in Spanish but no other immigrant language. Phone calls to various organizations
and companies will offer the choice of communicating in Spanish or English with no
other choices. Immigrants who speak any other language than Spanish are expected to
learn English. However, our nation seems to have decided to extend Spanish speakers the
privilege of not learning English if they do not feel the need or desire.
As a non-Spanish speaking educator in the state of Texas, I have encountered
multiple Spanish-only speaking parents who displayed annoyance and the expectation
that communication should be available in Spanish, which is an experience I have not had
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with my other immigrant parent populations. When job postings appear with bilingual
preferences, the fact that I am fluent in another language other than Spanish does not
count. I have felt devalued because I don’t speak Spanish. I sometimes feel that I am
becoming a second class citizen because I only speak the native language of the country
where I was raised. By sharing my personal experiences and feelings, I am not suggesting
that Hispanic immigrants should not receive assistance in communication. My intention
is simply to offer another perspective that may be overlooked and make a connection
between the privileges that are now being afforded to the Hispanic community—legal
and illegal immigrants—that negatively affects the rights of others such as the AA
community.
The emotional and psychological discomfort that accompanies the
acknowledgement of privilege does not discount its reality and relevance. Many White
Americans have difficulty accepting the existence of White privilege. White privilege is
defined as any phenomenon (individual, structural, political, economic, or social) that
serves to “privilege Whites while oppressing people of color and promoting White
supremacy” (Blanchett, 2006, p. 24; McIntosh, 1990). However, it is a reality in this
country. I define Hispanic privilege as any phenomenon (individual, structural, political,
economic, or social) that serves to provide a benefit to Spanish-speaking immigrants and
not to other minority groups. Regardless of the debate over the word privilege, the focus
on serving Hispanic students in public schools seems to be reducing the energy directed
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toward the AA students and subsequently away from improving the overrepresentation of
AA males in special education.
Poverty
An analysis of the participant educators’ voiced perceptions revealed a strong
correlation between the AA community and poverty. Participants believed the
environmental conditions of poverty and the plight of low-performing schools combined
to become a significant cause of the overrepresentation of AA males in special education.
Brown (2011) acknowledges the role of the societal structure of poverty in creating
inequitable and negative educational outcomes for AA males and cites several authors
who have contributed to that body of work. There seems to be little debate that poverty
plays a role in shaping the lives of AA males (Brown, 2011).
With this extensive body of knowledge, the persistence of the problem is difficult
to understand. However, the participants provided insight into this conundrum when they
discussed White privilege. White privilege was predominantly associated with low SES
conditions and created another wall between the middle SES teachers and the lower SES
AA male students, which often prevented the building of positive relationships. Some
teachers are in the classroom every day with these students and remain unfamiliar with
the specific socio-economic struggles and the psychological and emotional turmoil that
generally accompanies low SES. Subsequently, our upper governing echelon consists of
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individuals living in a much higher SES world, which creates several layers of removal
from the reality of the problem.
Brown and Donner (2011) explained in depth the path that leads to the
continuation of inequitable resources. The condensed version of the explanation is that
public school funding is “disproportionately paid for by the middle- and lower-class”
(Brown & Donner, 2011, p.27). This means the more affluent public schools that receive
the most resources, have the best accommodations, and attract the most talented staff are
funded by the people whose children attend the less affluent schools with fewer
resources, less desirable accommodations, and tend to have less experienced and
motivated staff. This disproportionality of funding is due to the “current American tax
structure [that] places a premium on residential locations with quality goods and services,
including schools, thus causing aversion to share or equally reallocate resources” (Brown
& Donner, 2011, p. 27). Essentially, racial inequality has been built into the American
economic system (Brown & Donner, 2011).
Systemic Issues: Special Education and RtI
The educators expressed their belief that the special education system itself was
partially responsible for the overrepresentation of AA males. They questioned eligibility
methods and chastised the delivery of services. They perceived the testing was biased
from the collection of data to the testing and rendering of the diagnosis. A specific
concern was expressed about the LSSPs’ level of qualification to make accurate
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diagnoses, especially for ED labels due to the perceived lack of cultural diversity
training. The most frustration expressed about the delivery of services came from the
perception that students with disabilities in special education programs were not
receiving quality instruction and support. According to these educators, the lowered
expectations from their general education teachers and the special education support was
inducing a state of learned helplessness rather than fostering independence and selfesteem.
Special Education Eligibility. The eligibility concerns addressed by participants
begins with the participants questioning the LSSPs’ qualifications, and is followed by a
discussion of psychometrics and standardized testing. Respondents’ perceived
ineffectiveness of the RtI system is addressed next. Proceeding from the RtI discussion,
the most common diagnoses for AA males are explored with particular attention to the
frequent use of intelligence testing to render an eligibility diagnosis of LD and ID.
LSSP qualifications. The participants expressed concern about the qualifications
of the LSSPs who render the special education diagnoses. They believed many of the
diagnoses were inaccurate due to the LSSPs lack of cultural diversity training, resulting
in the projection of their own biases as well as their lack of cultural awareness.
Additionally, the LSSPs rely heavily on data from teachers that may also be skewed. The
educators perceived the lack of contact the LSSP typically has with the student prior to
special education testing and lack of involvement during the RtI process adds to the
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probability of an inaccurate diagnosis. Another issue the educators voiced concern about
was the lack of explanation of testing to the student in preparation for taking the
assessments. They believed the lack of relationship existing between the LSSP and the
student—especially AA students—was a problem due to the relationship between AA
male academic performance and their feelings about their teachers as was previously
established in Chapters 5 and 6. The educators believed those factors greatly affected the
motivation and cooperation of the student throughout the process of administering the
varying assessments, which could easily lead to inaccurate results.
An important note to keep in mind is that LSSPs are not school psychologists
(http://www.twu.edu/psychology-philosophy/school-psych-differences.asp). They are
licensed specialists in school psychology. School psychologists hold doctorate degrees
that require extensive additional training; LSSPs hold a Master’s degree and are not
trained clinicians like LPCs (licensed professional counselors). They cannot conduct their
practice outside school walls without acquiring additional training and licenses.
Furthermore, insurance companies to not recognize their diagnoses unless they have
those additional licenses previously mentioned. Most states including Texas do not
require any kind of multicultural or diversity training in conjunction with psychometric
training although some universities may require a class in the multi-cultural realm
(http://tea.gov). These facts are important because LSSPs have the primary power to
render diagnoses and assign labels that can have far-reaching effects on students—
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especially AA males. The participants suggested an improvement in diagnosing students’
eligibility for special education and related services, which would involve multiple
assessors in order to remove some of the possible personal bias that one individual might
possess and provide a broader interpretation of results.
Psychometrics and standardized assessments. The participants perceived that
standardized testing has played a part in the overrepresentation of AA males in special
education. They believed the pressures of state testing on teachers often result in a greater
focus on moving through the curriculum, thus overlooking the side effects and possible
influences these pressures might have on struggling students, outside of a disability. They
also believed the pressure of producing favorable data fuel the push into special
education to make the tests easier to pass with accommodations or modified tests. Until
recently, the participants noted, special education scores has not affected the ranking of
the schools and teachers. The participants expressed the belief that although the
standardized state tests do not determine special education eligibility, the tests’ data tend
to influence the decision to refer and are used as evidence of deficiency along with
curriculum-based assessments in the form of benchmark tests and teacher-generated tests.
According to researchers (Townsend, 2002; Hillard, 2000; Neil & Medina, 1989),
the standardized testing mandated by the national accountability movement and No Child
Left Behind (NCLB, 2002) is flawed in multiple ways. These researchers contended that
standardized testing has been criticized for many years due to the embedded bias of the
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norm-referenced sample, which is comprised heavily of middle class EA students
(Townsend, 2002; Hillard, 2000; Neil & Medina, 1989). Additionally, the methods and
measures used to determine special education eligibility for AAs has been equally
criticized due to the bias toward AA students (Proctor et al., 2012).
Psychometrics is the field of study about psychological measurement that includes
the measurement of intelligence, abilities, personality, and attitudes
(http://www.assessmentpsychology.com/psychometrics.htm). All measurement tools used
to assess and diagnose disabilities for the purposes of determining a student’s eligibility
for special education and related services are standardized, as are the state academic tests
such as the STAAR (State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness). A
standardized assessment is norm-referenced, which means they are “designed to compare
and rank test takers in relation to one another. Norm-referenced tests report whether test
takers performed better or worse than a hypothetical average student, which is
determined by comparing scores against the performance results of statistically selected
group of test takers, typically of the same age or grade level, who have already taken the
exam” (http://edglossary.org/norm-referenced-test/, pp. 1). The problem is that as the
diversity in our country grows, establishing that “hypothetical student” becomes
increasingly challenging. Therefore, rendering diagnoses based on biased assessments is
likely to render inaccurate results as the participants and researchers expressed.
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RtI. The RtI model can be used as an alternative to standardized assessments to
identify students with learning disabilities (Proctor et al., 2012). The participants
expressed their frustration and concerns about the current practice of RtI and described it
as ineffective overall for a variety of reasons. They perceived that RtI is largely
ineffective for reducing the overrepresentation of AA males due to lack of resources—
material and personnel, inadequate Tier 1 classroom instruction, and lack of intervention
delivery length and fidelity. The educators primarily attributed the continuation of
ineffective RtI practice to lack of funding and teacher preparation programs that do not
address the needs of a diversified classroom.
The participants described RtI as an unfunded mandate. They expressed
frustration with the lack of resources at their disposal to address student needs along with
the lack of training on implementation. The educators expressed the need for additional
staff to properly run the RtI program in order to effectively manage the paperwork and
assist teachers with instructional coaching and modeling. Researchers (Proctor et al.,
2012; Crepeau-Hobson & Sobel, 2010; Jimerson, Burns, & VanDerHeyden, 2007;
Marston, Muyskens, Lau, & Canter, 2003) agree with the participants. “RtI requires
substantial human, financial, and educational resources” and specifically, “curriculum
resources, time, staff allocation, and budgets” (Proctor et al., 2012, p. 276). An important
fact to remember is that all the participants in this study held positions in urban at-risk
schools with a high minority student body, contextual factors influencing when they
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believe schools received less high quality and quantity resources. Previous research
(Proctor et al., 2012; Blanchett, 2010; Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010) indicated that
many AA students attend under-resourced schools that require more support but do not
receive the needed amount of support from the government and universities.
The participant educators believed they were not well prepared by their teacher
education programs for working in a diverse school environment and perceived that other
teachers were equally unprepared to employ differentiated instruction, administer and
track RtI interventions, and manage classroom behavior. Research (Jimerson et al., 2007;
Marston et al., 2003) supports the participants’ claim that teacher preparation programs
do not offer sufficient training for teachers on RtI implementation. According to Green,
McIntosh, Cook-Morales, and Robinson-Zanartu (2005), many teachers reportedly
believe they are “ill-equipped to deal with the cultural, academic, and behavioral
challenges presented to them on a daily basis” (p. 85). According to Proctor et al. (2012),
for true academic difficulties to be identified, classroom instruction has to be well
implemented, and should make use of differentiation and effective classroom
management.
The participant educators perceived that the lack of differentiated Tier 1
instruction in conjunction with the poor classroom management was responsible for
propelling AA males quickly into Tier 2. However, Tier 1 calls for curriculum-based
assessments (CBAs) to indicate the students’ level of acquisition. Yet, CBAs can “result
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in equitable outcomes only when the curriculum itself is culturally appropriate” (Green et
al., 2005, p. 86). Participants also expressed the belief that Tier 2 interventions were not
conducted properly and for a long enough time period before students were identified as
needing special education testing and/or Tier 3 services. Proctor et al. (2012) asserted that
during the RtI process, the focus tends to be on the deficit of the student based on
academic assessments and teacher-perceived deficiencies with virtually no focus on the
implementation of instructional practices. This is especially disturbing because an
exclusionary provision exists in the IDEA’s (2004) LD eligibility definition clearly
stating that “students’ learning problems cannot be due to environmental factors such as
poverty or poor instruction” (34 CFR 300.304 – 300.306; Proctor et al., 2012, p. 275).
Another factor that plays into the lack of effective implementation of instruction and
classroom management revolves around the finding that many AA students often attend
schools with “high teacher turnover, high numbers of uncertified teachers, high teacherto-student ratios, and few reading and mathematics specialists” (Proctor et al., 2012 p.
275; Blanchett, 2010; Gregory et al., 2010).
Additionally, the participants perceived the collection of data to support the need
for special education testing and make a diagnosis to be fully biased, a finding supported
by Harry & Klingner (2006). According to Proctor et al. (2012), teachers’ biases may be
implicit or explicit; nevertheless, what teachers believe plays a key role in determining a
student’s need for special education testing. To validate this assertion, Proctor et al.
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(2012) used Knotek’s (2003) study, which was one of the studies addressed in this
study’s literature review. Knotek (2003) found that many teachers described AA students
as problems and as academically challenged due to low intelligence and the conditions of
being raised in a low SES environment, including dysfunctional families.
Many factors interact and exacerbate the referrals of AA males for special
education testing, and much of the blame tends to be saddled on the classroom teacher,
who is not without fault. However, demonizing the teachers is not fair or a productive use
of time, particularly when they (a) may not have been adequately prepared by their
university programs, (b) are frequently unsupported professionally by their campuses and
districts, (c) are directed to teach a biased curriculum, and (d) are expected to produce
favorable results across student populations on a biased test. Realizing and
acknowledging the forces that are enacted upon the teachers is an important part of the
equation if the goal is to truly rectify the overrepresentation problem. Legislation such as
NCLB (2001) and IDEA (2004) are problematic unless sufficient funding to support the
federal mandates is supplied. Researchers contended that a culturally relevant curriculum
is necessary to ensure positive academic engagement and test results (Proctor et al., 2012;
Delpit, 2012; Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2009). Yet, Tier 2 interventions lack evidencebased practices that have been validated for use specifically with AA students (Utley &
Obiakor, 2012; Proctor et al., 2012). Additionally, the educators underscored the stress
and pressure of the additional paperwork required by the RtI program to an already
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challenging workload with an insufficient salary, which researchers recognized (Proctor
et al., 2012). All these factors illustrate the multiple layers of power that work against
rectifying the overrepresentation of AA males in special education.
Common diagnoses for AA males in special education. The participant
educators identified the most prominent diagnoses they see for their AA students as ED,
LD, and ADHD under the OHI category. ED, ID and LD are considered by many
professionals to be “judgmental and socially constructed disability categories based to
some extent on subjective clinical judgment as opposed to objective categories such as
visual or hearing impairment that are based on verifiable criteria” (Proctor et al., 2012, p.
271; Finch, 2012; Shealey, McHatton, & Wilson, 2011). The participants stated they
were somewhat perplexed by the influx of the ADHD diagnoses over the past few years
because students diagnosed with ADHD have been more commonly served under Section
504 in the past.
Emotional disturbance (ED). The participants expressed their disagreement with
many ED diagnoses of the AA male students they have had in their classes. They
perceived these diagnoses were a product of unestablished positive relationships between
referring teachers and their AA male students. They also believed the vast majority of
failed relationships was due to teachers’ inadequate classroom management and their
inability or unwillingness to consider cultural differences as a precipitating factor of
behavior and exert the energy needed to build those relationships. According to the
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participants, the inability or unwillingness to consider cultural differences was primarily
due to the pervasiveness and perpetuation of White privilege. They also attributed the
velocity of special education referrals to teachers’ writing of discipline referrals that
pushed students out of the classroom, further expanding their academic gaps and creating
a vortex of power struggles that generally ended unfavorably for the student (Proctor et
al., 2012). Unfortunately, as the educators conveyed, the influence of White privilege
does not end there; it extends into the actual testing of the students for special education
and disability categorizations through the psychometric measures and interpretation of
results by the LSSPs.
In 1990, the Council for Children with Behavior Disorders advocated for the
functional behavior assessment (FBA) in place of the standardized psychological testing
for identifying emotional and behavioral disorders (Green et al., 2005). However, the
FBA still does not incorporate the culturally embedded aspect of perceived inappropriate
behavior (Green et al., 2005). According to Obiakor et al. (2002), the identification of
inappropriate behavior is contingent on personal standards and culture.
A vital component that is not widely known by non-clinically trained
professionals and the general public but plays a disturbing role in the diagnosis of a
significant number of our AA male students is that emotional disturbance (ED) is a
diagnosis not recognized by the American Medical Association or the American
Psychological Association. The term will not be found in any of the versions of the DSM
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(Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) or in the ICD (International
Classification of Diseases). However, the diagnosis is defined by legislation. IDEA
(2004) law (section 300.8.c.4.i) provides an umbrella definition of ED that encompasses
various mood, anxiety, eating, and personality disorders that do not require a second
opinion other that of the LSSP (http://www.specialeducationguide.com/disabilityprofiles/emotional-disturbance; Kring, Davison, Neale, & Johnson, 2007).
Intellectual disabilities and learning disabilities (ID and LD). The participant
educators perceived the academic gaps that some AA male students diagnosed with a LD
experience are actually due to lack of school attendance and/or frequent expulsion from
the classroom rather than a true learning disability. According to the USDOE (2011),
almost half of AA students in special education are diagnosed with a LD (Proctor et al.,
2012). According to the Office of Civil Rights (2012), since 1968, AA students have
been overrepresented in the ID category. The most controversial factor involved in
rendering an LD or ID diagnoses is the use of intelligence testing.
Despite the outcome and publicity of multiple court cases (Larry P. v Riles, 1979;
Marshall et al. v Georgia, 1984/1985; PASE v. Hannon, 1980) that support the need to
dispose of intelligence testing as the sole criterion for determining special education
eligibility due to cultural bias, IDEA 2004 legislation does not prohibit the use of
intelligence tests on AA students (Proctor et al., 2012). In the 1979 Larry P. v Riles, “the
court issued a moratorium on the use of intelligence tests to qualify African American
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students for California’s educable mental retardation (EMR) programs” because the
standardized assessments were judged to be “insufficiently validated for use with
minority student populations” (Proctor et al, 2012). However, many school districts today
still support the use of the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children (WISC) and/or other
instruments that are normed against it to diagnose LDs or ID for their AA students
(Green et al., 2005).
Originally, the WISC was normed in 1949 with 2,200 White students and
indicated high validity based on correlations with the Stanford-Binet intelligence test
(Green et al., 2005). The 1974 revision of the WISC adjusted norms to reflect the 1970
census including the variable of race and was validated with the revised Stanford-Binet,
which was re-normed based on the inclusion of students with Black and Spanish
surnames (Green et al., 2005) . However, AA students and other minorities continued to
generate a pattern of low performance (Green et al., 2005; McShane & Cook, 1985). The
latest version of the test, WISC-IV, asserts that the test is normed in accordance with the
March 2000 census by multiple variables: age, sex, race, level of parent education, and
geographic location. The results were obtained by using 2,200 children divided into
eleven groups by age, and the test claims high validity (Williams, Weiss, & Rolfhus,
2003). The associated statistics appear to be extensive and convincing. However, if the
sample obtained was based on surnames like the re-norming of the Stanford-Binet, the
results could easily not be truly representative of AA males—especially those living in
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poverty. Several other factors involved in the statistical analysis are questionable but too
involved and extensive to discuss in this study. The final problematic aspect to keep in
mind is that all intelligence tests since the 1970s continue to establish their validity by
correlating with the Stanford-Binet or the WISC-R tests.
Attention Deficit-Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). Participants characterized the
diagnosis of ADHD as popping up at an alarming rate on IEPs—particularly for AA male
students. They expressed some confusion because they were more accustomed to seeing
the diagnosis appear on Section 504 documents as opposed to special education
paperwork. The diagnosis of ADHD sometimes originates with the students’ medical
doctor and sometimes the LSSP assigns that diagnosis. Participants also explained that
the diagnostic process frequently requires teachers to complete an assessment form about
a student’s behavior in class. Teachers expressed concerns about making such judgments
due to the limited exposure they had to the student on a daily basis and, in some cases,
they did not even see the student daily for a variety of reasons (e.g. a block schedule,
student absences, special events, etc.). They also admitted there might be possible biases
about the student based on teachers’ negative interactions or personal belief systems. The
participants questioned whether a teacher was adequately qualified to make such
judgments although they perceived that many teachers are comfortable with diagnosing
students and freely assign the label ADHD to their AA students. The participant
educators stated that global versus linear thinking, two cognitive processing differences
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that they believed exist between EA teachers and AA students, may cause teachers to
misinterpret AA students’ attention spans and consequently, their behavior. They
supported their beliefs by providing examples of their own behavior as students that they
felt could have easily been interpreted as ADHD.
As a licensed clinician and certified special education teacher with close to 15
years of experience working with AA male students, particularly those from
impoverished communities, I find the symptoms associated with ADHD to closely
resemble typical developmental behavior—especially for children living in high stress
environments such as poverty. According to the DSM-V (American Psychological
Association [APA], 2013) definition of ADHD, six or more symptoms on their list of
criteria have to apply and must have been observed for at least six months. Six of the
eighteen symptoms are listed below that would be considered sufficient enough to make
the diagnosis and are typical for many children—especially males and particularly AA
males in low SES environments:
(a) Often fails to give close attention to details or makes careless mistakes in
schoolwork, work, or other activities
(b) Often avoids, dislikes, or is reluctant to engage in tasks that require sustained
mental effort (such as schoolwork or homework)
(c) Often fidgets with hands or feet or squirms in seat
(d) Often talks excessively
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(e) Often interrupts or intrudes on others
(f) Often runs about or climbs excessively in situations in which it is
inappropriate, (2013, p. 92)
First, I would like to direct your attention to the words excessively and
inappropriate. These words are contingent on personal standards and culture (Obiakor et
al., 2002). Second, if a student talks excessively, in my opinion, until I teach him
different standards that I prefer in my classroom, he would likely also interrupt others and
blurt out answers. The symptoms are described in a way that overlap each other so that if
one is evident, at least one or two more can be easily counted. Third, those school
diagnoses, in my experience, tend to often be determined based on a much more
condensed time span than six months. Finally, many of the symptoms are typical for boys
in elementary and middle school.
Most diagnoses for ADHD appear to be made during elementary school or during
the first year of middle school based on the IEPs, in my experience. During that
developmental time period, children are tackling the developmental psychosocial stage of
Industry versus Inferiority (DeHart, Sroufe, & Cooper, 2000). According to Erikson’s
theory of psychosocial stages (1963):
Children master increasingly difficult skills, particularly peer interaction and
academic tasks. Children whose industry enables them to succeed in these areas
develop a sense of mastery and self-assurance. Children who do not experience
mastery feel inferior and shun new activities. (p. 18)
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As discussed in depth throughout this study, AA males in low SES communities and
schools often face many challenges that can inhibit their academic growth: (a) less
foundational educational knowledge upon entering first grade, (b) more discipline
referrals causing them to miss valuable academic learning, and (c) enrollment in lowresource schools with less experienced and qualified teachers. If these males are unable to
master the academics, the majority of their energy may be spent pursuing other avenues
to fulfill that need for mastery and self-assurance. Additionally, school personnel could
interpret the shunning of new activities as inattention, lack of focus, hyperactivity, and
other behavior issues.
One more important factor needs to be addressed regarding the determination of
how a student with an ADHD diagnosis should be served. The student can be placed in
special education and related services governed by IDEA (2004) under the OHI category
or be served through the protections covered under Section 504. Accommodations are
made available as options through both programs. The biggest difference is that a student
who is covered through Section 504 always remains in the general education classroom
whereas a student covered under IDEA (2004) may be placed in a more restrictive
setting—other than the general education classroom. Thus, certain students with a
disability such as ADHD may be placed in a separate classroom—away from both the
general population and the teacher who initiated the referral.
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Delivery of Services
According to the participant educators, the overrepresentation of AA males in
special education was due not only to insufficient and unjust eligibility determination
practices but also to ineffective delivery of services after the student is admitted to special
education. For instance, they believed the certification requirements for a special
education teacher were not stringent enough. They also believed that after AA males
were admitted into the special education program, the operational aspects of the system
instilled a sense of helplessness and dependence into their lives rather than teaching them
how to adapt and become independent and self-sufficient and overcome their disability.
Along with this learned helplessness that contributes to the lack of students being
dismissed from special education, the participants perceived the administrators’ concerns
about producing positive test results also prevented special education students from being
dismissed from the program. Additionally, the participant educators identified educators’
racial biases as a factor that prevented AA males from being dismissed from the special
education program.
Special education support. The participants expressed the belief that attaining a
special education certification was too easy and did not require the training necessary for
an individual to be fully proficient in delivering services to students across all 13 special
education disability categories. They believed the generic special education certification
should not incorporate all of the 13 disability categories but should be divided into
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specialty areas according to the various categories. They expressed a concern about
alternative certification programs for special educators and believed these programs do
not provide enough comprehensive training. They were also concerned with the ability to
acquire a special education certification by merely taking a test if a teacher already holds
other educator certifications. In their thinking, all these factors were contributing causes
for the continuation of overrepresentation—centered around the lack of proper training
for certain individuals, particularly those seeking to short cut the system through
alternative means to obtain a special education teaching certificate.
According to Texas Education Agency (TEA) guidelines, the participants’
perceptions are accurate in regard to certification requirements (http://tea.texas.gov). The
special education umbrella encompasses 13 disabilities (IDEA sec 300.8.a.i) that range
from objective categories such as visual and speech impairment to the more subjective
categories of behavioral disorders and learning disabilities. In Texas, a teacher with a
special education teacher certification is deemed to be an expert in working with students
with disabilities, ranging from early childhood through 12th grade. This is concerning
because children undergo many developmental changes during that time span and require
drastically different approaches. To further complicate the delivery of services issue,
many schools—particularly those under-resourced—are allowed to use teacher assistants
(TAs) for inclusion support. This is problematic because TAs have far less training than
the special education teachers, whose qualifications are already a concern.
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The participant educators provided examples of the helplessness they viewed as
being instilled in many special education students because of the lack of training for both
special education staff and the general education teachers in inclusion classrooms.
According to the participants, the students are conditioned to equate help me with give me
the answer, which is a product of using unqualified people who may be well-intentioned
but are misinformed. These practices can hinder students from making academic progress
and disempowers them.
Dismissals. Based on the participants’ responses, to exit an AA male from special
education is often an arduous process—if it happens at all. AA students in special
education experience less academic gains and are less likely to be dismissed from special
education program compared to their EA peers (Proctor et al., 2012). These educators
recounted their own past experiences with attempting to exit an AA male student that was
met with resistance from administrators, other educators, and sometimes, even parents.
External Forces
Based on the participants’ responses and results of this study, the list of potential
contributing causes linked to the overrepresentation of AA males in special education
may have expanded our current views of why AA males are overrepresented in special
education and why the problem continues to persist. The participant educators named two
other external forces they viewed as heavily influencing the overrepresentation of AA
males in special education: the medical/pharmaceutical industry and the social security
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system. They believed both of these entities act to impel and perpetuate special education
diagnoses for ADHD and other mood, anxiety, and personality disorders that are
generally associated with the need for medication.
Medical/pharmaceutical Industry
The participant educators expressed the belief that the medical/pharmaceutical
industries are benefiting significantly from both the process of diagnosing whether an
individual has a disability as well as the act of prescribing medication to treat those
disorders. A concern voiced in conjunction with the monetary benefit enjoyed by the
medical/pharmaceutical industries was the recognition that the student population who is
ingesting these drugs serves as experimental subjects to test the outcomes and/or side
effects of these various psychoactive concoctions. The reality of their concern deepens
when examining the statistics associated with the overrepresentation of AA males in
special education because the statistics suggest a large number of that group being
medicated are children living in poverty. According to the Child Trends (2013) research
center, “Children below the federal poverty line are more likely to have been diagnosed
with ADHD, compared with children at or above poverty”
(http://www.childtrends.org/?indicators=adhd, pp. 10).
The participant educators also asserted that the medical/pharmaceutical industries
are taking advantage of the marginalized group to experiment with drugs previously
untested on children. The Institutional Review Board (IRB) for the Protection of Human
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Subjects does not allow psychoactive/psychotropic drugs to be tested on children
(http://www.american.edu/irb/). The IRB is an organization governed by the U.S. Food
and Drug Administration (FDA). Ironically, government legislation does not prohibit the
prescribing of these same drugs to children.
A psychoactive or psychotropic drug is defined as “any substance that directly
alters the normal functioning of the central nervous system” (Inaba & Cohen, 2004, p.
32). Any drug administered to an adult individual is destined to have side effects and
some of those side effects, depending on the drug, can be quite debilitating themselves.
Because children are in the process of development guided by the endocrine system,
introducing outside sources that interact with that system is dangerous ground. Due to the
lack of testing on children prior to being prescribed such medications and their
developing system, the far reaching effects of the children consuming psychotropic
prescriptions, commonly prescribed in combinations to create a synergistic compound,
are yet to be discovered. The educators did, however, provide some of their observations
of current side effects. They reported noticing their AA male students who were taking
prescription drugs for ADHD and other behavioral disorders became sluggish and “not
themselves.” Additionally, according to the respondents’ observations and consequent
perceptions, AA males are being medicated for perceived disorders that are more likely
manifestations generated by cultural and challenging environmental factors.
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Social Security System
Another perceived contributing cause to the overrepresentation problem and its
persistence was that parents sometimes resist the exiting of their student from special
education because of the resulting loss of governmental supplied monetary support. The
participant educators presented their perception and provided examples to support their
claim. They believed that parents commonly worked the system in order to get as much
money as they could. The participants reported first-hand experiences with parents who
blatantly acknowledged manipulating the system for dependent disability money.
Although the system was set up to assist parents in being able to effectively address their
child’s condition by purchasing prescription drugs and/or paying for therapeutic services,
they asserted that accountability for using the funds as they were intended is nonexistent.
Suggested Solutions
In order to effectively remedy the overrepresentation of AA males in special
education, the participant educators indicated that the problem cannot be viewed as just a
special education issue nor can it be interpreted as an educational system issue. For them,
a much broader perspective and recognition of the intersectionality of the layers of
governing bodies combined with the multiple causes has to become a much more
publicized and protested issue. Changes need to occur in schools, in homes, in higher
education, and in government before we can truly improve and rectify the problem of
overrepresentation of AA males in special education.
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Limitations
Some limitations are inevitable in any study. The snowball sampling method was
one limitation in this study. A few participants knew each other, which could have
influenced their willingness to share their opinions freely. The focus-group method may
have caused some participants to gravitate toward the majority opinion. Another
limitation lies within the method used for data analysis. Qualitative studies are regarded
by some professionals as subjective and researcher biased. However, all of these
objections can be legitimately countered, which are addressed in Chapter 3.
Implications for Practice
The overrepresentation of AA males in special education has been a topic of
interest and has been identified as a problem for over 45 years, and the upward trend does
not appear to be notably changing directions. Results from this study provides educators
with suggestions for combatting the problem on a daily basis and inspiration to improve
both professionally and personally. The information and personal examples provide
insight to help educational practitioners grasp the intricacies of the problem and
understand that the presence of overrepresentation is far more than a statistical problem.
The participant educators provide a more thorough and broader view of the topic.
Findings from this study may prompt: (a) all educators to take a closer look at
their personal beliefs and biases that contribute to the issue and hinder its improvement;
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(b) teacher preparation programs and district administration to more actively develop
cultural competency and raise awareness; (c) LSSPs to pursue training in recognizing
cultural influences when rendering diagnoses; and (d) educators to ban together and
lobby for governing powers to work in tandem with full comprehension of the problem to
right the wrong that has been created and sustained. This study fused together many of
the separately addressed causes and intersectionality phenomena in a way that provides a
springboard to engage in active change.
Recommendations for Future Research
Although previous research on the overrepresentation of AA males in special
education addressed contributing causes complicated by the intersectionality of a number
of components, few studies exist that use educators currently working in low SES schools
to comprise the sample. This study established the presence of perceived causes as actual
second-hand products of deeper causes: problematic belief systems, failed funding, and
limiting legislation. Results gleaned from this study also generated some suggestions that
can be implemented by educators tomorrow such as seeking to expand their cultural
competency and examining their personal biases.
This study could be replicated with larger sample sizes and across various regions
to increase validity and strength of generalization. Changing the research focus from
causes, persistence, and recommendations for change to just concentrating on the needed
changes and how to instigate them with educators who are culturally competent and
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interested in social justice could create an exciting springboard for progress. Another
extension study would be one that explores and examines the topic from an AA male
adult and student perspective in order to learn more about the psychological toll of
overrepresentation, the negative AA male stereotype, and effective techniques used to
overcome such adverse circumstances. The collaboration of researchers to infuse policy
research with qualitative research would be helpful in connecting the powerful policy
input with the emotional and transformational nature of personal stories, which would
increase empathy and interest of the problem and increase the probability of positive
change.
Conclusion
The causes for the creation and continuation of the overrepresentation of AA
males in special education, perceived by the participants and supported by previous
research, appear to be rooted in the intersectionality of systems that are driven by the
practice of capitalism without conscience. One might say that racism in the U.S can be
attributed, in part, to slavery; however, after slavery was abolished, many AAs continued
to suffer and live in impoverished conditions and some continue to live in poverty today.
Racism and class separation are responsible for the dysfunctional school system that has
not made significant changes since its conception despite the increasingly diverse student
population. Supposedly free and appropriate education for all children is far from
appropriate for many AA students due to the adherence to biased curriculum and testing,
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ineffective Tier 1 and Tier 2 interventions, and blatantly unfair treatment by faculty in
some cases. The dysfunctionality of education extends into higher education that does not
adequately train educators to be successful with a multitude of different cultures—
especially AA males. Making the needed changes of curriculum and recruiting and hiring
qualified professors to teach the new curriculum in universities and other educator
preparation programs would likely cost a significant amount of money and possibly
suspend operations in the education department for a period of time. The funding of
education is controlled by legislation that recognizes the need for change as evidenced by
NCLB (2002) and IDEA (2004) but resists any effort to provide the resources necessary
to effectively implement programs with fidelity. The root of capitalism in the promotion
of prescription drugs to alter AA male behavior is evident. The desire for to make a profit
has profoundly shaped our country and continues do so. Unfortunately, employing ethics
and morality in tandem with the pursuit of profit is becoming more and more of a rarity.
Too much research and attention has already been published for the federal
government to claim ignorance of the pervasiveness and depth of the problem. Thus far,
governmental response to the problem has been superficial—a first-aid effort to an injury
that requires surgery. Researchers (Green et al., 2005) have suggested that the increase of
AA males in the LD category of special education is a product of the attention paid to the
tendency in the past to disproportionality place AA males in special education, having
been identified as mentally retarded—now referenced as having an intellectual disability
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(ID). A phenomenon that will surely surface in future research that I have witnessed in
schools over the past six years is an increase of AA males in Section 504 programs in
order to decrease the statistical prevalence and disproportional representation of AA
males in special education programs according to IDEA (2004).
Under Section 504, students cannot be removed from the classroom to more
restrictive environments so statistics related to AA males in restrictive environments
would decrease. Moving the AA males from special education to a Section 504
eligibility-determination might decrease the number of AA males in special education
with disciplinary actions, but it will not alleviate the disproportionality of AA males who
receive disciplinary action. In fact, that statistic would likely increase. Because Section
504 accommodations are often synonymous with special education accommodations but
are delivered in the general education classroom, the same stigma and treatment from
teachers such as lowered expectations and giving answers instead of teaching students to
find the answers is likely to continue. Additionally, less staff would be available to help
the students because the same requirements to staff inclusion classrooms do not exist
when providing services to students who have a 504 Plan.
Although teachers tend to receive the bulk of the blame—especially from the
general public—the overrepresentation problem is actually rooted in the very
infrastructure of our country. Brown and Donner (2011) state, “The racial injustice
experienced by Black males is symptomatic of the unequal and unjust arrangements of
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power and privilege in America” (p. 30). This study provides examples of educators who
passionately desire change, as evident in their personal stories. Yet, the majority of the
attention is directed toward the educators who are not culturally and professionally
competent. It seems that time would be better spent focusing on the educators who know
what needs to happen and the bodies of power that prevent them from making those
changes.
This study’s findings highlight the need to redefine the words help and assist in
regard to education. To help or assist should mean to provide scaffolding with the goal of
fostering independence. Helping and assisting should not feel oppressive. This study
highlights the power of perception not only through the eyes of the educators but also
some AA male students who shared their thoughts and feelings with some of the
participants, who reiterated their stories. Perception is reality. Perception is the process
by which an individual receives and interprets his or her world. There are people who
accurately perceive the problem. However, without action nothing will change. As the
participant educators suggested, every individual of every race/ethnicity and class needs
to become more involved and demand action or the necessary policy changes will likely
never happen.
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Appendix A
Participants and Settings
Study
Participants
Ahram et al.
(2011)
Qualitative
Ahram et al.
(2011)
Quantitative
Kearns et al.
(2005)

Knotek
(2003)

Lynn et al.
(2010)
Moore
(2002)

Age

Gender

Profession

Ethnicity

N = 20

NR

NR

A&T

NR

N = NR

NR

A&T

N = 151

NR

NR
F = 120
M=31

SP

NR
W = 31
O = 20

A, IS, P,
SC, SP, T,
& TA

NR

F = 43
M = 10
NR =3 A, SC, & T

AA = 50
EA = 2
NR = 4

N = 4-8 per
meeting

N = 56
N = 11

Neal et al.
(2003)
N = 136
(Table 1 continues)

NR

NR
27-53
y.o.

22-46
y.o.

NR

NR

T

F = 107
M = 28
NR = 1

T
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AA = 11
AA = 4
As = 3
W = 121
H=5
O=3

Setting
2 sub SDs in
New York:
Hannover &
Carroll
2 sub SDs in
New York:
Hannover &
Carroll
Southeastern
U. S.
2 elementary
schools: 1
urban 1 rural
in Carolina
Piedmont
community
Sub SD (99%
AA) in
Summerfield
City, MidAtlantic
region
Southwest
U. S.

1 sub SD in a
Midwest state

(Table continued)
Study
Participants

Shippen et al.
(2009)
Skiba et al.
(2006)
WestOlatunji et al.
(2006)

N = 13

Age

NR

NR
N = 64
N=8

14-16
y.o.

Gender

Profession

F = 13 M
=0

GET, SET,
& SC

F = 52
M = 12
M=8

Ethnicity

AA = 2
EA = 11

Setting
Rural SD
elementary
schools in
Alabama

CA, DA,
SP, & T

NR

Urban & sub
SDs in
Midwest city

S

AA

Southern city

Notes. A = administrator; AA = African American; As = Asian; C = counselor; CA =
campus administrator; DA = district administrator; EA = European American; GET =
general education teacher; H = Hispanic; IS = instructional specialist; N = total; NR = not
reported; O = other; P = parent; SD = school district; SET = special education teacher; SP
= school psychologist; T = teacher; TA = teacher aid; W = White.
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Appendix B
Design and Results

Study

Design

Measures

IV

Ahram et al.
(2011)
Qualitative
Ahram et al.
(2011)
Quantitative

QE

DD, FG, I,
PN, & S
DV =
district DP
data

Kearns et al.
(2005)

Q

Knotek
(2003)
Lynn et al.
(2010)

Moore
(2002)

Neal et al.
(2003)
(Table continues)

CS

Validity
&
reliability

Data
analysis

NA

NR

PD

NR

S

NA

PT

MicroE

DD, II, M
&O

NA

E

FG,FI, II, &
O

NA

MDS
18 month
DC, DR,
& MDS

IQ

I&O

NA

MDS

T & TC

QE

DV = AAc,
Ag, & SE

V

ARL &
IRA

ANOVA
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CCA

Results
DP >
cultural
deficit
thinking

DP
decreased
DP >
school
system, AA
community,
T & TC
& poverty
DP >
school
system &
T & TC
poverty
NR

T & TC

DP > AA
community
DP >
school
system &
AA
community
AAM =
higher Ag,
lower AAc,
& higher
need for SE

(Table continued)
Study
Shippen et
al. (2009)

Design

Measures

IV

Q

FG

NA

Validity &
reliability
6 month
FBS

Data
analysis
T & TC

Skiba et al.
(2006)
WestOlatunji
(2006)

IN

I

NA

AT, IT, &
PT

T & TC

Q

FG

NA

AT

T &TC

Results
DP > AA
community
DP >
school
system &
poverty
DP >
school
system

Notes. ANOVA = analysis of variance; AA = African American; AAc = academic
achievement; Ag = aggression; AR = archival research; ARL = alpha reliability; AT =
audiotape; CCA = cross-case analysis; CS = case study; DA = discourse analysis; DC =
data collection; DD = district documents; DP = disproportionality; DR = digital
recording; DV = dependent variable; E = ethnography; EA = European American; FB =
feedback session; FG = focus groups; FI = formal interviews; I = interviews; II =
informal interviews; IN = interpretive; IQ = Inquiry; IRA = inter-rater agreement; IRFN
= immediate recording of field notes; IT = interviewer training; IV = independent
variable; M = meetings; MDS = multiple data sources; NA = not applicable; O =
observations; P = photography; PD = professional development; PN = process notes; PT
= pilot tested; Q = qualitative; QE = quasi-experimental; S = surveys; SE = special
education; T = transcription; TC = thematic coding; V = video; > = caused by.
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Appendix C: IRB Approval Letter
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Appendix D: Individual and Focus Group Interview Questions
Individual Interview and Focus Group Questions (based on Shippen et al., 2009)
1. What is your perception of the issue of overrepresentation of AA males receiving
special education services?
2. Does overrepresentation exist? If so, what makes this an issue? If not, what makes
this a non-issue?
3. How does the Child Study Find (CST), or Response to intervention (RtI), process
affect special education service referrals?
4. What role if any does “White privilege” play in the school system? In special
education?
5. In a perfect school system, how would the CST process and special education
referral process, look?
6. What keeps us from a perfect school system? What barriers get in the way of
making this happen?
7. If we had a magic wand we could wave and magically change anything about the
school system, what could we change to make a better system?
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Appendix E: Additional Focus Groups Questions
1. How would you explain the overrepresentation of African American males in
Special Education to a new teacher who was unfamiliar with the issue?
2. I’d like to share a study with you and get your reaction to it. This is a study
published in 2003. There were 136 participants, 136 teachers, 121 of them were
White – I gave you a handout – 0 African Americans, 107 of the teachers were
female. They were divided randomly into four groups and each group saw a
video. All the videos had a male student wearing pretty much the same thing and
they all walked down the hall and into a classroom and sat down. The first video
was an African American male, and he did what the researchers called a stroll–
more of what they defined as an African American stroll, a strut. The second
group watched another African American male who did what they defined as a
typical walk down the hallway and sat down in the classroom. The third video
was a White male who did the strut, and the fourth group was a White male who
did the typical walk. The researchers wanted to know, just from watching the
videos, how the teachers perceived the students in reference to their level of need
for special education services, their level of academic achievement, and their level
of progression, just based on these videos. What do you think happened? What do
you think the results were?
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Appendix F: Consent Form
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Appendix G: Participants Demographics
Participant Demographics
Professional Group
Special Education

General Education

Administrator

Number of years in current role ___________________
Number of years working in public school system ________________
Type of teacher education/certification
Traditional
Alternative Certification
Subject Area Taught
Math
ELA

Science

Age ________
Ethnicity _______________________
Gender ___________
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