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 Despite decades of diversity focused training, African American boys are identified for 

special education at disproportionate rates, particularly in the disability category of Emotional 

Disturbance (ED). While challenges associated with poverty partially account for the over-

representation, research has failed to establish a consistent relationship between poverty and 

special education identification. A growing volume of literature investigating the nuanced role of 

implicit bias in decision making has found bias to be particularly salient when criteria are 

ambiguous. Criteria for ED were not scientifically defined and are highly subjective. This study 

examined the role of implicit bias in examiner decision making when considering the eligibility 

of Emotional Disturbance for Caucasian and African American boys.  

 Participants included currently practicing Licensed Specialists in School Psychology and 

School Psychology graduate students in Texas. Participants reviewed a mock evaluation report 

and made an eligibility decision in addition to rating the severity of ED. Participants then 

completed a survey, provided demographic information, and completed an Implicit Association 

Test, a measure of implicit bias. First, logistic regression and analysis of variance determined if 

an over-representation occurred in the collected sample by examining the rates at which boys 

from each race and SES category were identified as ED. Next, analysis of variance and linear 
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regression determined if the level of examiner bias predicted the likelihood that the examiner 

identified the child as ED. Finally, post-hoc analyses provide additional information about the 

influence of pressure to provide services.  

 Results did not support the hypotheses that African American boys and boys from a low 

SES family would be identified as ED at disproportionate rates. Further, examiners who 

demonstrated moderate to high levels of bias did not identify African American boys more 

frequently than Caucasian boys. Unexpectedly, examiners with moderate to high levels of bias 

were significantly less likely to identify ED for any student regardless of race. Post-hoc analyses 

found marked inconsistency in the application of ED criteria. Additionally, the examiners who 

reported feeling pressure from the knowledge that support services are dependent on a finding of 

ED were more likely to find ED and to rate the severity as higher. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Overview 

Disparity in education for minority students has been a topic of much discussion in the 

educational literature with particular focus on the over-representation of minorities in many 

categories of special education eligibility. Of particular note, African American boys have been 

consistently over-represented in the Special Education disability category of ED but are not over-

represented in all disability categories. Interestingly, nonjudgmental categories, those with clear 

guidelines and which are verified by a medical professional, do not show an over-representation 

of minorities as do other less defined disability categories. The degree and consistency of over-

representation of African American boys has been the most exaggerated in the category of ED 

(Donovan & Cross, 2002; Parrish, 2002). In addition, students placed in programs for children 

with ED have the poorest outcomes of the various special education disability categories with 

lower graduation rates, lower academic achievement, and have more encounters with the 

Juvenile Justice System (Cartledge 1999; Cartledge, Kea, & Simmons-Reed, 2002; Bradley, 

Doolittle, & Bartolotta, 2008) which makes the over-identification in this category particularly 

problematic. Multiple potential causes have been proposed; however, little research has 

systematically investigated the mechanisms of over-representation. While research has shown 

poverty contributes to under-achievement, results have also shown that poverty alone is not 

sufficient to explain the persistent over-identification of African American boys (Blair & Scott, 

2002; Skiba, Poloni-Staudinger, Simmons, Feggins-Azziz, & Chung, 2005; Skiba, Poloni-

Staudinger, Gallini, Simmons, & Feggins-Azziz 2006) . Given the poor outcomes associated 

with the identification of ED and the limited understanding of why this over-identification has 

persisted despite the growth of diversity-focused training and the adoption of systems designed 
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to improve the quality of special education referrals, more research is needed to understand the 

underlying mechanism of this persistent over-representation (Johnson, n.d.). The Council for 

Children with Behavior Disorders Position Summary (2013) specifically cited implicit bias as 

one of several factors that warrant investigation. 

Emerging research on explicit and implicit attitudes of bias indicate that implicit bias 

surfaces during decision making when criteria are ambiguous (Hodson, Dovidio, & Gaertner, 

2002; Son Hing, Chung-Yan, Hamilton, & Zanna, 2008). The federal definition of ED was not 

scientifically developed, has not been operationalized, and provides only vague guidelines for 

decision making; all of which allow implicit bias to become a salient factor. This study 

investigated the relationship between eligibility decisions and implicit bias by examining the 

pattern of eligibility determinations made by study participants in relation to their measured level 

of implicit bias.  

Background 

Much attention has been paid to the over-representation of minority students in special 

education which has persisted since the inception of modern day special education services. 

Over-representation is particularly salient in the categories of learning disability, mild 

intellectual disabilities, and emotional/behavior disorders (Arnold & Lassmann, 2003). Among 

minority students, African American boys have been consistently identified as meeting criteria 

for ED at disproportionate rates as compared to their peers (Arnold & Lassmann, 2003; Aud, 

Fox, & Kewal-Ramani, 2010; CCBD, 2013; Johnson, n.d; Patton, 1998; US GAO, 2013). In fact, 

African American boys are 59% more likely than peers to be labeled ED (Donovan & Cross, 

2002).  The role of poverty has been debated as a potential cause for this over-representation as 

students from impoverished backgrounds are also disproportionately represented in special 
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education. However, the relationship between poverty and over-representation of minority 

students in special education is not linear and socioeconomic status (SES) is not necessarily the 

primary contributor. One study (Coutniho, Oswald, & Forness, 2002) found that while rates of 

identification increased for black boys as rates of poverty increased, the opposite was true for 

white boys; rates of identification decreased as poverty increased. 

Although special education services are aimed at helping students with disabilities 

achieve at a level comparable to their non-disabled peers, students served through special 

education for mild mental retardation, learning disability and emotional/behavioral disorders 

generally have poor academic and psychological outcomes (Arnold & Lassmann, 2003). 

Students placed in programs for children with ED have the poorest outcomes including lower 

graduation rates, lower academic achievement, and more encounters with the Juvenile Justice 

System (Bradley et al., 2008; Cartledge, 1999; Cartledge, et al, 2002). Within the school setting, 

children of minority status have been found to be suspended two to three times more often than 

their white peers (Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002) and African American children 

were two to three times as likely to receive an office referral for behavior (Skiba, Horner, Chung, 

Rausch, May, & Tobin, 2011). In Texas, while African American students make up 14% of the 

student population, they represented almost 30% of the students enrolled in Disciplinary 

Alternate Education Programs (DAEP; Tajalli & Garba, 2014). These actions remove students 

from their classrooms, or even their home campuses, increasing marginalization. Although the 

issues surrounding poor outcomes for students identified as ED are complex, the contribution of 

receiving an ED label from the school cannot be ruled out and as such the identification should 

be used judiciously. 



 

4 
 

A growing volume of literature has explored the constructs of explicit and implicit bias 

over the past several years with most of the focus on implicit bias. In fact, a search of the Social 

Science Citation Index shows that approximately 70% of all literature on implicit bias has been 

published since 2010. Explicit, or overt, expressions of prejudice are those outwardly voiced by 

an individual and are able to be measured in a direct manner although participants may censor 

their responses to appear more socially desirable (Hofmann, Gawronski, Gschwender, Le, & 

Schmitt, 2005; Son Hing et al., 2008). In contrast, implicit bias is an internalized, often 

unconscious, bias toward an out-group. An in-group is a social group to which an individual 

psychologically identifies as being a member thus an out-group is a social group with which an 

individual does not identify. Out groups may be defined by race/ethnicity, physical disability, 

age, or even weight (Quillian, 2008; Son Hing et al., 2008).  

One way implicit bias is measured is through the Implicit Association Test (IAT) 

(Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998) and the original IAT focused on bias toward African 

Americans. The IAT measures the speed of associations of “good” or “bad” words with 

European American faces versus African American faces. Research has demonstrated that 

implicit bias becomes particularly salient in decision making when guidelines are vague or 

unclear (Hodson et al., 2002). The criteria for a determination of ED, set at the federal level and 

adopted in 1975, are vague and have not been scientifically defined or operationalized, which 

allows for the potential influence of implicit bias. Donovan and Cross (2002) note that the lack 

of definitional clarity may be part of the reason for variable rates of identification generally and 

the over-identification of African American students specifically.  
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Statement of the Problem 

Given the poor outcomes associated with the identification of ED and the limited 

understanding of why this over-identification has persisted despite the growth of diversity-

focused training and the adoption of systems designed to improve the quality of referrals to 

special education, more research is needed to understand the underlying mechanisms of this 

persistent over-representation (Johnson, n.d.). While implicit bias has been suggested as one 

possible underlying mechanism (CCBD, 2013), to date there has not been a study that has 

systematically analyzed this relationship. This experimental study investigated the relationship 

between an examiner’s level of implicit bias and likelihood a student will be identified as ED. 

This study considered multiple elements of the disability determination. First, the study 

examined whether the race of the student or the SES of the student’s family predicted the 

likelihood of the student meeting criteria for ED. Then, the relationship between the level of the 

examiners’ implicit bias, ranging from no bias to strong bias, and the likelihood of students of 

various races being identified as ED was analyzed.  

Theoretical Framework 

The proposed study is grounded in multiple theoretical frameworks. Brofenbrenner’s 

ecological systems framework (Brofenbrenner, 1979, 1989) provides a broad, systemic context 

for the explored relationship. The theory of Implicit Bias provides a framework to examine the 

interaction of two individuals at the micro level and provides a framework for the interplay of 

racial presumptions. How systemic factors specific to race influence both the larger system and 

the dyad, is addressed through Critical Whiteness Study, giving a mechanism to the effect of 

how implicit bias affects the decision making of members of the White community.    
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At a broad conceptual level, Brofenbrenner’s ecological systems framework 

(Brofenbrenner, 1979, 1989) provides a lens through which to view the relationship of multiple, 

contextual layers impacting special education referrals and assessment. Each layer of the system 

can be described in terms of the educational system and in terms of a cultural context (See Figure 

1). Although this study ultimately focuses on the interaction of the examiner-student dyad, 

understanding the many layers influencing the dyad offers an important lens. This lens is critical 

because the overarching goal is not to blame any individual examiner as racist but rather to 

understand how bias, which develops in large part from exposure to the larger cultural 

stereotyping (including media, work environment, and social networks) impacts decisions made 

at a personal level. A narrow focus on the individual without acknowledging the pervasive 

influence of these overlapping structures serves to ignore the environmental forces and inequities 

in a system with a history of unequal treatment; an important distinction when considering future 

interventions.   

 

Figure 1: Transactional Ecological Systems Framework 
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At the macro-system level, federal law in the forms of the Individuals with Disabilities 

Act (IDEA) and No Child Left Behind (NCLB), as well as federal case law, inform the goals and 

direction of the American public education system. Culturally, how the child’s race and/or 

ethnicity is perceived has a national context shaped by the history of each race and/or ethnic 

group’s historical experience in the United States. For African American children, current and 

past events centered on race relations create a national message about relations between 

American institutions such as the government or law enforcement and the African American 

community.   

School districts and city communities exist at the exo-system level. Law and regulation 

established at the national level is interpreted and acted upon by individual school districts. 

Priorities are formally set through policy and less directly through budget allocations and hiring 

practices. Racial and ethnic groups may have strong community identities or may be 

communities in transition. For many minority communities, local economic shifts often have 

significant impact on housing as well as school choices. National issues are reflected at a local 

level and events in the community may mirror experiences in other communities or states, giving 

a local context to national tensions. One example is the recent protests surrounding the deaths of 

Alton Sterling in Baton Rouge and Philandro Castilo in St. Paul. The deaths and continuing 

protests add to a national context, and likely mirror events in a child’s local community. Current 

events that mirror the historical treatment of minority communities serve to reinforce the mistrust 

by minority communities of the intentions of government systems such as law enforcement or 

public schools. Repeated abuses, failure to address systemic inequities, and the majority’s 

passive refusal to engage in a dialogue about the state of race relations in America all serve to 

create a contentious context through which minority children must navigate. Often this mistrust 
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is bidirectional with members of the White community, including teachers and school 

administrators, not trusting the intentions and commitment of minority parents. At its worst, this 

reciprocal mistrust creates significant barriers to communication between key elements of a 

student’s daily life: parents and teacher. Those elements inform the atmosphere of the individual 

schools and the neighborhood communities that children live within which comprise the smaller 

but more directly felt mesosystem. These systems create the context for the child’s every day and 

sit in between the child and the larger state and federal systems which dictate policy.  

 The study focuses on processes at the microsystem level as it examines the relationship 

between the examiner and the child and its impact on decision making. The microsystem 

includes such influences as the classroom teacher and the school psychologist working with the 

child. The school psychologist is a pivotal figure not just as the decision maker, but in the role of 

information gatherer. The school psychologist decides what information to gather, how much 

weight each piece of information is given, and ultimately what eligibility, if any, is appropriate 

for the child in question. At each step of the process, including the final determination, racial 

bias may play a significant but subtle part of decision making.   

Bronfrenbrenner’s (1979, 1989) model provides a structural framework describing the 

interrelationship between contextual elements. Additional theory is needed to understand the 

specific dynamic of race relationships in America which are at the core of this study. Critical 

Race Theory (CRT; Bell, 1995b; Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 

1995) is a theoretical framework that examines the intersection of race, law, and power. CRT 

posits that racism is woven into the fabric of American systems (Applebaum, 2005; Bell, 1995a, 

1995b; Gotanda, 1991). Importantly, institutional and systemic racism can and does exist apart 

from individual racism. In other words, the undercurrent of racism in American society is not 
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rooted in a collection of racist individuals but rather from a legal and social network that 

supports the success of the dominant White culture. Seen from this perspective, systems such as 

public education evolve to prioritize the needs of one race and persist regardless of individual 

teachers or administrators (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Gillborn, 2005). CRT focuses on the 

experience of minorities and how various minority groups are challenged to succeed within a 

system that normalizes Whiteness and White values (Michael & Bartoli, 2014) to the point of 

exclusion and even degradation of other cultural values. Critical Whiteness studies (CWS) is a 

complimentary developing theory that provides a companion lens to examine the mechanisms of 

White superiority and the challenges of deconstructing the omnipresence of White culture 

(Gillborn, 2005; Gillborn, 2006; Leonardo, 2007; Matias & Mackey, 2016). Both CRT and CWS 

provide a race specific framework that is useful in understanding the interplay of the larger 

public school system with the actions and decisions of individual school personnel as well as 

minority parents and teachers.        

Thus far, Bronfrenbrenner provides a structural framework, CRT and CWS give 

definitions to the cultural elements; however, neither provide a mechanism for these influences at 

the dyadic level; in other words, how these forces influence an individual psychologist making 

decisions about a single student. Implicit Bias provides a framework for examining racial bias in 

the decision making process. Son Hing and colleagues (2008) present a two dimensional model 

of bias in which an individual may be high or low for implicit and/or explicit bias, creating four 

possible profiles (See Figure 2). Modern perspectives on prejudice divide judgment towards out-

groups, groups which differ from one’s own on some salient characteristic such as race, into 

implicit versus explicit expression of attitudes. Explicit, or overt, expressions of prejudice are 

those outwardly voiced by an individual and are able to be measured in a direct manner. Implicit 
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bias is harder to measure as it is the tendency, often unconscious, to favor one race over another. 

These two types of bias, explicit and implicit, have been found to correlate only weakly, 

providing strong support for conceptualizing them as separate constructs (Son Hing et al., 2008).  

 

Modern Perspectives 

of Bias 

      Explicit Bias 

Low High 

Im
p

li
ci

t 
B

ia
s Low Truly Low 

Prejudiced 

Principled 

Conservatives 

High 
Aversive Racists Modern Racists 

 

 

Using this framework, individuals high in both implicit and explicit bias are termed 

modern racists. Attitudes or feelings construed as overtly prejudiced have significant overlap 

with social conservatism and therefore are sometimes an expression of a desire to maintain the 

status quo rather than a direct expression of negative attitude towards a particular group or race; 

hence the term principled conservatives for those scoring high in explicit bias but low in implicit 

bias. These individuals tend to express a lack of empathy for the plight of others but do not judge 

others of one group any more harshly than members of their own group. Truly low prejudiced 

individuals are low in both explicit and implicit prejudice. On the other hand, aversive racists 

score low on explicit bias but high on implicit bias; they have low expressions of overt prejudice 

and consciously believe themselves to be free of negative feelings towards others. However, they 

score high on measures of implicit prejudice and show preference toward their own race when 

the decision is not obviously based on race (Son Hing et al., 2008). 

Figure 2. 2-Dimensional Model of Racial Bias 

Note: Adapted from Son Hing et al., 2008 
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Significance of the Study 

This study addresses a significant and meaningful gap in research by investigating a 

previously unexplored alternate underlying mechanism of the over-representation of African 

American boys in special education: the role of implicit bias in special education disability 

determinations. Ultimately, results of this study will inform special education assessment 

practices in schools and provide direction for training programs of school psychologists with the 

goal of reducing the over-representation of minority students in special education as well as 

improving assessment practices for African American children. Additionally, this process of 

determining implicit bias influence in special education eligibility decision making may be 

extended to all eligibility categories in which minorities are over-represented and as such has the 

potential to have a broad impact in education. Equity in education can only be achieved when all 

groups are provided with equal access to all educational opportunities. Understanding the role of 

implicit bias as an obstacle to this access will help reduce the impact of prejudice and remove 

those obstacles. 

Definition of Terms 

 

For the purpose of this study, terms of interest are defined as follows: 

  

Emotional Disturbance (ED): The eligibility category used to capture disabilities of an 

emotional nature that impede academic progress. The federal definition is as follows: 

• a student must exhibit one of the five following criteria:  

▫ an inability to learn which cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or health 

factors 

▫ an inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with peers 

and teachers 

▫ inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under normal circumstances 

▫ a general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression 

▫ a tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or 

school problems  
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These characteristics must be exhibited over a long period of time and to a marked degree that 

adversely affects a child’s educational performance. Includes children who have schizophrenia 

but excludes children who are “socially maladjusted”, unless they are determined to have a 

Serious Emotional Disturbance (IDEA, 2004). 

 

Explicit Bias: Explicit, or overt, expressions of prejudice are those outwardly voiced by 

an individual and are able to be measured in a direct manner (Son Hing et al., 2008). 

Full and Individual Initial Evaluation (FIIE): The common name of the evaluation report 

generated by an evaluator to consider eligibility for any special education disability category. 

The format has standard, required elements common to all reports generated for the purpose of 

eligibility determination. The first report is titled Full and Individual Initial Evaluation (FIIE) 

while all subsequent reports are the Full and Individual Evaluation (FIE).  

Implicit Bias: An internalized, often unconscious, bias toward an out-group (Son Hing et 

al., 2008). 

Licensed Specialist in School Psychology (LSSP): A professional with an advanced 

degree in educational psychology (Master’s or Doctorate), who conducts psychological 

evaluations in the public school for the purpose of determining eligibility for special education.  

Social Maladjustment: Social Maladjustment has not been scientifically defined (Hughes 

& Bray, 2004) but is broadly conceptualized as externalizing behaviors over which the student 

has control and is engaging in voluntarily. 

Organization of the Study 

This chapter of this dissertation has presented the introduction, guiding theoretical 

orientations, statement of the problem, and definition of key terms. The second chapter contains 

a review of relevant literature and research, including identification rates, practices in special 

education and models of implicit bias. The review also contains limitations in previous research, 



 

13 
 

namely the failure to identify the root cause of the persistent over-identification of African 

American boys and presents the research questions. The methodology and procedures that were 

used to gather and analyze data are presented in the third chapter. The fourth chapter presents the 

results of the study and a discussion of the results follows in chapter five.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

Overview 

 This study sought to add to the growing volume of literature surrounding the over-

representation of minority students in special education. While the degree of disproportionality 

has been well documented (Arnold & Lassmann, 2003; Aud et al, 2010; CCBD, 2013; Donovan 

& Cross, 2002; Johnson, n.d,, Patton, 1998; Skiba et al., 2005; Skiba et al, 2006; US GAO, 2013) 

the underlying mechanisms are less well understood. This study investigated the role of examiner 

bias as one possible mechanism in the over-identification of African American boys as 

Emotionally Disturbed. Chapter 2 provides an extensive review of the literature and research 

related to the constructs of this study and the organization of the chapter follows the ecological 

framework (Brofenbrenner, 1979, 1989) model by working from the broad systems perspective 

of race and culture in America, including the national context of African American boys, to the 

educational context of special education and finally the microsystem of the examiner and student 

interaction.  The chapter is divided into sections that include an overview of race and culture in 

American, defining Whiteness, the national context of African American boys, special education 

and the ED eligibility, national and Texas rates of disproportionality, suggested mechanisms 

including the role of poverty, and a review of the implicit bias construct as well as a 

measurement of implicit bias. The chapter is concluded with a summary of the presenting issue 

and proposed research questions.  

Setting the scene: Race and Culture in America 

 In 2012, 51% of students enrolled in public schools were classified as Caucasian and 

16% were classified as African American. Teachers, however, are overwhelmingly Caucasian 

and female. Nationally, 81.9% of teachers are Caucasian while 6.8% of teachers are African 
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American. 76.3% of teachers are female (Aud et al, 2012). School psychologists have even less 

diversity in their ranks. A 2010 National Association of School Psychology (NASP) survey 

indicated almost 91% of school psychologists are White, which is down from almost 93% in 

2005. Three percent of school psychologists are African American, an increase from almost 2% 

in 2005 (Curtis, Castillo & Gelley, 2011).  

These figures are important to consider as we discuss the dominant culture in schools and 

its reflection of White culture and values (Michael & Bartoli, 2014). As posited by CRT, 

Leonardo (2004) argues that when examining the influence of White culture, a discussion of 

white privilege is insufficient. The presence of White privilege is a symptom of a system, not a 

driving force. Rather, White racial dominance is the condition that makes privilege possible 

(Gillborn, 2005; Gillborn, 2006; Leonardo, 2007; Matias & Mackey, 2016). Literature has 

generally focused on describing White privilege and the space it creates for White students but 

has much less often focused on the processes that sustain the dominance of White culture 

(Bartoli, Bentley-Edwards, García, Michael, & Ervin 2015; Leonardo, 2004). A focus on the 

fruits of domination (privilege) does not address the underlying structure of supremacy nor does 

it suggest a manner of disrupting the status quo. To understand the implications of this for 

education, we must first define Whiteness.  

Defining Whiteness 

The concept of white culture is jarring to many and has even been framed as non-existent 

(Michael & Bartoli, 2014; Singleton & Linton, 2006). A definition of white culture may seem an 

impossible task; while we readily define ethnic minorities (eg, Black Culture, Hispanic Culture, 

Asian Culture) the suggestion of White culture is often met with confusion (Singleton & Linton, 

2006). How then can society promote equality between cultures if we deny that a white culture 
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exists? This line of reasoning highlights the ubiquitous nature of whiteness; much like the air we 

breathe, it is all around us and yet invisible to those within its boundaries (Leonardo, 2007). This 

tacit acceptance of white ways as “normal” or “just how things are” lays the foundation of white 

privilege, a symptom of the acceptance of the dominant white culture and systemic racism 

(Applebaum, 2005; Bell, 1995a; Crenshaw, et al, 1995; Gotanda, 1991; Ladson-Billings, 1995; 

Pearce, 2012). The effect of the dominant culture establishing what is “normal” within their own 

narrow cultural bounds is to make all cultures outside of the dominant “abnormal” by default 

(Bartoli et al, 2015). To frame this in mental health terms, behavior outside the established norm 

is pathologized. Pathology in the clinical world is analogous to emotionally disturbance in the 

educational world.  

Matias, Montoya, and Nishi (2016) provide stark insight into how the maintenance of the 

White status quo plays out in an educational setting. The authors taught a diversity course for 

urban teachers in which the students, mostly white, complete multiple course surveys exploring 

their race and culture. Consistently, the majority of students reported to have never had a 

meaningful relationship with a person of color but did not feel that the lack of diversity in their 

lives affects their role as educator. Further, when relationships were reported, they were almost 

always with people of color in subservient positions rather than positions of authority. If the 

familiar relationship is one of dominance and subservience, how then to expect an educator to 

foster an environment of equity – a context which the educators themselves acknowledged they 

have not personally experienced? 

Conversation about White cultural dominance among White educators is uncommon, at 

least in part because focusing on racial equity often evokes guilt and discomfort in White 

listeners (Annamma, 2015; Bartoli, Morrow, Gaskin Dozier, Momolou & Gillem, 2014; 
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Leonardo, 2004; Pearce 2012). Further, when Whites do engage in conversations about race, the 

rhetoric of colorblindness dominates the conversation. Colorblind language is attractive on the 

surface by presenting a veneer of equality in the assertion that ‘we don’t see race’. Beneath the 

surface, the colorblind approach denies the persistent impact of historical racism on today’s 

culture and systems (Bonilla-Silva, 2013). However, the failure to unpack the framework of 

colorblindness and prioritize classes or spaces in which to have these conversations, creates the 

very conditions that allow for the continued tacit acceptance of White privilege and therefore, the 

upholding of structural dominance (Bartoli et al, 2015; Gillborn, 2005; Matias et al, 2016; Matias 

& Mackey, 2016), a reflection of how systems such as public education evolve to prioritize the 

needs of one race (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Gillborn, 2005). If the realities of privilege, structural 

dominance, and cultural norms are not explored and directly confronted, they will be maintained, 

for by what mechanism would change occur?  

An examination of educational policy can help illuminate the consequences of structural 

dominance, which upholds the present system by failing to address structural inequities that 

affect much of the poor performing schools (Gillborn, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 2005; Leonardo, 

2007). No Child Left Behind (NCLB) is an example of one such policy failure on a grand scale. 

NCLB sought to increase accountability of educational systems however, the starting point for 

NCLB assumed an essentially level playing field for all schools – in essence ignoring the 

preexisting inequities of low performing schools, many in urban, majority minority schools (Kim 

& Sunderman, 2005; Leonardo, 2007; Welner & Weitzman, 2005). Essentially, schools that were 

behind never had a chance to catch up and were immediately subject to the same consequences 

for underperformance as high performing schools. NCLB has a strong focus on merit, an ideal 

that is quite palatable to the White American psyche (Michael & Bartoli, 2014; Welner & 
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Weitzman, 2005). Good schools succeed because their students and teachers are good; bad 

schools fail because students and teachers are bad.  

Years later, the failure to fund NCLB (Welner & Weitzman, 2005) along with the failure 

to address pre-existing inequities (Gillborn, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 2005; Leonardo, 2007) has 

been forgotten if it was ever truly acknowledged. What remains is a sense that schools, and their 

students, have essentially determined their own fate and are thus solely responsible for the 

quality of education in their schools (Leonardo, 2007; Leonardo, 2013, Michael & Bartoli, 

2014). Effecting individual students is the further entrenchment of the mindset that some 

students and parents value education and others do not (Hill & Tyson, 2009). Why then dedicate 

additional resources when the presumption is that the community would not value improved 

educational opportunities? Set within this problematic educational context is the somewhat 

unique case of African American boys  

African American Boys in American Society 

 This study focuses on the identification of ED in African America boys - but why is a 

focus on African American boys appropriate? As Pedro Noguera (2008) eloquently discusses in 

his book The Trouble with Black Boys, African American males have a distinct and problematic 

place in the American psyche which can be characterized by a dichotomous view as either star or 

criminal. Positive views of African American males are confined to athletes or music stars while 

the negative stereotype of African American men as violent, drug user, and irresponsible is 

ubiquitous in American culture. This generalization of African American men provides 

important context when considering how broad stereotypes inform personal bias. (Cunningham, 

Nezlek, & Banaji, 2004; Kellow & Jones, 2008; Stevenson, 2014)  
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Goff, Jackson, DiLeone, Culotta, & DiTomasso (2014) explored perceptions of African 

American children when compared to their white counterparts and found that African American 

children ten years and older were perceived as less innocent than their white peers and more 

culpable for their actions. In addition, the study considered how accurately age was predicted 

when individuals of various races were accused of either misdemeanor or felony crimes. While 

age over-estimates were roughly equivalent for white, Latino, and African American children, 

accused of a misdemeanor crime, the over-estimates of age jumped sharply for African American 

children accused of a felony crime; the children’s age was over-estimated by approximately four 

and a half years.   

This is not a new occurrence. Keller (1988) found teachers rated Black children as having 

worse behavior than White children and the teacher ratings had low correlations with actual 

measures of ability and achievement. Feng and Cartledge (1996) found teachers viewed African 

American children as more hyperactive and with higher levels of externalizing behaviors than 

their White peers. Moving beyond the teacher-student relationship to consider district 

demographics, Coutinho et al (2002) found that the higher the percentage of a district’s student 

population was nonwhite, the lower the rate of identification for ED among African American 

boys. This effect was strong for African American boys but only slight for the other ethnic 

groups in the study: Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, and American Indian. Taken collectively, 

these studies suggest that a unique interplay of environmental and interpersonal forces define and 

shape the experience of African American boys in public education.   

These effects have a real and measurable impact on the children themselves. Children 

from academically stigmatized groups become increasingly aware of these negative stereotypes 

between ages 6 and 10, particularly children from academically stigmatized groups (McKown & 
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Weinstein, 2003). Further, awareness of stereotype is associated with poor academic and testing 

performance (McKown & Weinstein, 2003; Wasserberg, 2014) as well as an increase in 

aggressive behavior or perceptions of hyper-masculinity by teachers (Spencer, 1999). Recall that 

a student may only be identified as ED if academic performance is adversely affected therefore, 

all factors leading to poor performance are important to consider.  

Special Education 

Disability identification rates for special education services in public schools have been 

an area of investigation since the initiation of services themselves (CCBD, 2013). In the 

American public education system, not all children have access to all available services. General 

education serves all children entering the school system. Individualized services for children 

with needs beyond what is offered in the general education classroom are available through the 

special education system, a separately funded system embedded with the public school system. 

To receive these services a student must qualify for special education as a child with a disability 

as defined under federal law. As criteria for disabilities are set at the federal level, or at the level 

of the macro-system in the ecological framework (Brofenbrenner, 1979, 1989), the Department 

of Education has direct impact on the practices and services in individual schools. Understanding 

the over-arching impact of decisions made at a national level is important context when 

considering how decisions are made at the local level.  

For children found to have a disability, there is an array of services available which 

theoretically help the disabled child progress academically as well as their peers. Disabilities are 

divided into fourteen categories encompassing a wide range of needs: deficits stemming from 

medical conditions, physical needs such as orthopedic impairments, learning-based disabilities 

such as dyslexia, autism spectrum disorders, or those psychological in nature as in the case of 
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mental health issues. Examples of common services include extra help in the classroom, the use 

of instructional aides, alternate classes more appropriate to the student’s current academic level, 

or a separate classroom designed to address challenging behaviors. However, access to these 

services is contingent upon a child being identified with a disability. One of the more 

controversial aspects of special education is the selection of eligible students and the over-

identification of minority students; both of which are particularly salient in the disability 

category of Emotional Disturbance (ED) (Arnold & Lassmann, 2003; Aud et al., 2010; CCBD, 

2013; Donovan & Cross, 2002; Johnson, n.d,; Parrish, 2002; Patton, 1998; US GAO, 2013). 

Focus on Emotional Disturbance 

The focus of this study is on the eligibility category of Emotional Disturbance (ED), 

often referred to as Emotional and Behavioral Disorders (EBD). In 1975, the US Department of 

Education first defined the education eligibility of Severe Emotional Disturbance as part of 

Public Law 94-142, often referred to as the Education for All Handicapped Children Act. This 

was the first time the federal government required all schools receiving federal money to provide 

equal access to education for children with disabilities. This act was revised in 1990 and became 

known as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), which has also undergone 

revision and was reauthorized most recently in 2004. However, despite these revisions, the 

federal definition of Emotional Disturbance remains unchanged since its inception in 1975, a 

nearly forty year span. To put this in perspective, in 1975 the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 

of Mental Disorders, 2
nd

 edition (DSM-II) was in use. Since that time three additional editions of 

the DSM have been released, two followed by revised versions of the edition. With each 

revision, psychologists have refined and in some cases reimagined the diagnostic criteria for 

various disorders as our knowledge of these disorders broadens and deepens. How is it then that 
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the identification criteria for the educational equivalent of mental illness can continue to be valid 

over the same forty year period of time?  

Per IDEA, to be eligible as a student with an Emotional Disturbance a student must 

exhibit one of the five following criteria:  

1) an inability to learn which cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or health factors 

2) an inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with peers and 

teachers 

3) inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under normal circumstances 

4) a general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression 

5) a tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or school 

problems (IDEA, 2004) 

Additional qualifiers must be met indicating that these characteristics have been exhibited 

over a long period of time and to a marked degree that adversely affects a child’s educational 

performance. This category includes children who have schizophrenia but excludes children who 

are “socially maladjusted”, unless they are determined to have a Serious Emotional Disturbance 

(IDEA, 2004). 

Beyond the above definition, little guidance has been provided on how to interpret and 

apply the eligibility criteria. No formal guidelines for assessment procedures have been 

established and it has been up to school psychologists and evaluation personnel to interpret the 

meaning of phrases such as “appropriate behavior”, “normal circumstances”, or “satisfactory 

interpersonal relationships”. To further complicate the decision making process, no central 

definition of social maladjustment (SM) has been developed and the categories of Emotional 

Disturbance and Social Maladjustment have not been scientifically defined (Hughes & Bray, 
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2004). Social maladjustment has been broadly conceptualized as externalizing behaviors over 

which the student has control and is engaging in voluntarily (Hinshaw, 1992; Olympia, Farley, 

Christiansen, Pettersson, Jenson, & Clark, 2004). Scales measuring attributes such as aggression, 

disruptive behavior, or even hyperactivity are conceptualized as externalizing (Achenbach, 1991; 

Hinshaw et al, 1992). Students high on these scales may be disrespectful, disrupt class, lie, or get 

into fights at school. Externalizing behaviors are differentiated from internalizing behaviors 

which are conceptualized as stemming from internal distress over which the student has little or 

no control. Scales measuring anxiety or depression are thought to be an indication of 

internalizing behaviors (Achenbach, 1991). However, investigation of assessment procedures 

have revealed they do not adequately differentiate between students identified as socially 

maladjusted and those identified as emotionally disturbed (Costenbader & Buntaine, 1999; 

Donovan & Cross, 2002). 

McConaughy and Skiba (1993) aggregated the results of four studies considering the 

comorbidity of externalizing and internalizing disorders. The studies included non-clinical as 

well as clinical samples, an important distinction because of the high rates of comorbidity among 

high need clinical patients which tends to skew data in favor of high comorbidity rates. Data was 

collapsed into four domains: conduct/oppositional disorders, affective disorders, anxiety 

disorders, and attention deficit disorders. When considering children with a primary diagnosis of 

an affective disorder, 47% also presented with a disorder in the conduct/oppositional disorder 

domain. Conversely, when considering children with a conduct/oppositional disorder, 21% had 

comorbid affective disorders. Rates of comorbidity between conduct/oppositional disorders and 

anxiety disorders, ranged between 25% and 27%. Perhaps most troubling, the authors also 

concluded that on average children with externalizing behaviors exhibit worse cognitive, social 
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and academic functioning than children with internalizing behaviors. Therefore, exclusion of 

children who exhibit primarily externalizing behaviors from special education services denies 

services to the children would have a greater need on average than those identified as 

emotionally disturbed.  

 In summary, no set of behavior or criteria has been discovered to aid in this differential 

diagnosis and significant overlap has been found between the two student populations. The 

process of determining if a child is willfully engaging in problematic behaviors has been left up 

to practitioners, with little direction and little consistency (Costenbader & Buntaine, 1999; 

Hanchon & Allen, 2013; Olympia et al., 2004).   

Interestingly, the SM exclusion was a not part of the original definition of ED developed 

by Dr. Eli Bower, nor was it suggested by a psychology practitioner. Rather, the term social 

maladjustment and its use as an exclusionary clause was an addition to the legal code at the 

congressional level to address concerns that allowing students with disruptive behaviors to be 

eligible for special education would cause a dramatic increase in the demand for services 

(Hanchon & Allen, 2013). Hughes and Bray (2004) maintain that financial concerns over the 

inclusion of these students has had a continued and significant impact on the maintenance of the 

exclusion over several revisions, despite the lack of scientific support for the differentiation 

between ED and SM. Since its inception, ten states have dropped the SM exclusion, resulting in 

a widening gap of how different states define emotional disturbances. Interestingly, the removal 

of this exclusion had variable effects and did not uniformly result in a sharp increase in referrals 

and identification as was feared. Of the ten states with the highest identification rates of ED, five 

have dropped the SM exclusion suggesting perhaps that removal of the SM exclusion increases 
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the number of children identified as ED. However, two states with the lowest identification rates 

also have dropped the SM exclusion (Olympia et al., 2004).  

Overview of disproportionality – National Rates 

Minority students have been and continue to be overrepresented in special education 

despite the growth of diversity-focused training and the adoption of systems, such as Response to 

Intervention, designed to improve the quality of referrals to special education (CCBD, 2013; 

Johnson, n.d.). Three categories of special education have been characterized as high incidence 

and have been reported to have the highest rates of disproportionality: learning disability, mild 

intellectual disabilities, and emotional/behavior disorders (Arnold & Lassmann, 2003). 

Nationally, minority students have been at greater risk for placement in special education than 

their white counterparts across these three categories. Among minority students, African 

American and American Indian/Alaska Native students have the highest rates of placement 

special education (US GAO, 2013). Conversely, race is not only indicated in the over-

identification of the above disabilities, but also in the under-identification of others, especially 

Autism. One study of Medicaid eligible children in Philadelphia (Mandell, Listerud, Levy, & 

Pinto-Martin, 2002) found that on average African American children were diagnosed with 

Autism a full one and a half years later than White children (6.3 years versus 7.9 years). Further, 

they were also five times more likely to receive a diagnoses of adjustment disorder and two and a 

half times more likely to receive a diagnosis conduct disorder prior to the first diagnosis of 

Autism (Mandell, Ittenbach, Levy, & Pinto-Martin, 2007). The late diagnosis and rate of initial 

misdiagnoses has significant implications for early intervention (Mandell et al, 2002).     

African American students in particular have persistently been overrepresented in special 

education programs for students with learning disabilities, emotional or behavioral disabilities, 
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and mental disabilities for at least the past twenty years (Patton, 1998) but their risk is 

particularly disproportionate for identification as ED (CCBD, 2013; Donovan & Cross, 2002). 

Between 1998 and 2007, 8.5% of White students between 6 and 21 years of age were served in 

special education programs as compared to 12.2% of African American students.  When 

comparing rates for the three high incidence categories in 2007, 3.42% of White students were 

identified as Learning Disabled versus 5.32% of African American students. Rates of 

identification as Intellectually Disabled (formerly Mental Retardation) were 0.6% for White 

students versus 1.56% for African American students. Additionally, 0.62% of White students 

were identified as Emotionally Disturbed (ED) versus 1.27% of African American students  

(Aud et al, 2010; see Figure 3). 

2007 LD MR ED 

White 

 

3.42% .06% .62% 

African 

American 

5.32% 1.56% 1.27% 

         Figure 3: High Incidence Categories by Race            

  Note: Adapted from Aud et al, 2010 

 

While these percentages may appear small, 637,772 African American children were 

enrolled in Texas public schools during the 2010-2011 school year. The difference in 

identification rates translates to 415 additional children identified as ED in just one state.  

Taking a closer look – Focus on Texas 

While policy is set at a national level, states impact how policy is implemented by setting 

priorities through funding decisions and hiring practices, therefore an examination of 

disproportionality at the state level provides both a richer context and an examination of the 

impact of the exo-system in the ecological framework (Brofenbrenner, 1979, 1989). Multiple 

issues exist when attempting to analyze special education data on a national level, including 
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differences in definitions and assessment procedures between states, but particularly in the area 

of statistical reporting. States are required to report demographic data about special education 

students to the Federal government regarding twelve categories of disabilities. However, they are 

not required to collect that same data at the state level nor use the categories in the same manner 

from state to state. For example, Iowa does not differentiate between eligibility categories at the 

state level but instead identifies students as “eligible individuals”. When reporting data at the 

federal level, Iowa then estimates categories by auditing a random sample of Individual 

Education Plans and extrapolating data from the results of the audit. As another example, some 

states report a student identified as multiply disabled only by their primary disability while others 

report them only in the multiply disabled category (Scull & Winkler, 2011). The combination of 

these variations makes state to state analysis problematic. Therefore, this study proposes to focus 

on a single state, Texas.  

Texas has the second largest public school system in the nation and experienced the 

largest increase in student enrollment from 1998 to 2008; 20.4% compared to 5.9 % nationally 

(TEA, 2011). Additionally, Texas provides an interesting case study as the state has maintained 

the original definition of Emotional Disturbance (ED), including an exclusion criterion which 

some states have since eliminated. Texas reflects similar patterns of over-identification as 

reported nationally (Scull & Winkler, 2011), and according to US Government Report on the 

Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA), Texas continues to demonstrate overrepresentation of 

minorities in three categories: identification, placement, and discipline (US GAO, 2013). In the 

2007-2008 school year 138 districts in the state were identified as having disproportionate 

numbers of minority students in special education (TEA, 2012).  
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With respect to minority populations in Texas, African American students accounted for 

12.9% of the total student population but 16.7% of the special education population during the 

2010-2011 school year. The number of African American students identified as economically 

disadvantaged during the 2010-11school year was 71.6% as compared to 28.3% of all white 

students and 65% of special education students. Additionally, 67.2% of students in special 

education were male (TEA, 2011; see Figure 4) Further, the TEA website notes that African 

American children are identified as Intellectually Disabled and Emotionally Disturbed at greater 

rates than white counterparts although specific numbers were not published. 

        

 Total 

Population  

Special Education 

Population 

Economically 

Disadvantaged 

White    

Percent 31.2% 32.5% 28.3% 

Number 1,538,409 144,050 435,238 

African American    

Percent 12.9% 16.7% 71.6% 

Number 637,722 74,051 456,452 

Figure 4: Texas 2010-2011 School Year Population Comparison 

Note: Adapted from TEA, 2011 

 

Consequences of Identification 

 If this pattern of over-identification is generalized across contexts, should educators and 

researchers consider this an issue worthy of investigation? If outcomes for children served 

through general education were similar to outcomes for children served through special 

education, then the answer might be no. However, when compared to non-disabled peers, 

children served through special education in the high-incidence categories of mild mental 

retardation, learning disability and emotional/behavioral disorders generally have poor outcomes 

(Arnold & Lassmann, 2003). African American males are particularly affected as they are more 
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likely than any other racial or ethnic group to be identified with a disability (Skiba et al, 2006) 

and in particular with an Emotional Disturbance (Cartledge, 1999).  

Within the category of ED, African American children are overrepresented in more 

restrictive settings and less likely to be educated in the general education setting (CCBD, 2013). 

Additionally, students placed in programs for children with Emotional Disturbance have the 

poorest outcomes of the various disability categories qualifying for special education. Students in 

this eligibility category have lower graduation rates, lower academic achievement, and have 

more encounters with the Juvenile Justice System (Bradley et al., 2008; Cartledge, 1999; 

Cartledge et al., 2002).  

In adult life, children who were served in programs for students with emotional disorders 

demonstrate difficulties with employment, interpersonal relationships, and a continued high rate 

of involvement in the adult justice system. By some accounts, about half of all children identified 

with ED fail to complete high school and only about the same number were employed three 

years after leaving school (Bradley et al., 2008). In another study, youth identified as ED were as 

likely as their non-disabled peers to have been employed during previous year but were 

significantly less likely to be making minimum wage or more (Wagner & Cameto, 2004). The 

majority demonstrated below grade level proficiency in both reading and math and were 

suspended or expelled from school at rates two or three times higher than peers in general 

education (Bradley et al., 2008).  

A recent report by the Public Policy Research Institute (Johnson, n.d.) considered risk 

factors for initial contact in the juvenile justice system. Among other risk factors, identification 

as a student with an Emotional Disturbance was a stronger predictor than race for African 

American males and significantly increased the chance of involvement in the justice system. 
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While the factors that contribute to poor school performance, difficulties in adult life, and contact 

with the juvenile justice system are far more complex than a simple causal relationship resulting 

from classification as ED, the impact of identification on a student’s life is significant enough to 

warrant close consideration of the process of such a determination.  

 Less explicit but no less relevant is research suggesting that when students are 

categorized according to ability or behavior, behaviors targeted for intervention tend to increase 

rather than decrease (Oakes, 1985). Additionally, expectations of students labeled ED were 

generally lower than for students with problem behaviors but no label and students labeled with a 

behavior disorder (Stinnett, Bull, Koonce, & Aldridge, 1999). More specifically, research 

indicates teacher expectations of student performance have a significant impact on the structure 

and quality of instruction provided in the classroom. Teachers with high and average student 

expectation use more teaching statements, scaffold to a greater degree, and provide more regular 

feedback than teachers with low student expectations. Additionally, teaching styles related to 

increased student motivation are more common in teachers who have high expectations for their 

students (Rubie-Davies, 2007). In mental health realms, negative illness identity has been 

associated with poor treatment outcomes as the individual tends to lack hope of improvement 

and fails to take advantage of offered services (Yanos, Roe, & Lysaker, 2010). The potential 

negative effects of labeling on performance outcomes argues that such labels should be used 

conservatively and only when other options have been exhausted. In schools, this suggests that 

the especially provocative label of ED should be reserved for the most serious of cases.  

Discipline Rates: A Parallel Process? 

 

 As behavioral referrals are a common precursor for children who are referred for an ED 

assessment, looking at the rates of disciplinary procedures can give some context to the 
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implications of race in ED determinations as the issues surrounding overrepresentation are 

strikingly similar. Over the past 25 years, children of minority status have been found to be 

suspended two to three times more often than their White peers (Skiba e al, 2002). In a recent 

study, African American children in elementary school were 2.19 times more likely than White 

peers to receive an office referral for behavior and 3.78 times more likely in middle school 

(Skiba et al, 2011). Tajalli and Garba (2014) focused on discipline rates in Texas and found that 

while African American students made up 14% of the student population, they represented 

29.3% of the students enrolled in Disciplinary Alternate Education Programs (DAEP). DAEPs 

are typically housed separate from the child’s campus and thus represent a removal not just from 

the general education classroom but from the school environment as a whole. While risk for 

placement in a DAEP was not associated with the SES of the school, it was associated with the 

‘whiteness’ of the school; the higher the percentage of white students at a school, the more likely 

an African American child is to be sent to a DAEP (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). This contrast 

highlights the importance of the social context of ED. 

 Is it possible that the same underlying mechanism for referrals to a DAEP is at work in 

the over-representation of African American children in both disciplinary rates and identification 

rates for ED? A recent study demonstrated, for the first time, that racial stereotypes may lead 

teachers to punish African American students more severely (Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015). In 

this study, teachers were given a hypothetical student’s record along with descriptions of two 

minor infractions; students were given names typically associated with either White or African 

American names and a race check was included (participants were asked to guess the child’s 

race) to ensure the teachers envisioned the intended race. Teachers were then asked to rate 

multiple items indicating how troubled they were by the behavior and how severely the student 
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should be punished. For the first infraction, no difference was indicated for either how troubled 

the teacher was or how severe the recommended consequence. However, difference emerged for 

the second infraction with teachers rated feeling more troubled by the second infraction when the 

student was African American versus White and recommended a more severe consequence for 

the African American student. In addition, teachers were more likely to imagine themselves 

suspending the African American student in the future than the White student (Okonofua & 

Eberhardt, 2015). This study supports previous findings that African American boys are 

punished more harshly than White peers for the same infraction (Advancement Project, 2005) 

and is the first to directly compare discipline rates for the same infraction with practitioners and 

to provide evidence that stereotypes may in fact play a central role in how students are perceived 

and disciplined.  

Suggested Mechanisms of Disproportionality 

The literature surrounding disproportionality suggests several possible contributors 

although there has been little systemic investigation. Test bias in assessment instruments was one 

of the first potential contributors to be investigated and while still counted as a potential 

contributor, test bias has not been a sufficient explanation by itself (Valencia & Suzuki, 2001). 

Poor facilities, lack of highly qualified teachers, the referral process, and behavior management 

at the classroom level have all been suggested as contributing to disproportionality but again, 

none have been adequate to explain the level and persistence of over-representation of minority 

students (CCBD, 2013). The little investigation that has been conducted on the contribution of 

cultural mismatch between African American students and the largely white, female teaching 

staff suggest this is an area that warrants further investigation (Skiba et al., 2011) but has not 

received much attention in the literature.  
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Drawing again from the literature on discipline and suspension, Vavrus and Cole (2002) 

analyzed videotapes of classroom interactions and concluded that students of color were 

disproportionately singled out in the classroom for minor infractions or breaking ‘unwritten’ 

rules of conduct. Variables such as teacher readiness, teacher competence in behavior 

management, adequate facilities, and sufficient supplies have been found to be particularly 

salient in low income schools (CCBD, 2013; Darling-Hammond, 2004; Skiba, Simmons, Ritter, 

Kohler, & Wu, 2003).  

Another potential contributor to increased rates of identification is that anecdotal 

information from school staff increasingly suggests that some referrals are based solely on 

whether a student passed or failed the state standardized assessment (Skiba et al., 2003). While 

all of the above suggested mechanisms are potential contributors to disproportionality, little 

systematic research has been conducted and there appears to be little pressure from the schools 

themselves to produce such literature. Perhaps most notable is the lack of attention to variables 

within the school setting and a passive acceptance that current rates of identification are not 

necessarily problematic. Noguera (2008) points to this acceptance of the underachievement of 

African American boys as part of the distorted but normalized negative characterization of 

African American men. In other words, perhaps school administrators do not see such over-

representation as problematic because it fits with their internal narrative and ‘feels right’. While 

variables inside the school setting have not received much attention, the role of poverty in the 

over-identification of minority students in special education has received a great deal of attention 

in the literature.  
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Contribution of Socioeconomic Status 

While much literature has focused on the racial make-up of children in special education, 

the influence of poverty has also been heavily debated as the relationship between SES status 

and special education placement is less clear (Blair & Scott, 2002; Skiba et al., 2005; Skiba et al., 

2006). Students from impoverished backgrounds are also disproportionately represented in 

special education. However, the relationship between poverty and over-representation of 

minority students is not linear and SES is not necessarily the primary contributor to student 

difficulties for this population (Skiba et al., 2003). Research indicates there are relationships 

between variables associated with low socioeconomic (SES) status and placement in special 

education, such as parent education and employment. It is unclear if these related variables are 

moderating the effect of the environment or if the environment itself is a main factor  (Skiba et 

al., 2003). For example, in Texas, students from low-income families are approximately 50% 

more likely than ‘low-risk’ (medium/high SES) peers to be in special education. (Johnson, n.d.). 

In one longitudinal study, 30% of Learning Disabled placement decisions for boys and 39% of 

Learning Disabled placement decisions for girls were attributed to factors associated with low 

SES (Blair & Scott, 2002). Additionally, research has indicated more restrictive placements were 

recommended for children with emotional disorders who are from low SES families versus high 

SES families. This relationship was maintained even when the child’s behavior, age of 

respondent and child’s ethnicity were controlled for suggesting SES may have a unique 

contribution to the relationship (Frey, 2002). 

The relationship between SES status and placement is not a straightforward one and is 

complicated by relatively higher rates of poverty in many minority communities. For example, in 

Texas, statistics from the 2010-2011 school year indicated 59.1% of all students were identified 
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as economically disadvantaged. 71.6% of all African American students were economically 

disadvantaged as compared to 28.3% of White students (TEA, 2011). However, it is difficult to 

speak only of race in special education without also considering the potential contribution of 

SES. For example, Podell and Soodak (1993) demonstrated one indirect route of contribution of 

SES in placement decisions. They investigated the relationship between teachers’ sense of 

efficacy and their decision to refer a student for special education services. Participants 

completed a teacher efficacy scale and were sorted into two groups, low and high efficacy. They 

were then asked to read a case study and indicate if they felt that the regular education classroom 

was appropriate for the student and if the student should be referred for evaluation. A total of six 

case studies were created and each teacher reviewed one case. The students in the cases varied 

by SES, low and high, and by three etiology conditions. For two of the etiology conditions, the 

student’s source of difficulty was described as being either medical or environmental. In the third 

condition, medical and family factors were noted to not be an issue and no basis for the student’s 

academic difficulty was provided, leaving the etiology ambiguous. Results indicated teacher 

efficacy moderated the impact of SES. When a teacher felt ineffective, they were more likely to 

believe regular education was inappropriate when the child was from a low SES family. Referral 

rates were particularly high for the unspecified etiology condition. Teachers higher in efficacy 

tended to believe regular education was appropriate and recommended referral less often in all 

SES categories.  

 The relationship between SES, race, and Emotional Disturbance is no less complex and 

the following study clearly indicates that SES is not the sole, or even primary, contributor to the 

disproportionate number of African American children identified as ED. Coutniho et al. (2002)  

analyzed data compiled from over 4,100 school districts nationwide, both urban and rural. The 
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proportion of students identified as ED was the dependent variable and various analyses were run 

with district-level socio-demographic factors as predictors as well as with student gender and 

ethnicity as predictors. Interestingly’ the data confirmed that, as expected, identification rates for 

African American males rose sharply as poverty levels rose. However, identification rates for 

White males and White females decreased as poverty levels rose, showing a clear differential 

effect. So if poverty is not the primary contributor to the over-representation of African 

American boys in special education, might racial bias explain the heretofore unaccounted for 

variance in identification rates of ED? 

Implicit Attitudes – Why Ambiguity Matters  

Beyond inconsistency in assessment producing variable results, is there another reason 

why ambiguity in eligibility determinations presents a problem? Research on modern 

perspectives of prejudice and implicit attitudes suggests that when guidelines for decision 

making or the criteria to be considered in making that decision are unclear, implicit biases 

emerge as deciding factors (Hodson et al. , 2002; Son Hing et al., 2008). Modern perspectives on 

prejudice divide judgment towards out-groups, groups which differ from one’s own on some 

salient characteristic such as race, into implicit versus explicit expressions of attitudes. Explicit, 

or overt, expressions of bias are those outwardly voiced by an individual and are able to be 

measured in a direct manner. Attitudes or feelings construed as overtly biased have significant 

overlap with social conservatism and therefore are sometimes an expression of a desire to 

maintain the status quo rather than a direct expression of negative attitude towards a particular 

group or race. Implicit prejudice has been more difficult to define and only recently has been 

measured through implicit association tests. Implicit association tests use reaction times and 

latency measures to assess unconscious thoughts and attitudes. Using this framework, 
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researchers have created situations which require ‘snap’ judgments to tap into unconscious 

expression of bias toward another group (Quillian, 2008; Son Hing et al., 2008). These two types 

of bias, explicit and implicit, have been found to correlate only weakly, providing strong support 

for conceptualizing them as separate constructs (Son Hing et al., 2008).  

Within this framework, an individual may be low or high on explicit as well as implicit 

measures, creating four profiles: truly low prejudiced, aversive racists, principled conservatives, 

and modern racists (see Figure 2).  Truly low prejudiced individuals are low in both explicit and 

implicit prejudice while modern racists are high in both categories. Principled conservatives 

score high on explicit measures of overt prejudice, and social conservatism, but low on measures 

of implicit prejudice. Therefore while on the surface these individuals express many of the same 

attitudes as modern racists, they are very different in their implicit judgments of others. These 

individuals tend to express a lack of empathy for the plight of others but do not judge others of 

one group any more harshly than members of their own group. On the other hand, aversive 

racists have low expressions of overt prejudice and consciously believe themselves to be free of 

negative feelings towards others. However, they score high on measures of implicit prejudice 

and show preference toward their own race when the decision is not obviously based on race 

(Son Hing et al., 2008). 

So why focus on implicit bias at the examiner level? Decisions made at this level reside 

in the microsystem which is deeply embedded in the larger ecological system and reflect all the 

stereotypes, pressures, and policy priorities that filter through the layers of the system. More 

specifically, personal bias is informed by these stereotypes and often develops out of conscious 

awareness (Cunningham, et al, 2004; Kellow & Jones, 2008; Stevenson, 2014). Hodson et al. 

(2002) concluded that if an individual holds implicit attitudes towards another race, these 
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attitudes are likely to impact decision making when doing so is socially appropriate, appropriate 

responses are less clearly defined, and negative responses can be justified through a factor other 

than race. On a more positive note, not only would current trends in decision making within 

special education be better understood, but bias is malleable and can be reduced (Lai et al, 2014). 

To understand how bias may influence decision making, we must first understand how implicit 

bias is being studied.  

How is implicit bias measured? 

  Implicit bias has been difficult to measure as, by definition, individuals are unaware of 

their own unconscious bias. Historically, bias was measured via self-report measures by asking 

respondents to rate various statements about people of a different race. The earliest of studies of 

prejudicial attitudes were conducted in the 1920’s and 1930’s and were exclusively based on 

self-report measures. Presumably expressing prejudicial attitudes was much more socially 

acceptable in the early part of the last century. For evidence of this we need only to examine 

Hinckley’s Attitude Toward the Negro Scale, considered to be the best research measure to study 

difference in attitudes toward African Americans (Sims & Patrick, 1932). The scale contained 32 

items, an example of which is “The feeble-mindedness of the Negro limits him to a social level 

just a little above that of the higher animals” or “The rich spiritual life of the Negro compensates 

adequately for the defects in his nature” (Hinckley, 1932).  

 Openly expressing such prejudicial attitudes became less socially acceptable toward the 

latter half of last century and posed a significant issue for researchers; how do you measure an 

attitude without asking questions? The 1970’s saw a rise in studies in which social situations 

were constructed and unknowing participants’ responses to requests for help were observed 

(Banaji & Greenwald, 2013). Ethical concerns about this type of experimental design caused 
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them to quickly fall out of favor but again left researchers with a gap in tools. The shift in 

American attitudes about the acceptability of explicit expressions of prejudice along with a new 

understanding of the pressure of social desirability precluded a return to self-report measures. 

This concern was supported by separate veins of research comparing reported actions with actual 

behavior.  

One example that perhaps most everyone can relate to is the reporting of voting behavior 

versus actual reporting behavior. Three studies conducted in three consecutive decades compared 

participants reported voting behavior (whether they had voted in a recent election or not) then 

compared those responses to public records.  All three found relatively similar rates of over-

reporting in presidential elections; 13% of participants in the 1948, 16% in 1964, and 12% in 

1976 (in Presser, 1990). One interpretation of this behavior is that respondent felt the lie to be 

more true of them in general and was there of relatively small consequence (Banaji & 

Greenwald, 2013). Another explanation is Impression Management Theory (Tedeschi, 

Schlenker, & Bonoma, 1971) which describes humans’ tendency to manage the impressions we 

believe we are giving to others, including misrepresenting our actions or beliefs to align with a 

respond deemed more socially acceptable. Therefore, as expressions of racial prejudice became 

less socially acceptable, attitudes towards out-groups became increasingly difficult to capture. 

How then to measure an attitude if you can’t rely on an individual’s verbal response? 

The Implicit Association Test (Greenwald et al, 1998) was a result of efforts to find an 

indirect way of measuring implicit bias by quantifying automatic evaluations; in other words 

judgements of an object or person as good or bad that occur below conscious awareness. The 

first iteration of the IAT involved flowers and insects, relatively innocuous stimuli toward which 

most people have similar attitudes. A participant would be presented with a page with two 
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columns with the headings ‘Insects or Unpleasant Words’ and ‘Flowers or Pleasant Words’ 

followed by a list of words representing flowers and insects as well as pleasant and unpleasant 

words (see Figure 5). The task was to check the column into which each word belonged as fast as 

possible with total response time as the outcome variable. Participants were then asked to repeat 

the task with the opposite pairing: ‘Insects or Pleasant Words’ and ‘Flowers or Unpleasant 

Words’ (Greenwald et al, 1998; Banaji & Greenwald, 2013). The contrast in response time 

between the two pairings gave an indication of the strength of the pairing for the participant. This 

concept of strength of the association between a concept and an evaluation was eventually 

extended to race and now includes a variety of concepts with social implications including age, 

weight, religion, and disability.  

 

 Trial 1    Trial 2  

Insects or 

Unpleasant 

Words 

 Flowers or 

Pleasant 

Words 

 Insects or 

Pleasant 

Words 

 Flowers or 

Unpleasant 

Words 

 Bluebonnet X  X Mosquito  

X Roach    Cruel X 

 Beautiful  X  X Lovely  

X Decay    Carnation X 

 Daisy X   Hideous X 

  

 

The black/white IAT taps into implicit bias by examining participants’ speed of pairing 

concepts (African American or European American faces) and evaluations (‘good’ or ‘bad’ 

words). Rather than words describing flowers and insects, participants see pictures of faces 

which appear to be either Caucasian or African American. Prior to the evaluation trials, salience 

of faces for race is checked by having the participant identify faces by race as fast as they can 

Figure 5: Illustration of IAT Pairings 

Note: Adapted from Banaji & Greenwald, 2013.  
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and errors are revealed immediately. If participants are unable to attain a high degree of 

accuracy, results are considered uninterpretable. On the evaluation trials, if a participant pairs 

African American faces with bad words significantly faster than good words, they are 

determined to have a bias against African American faces (Greenwald et al., 1998). Please see 

the Instrumentation descriptions in chapter 3 for a review of validity and reliability of the IAT. 

Beyond measures of associations, does the presence of a preference for the faces of one 

race over the other tell researchers anything about every day behavior? In fact, numerous studies 

have now shown a strong correlation between measured levels of preference and discriminatory 

decisions under experimental conditions. A research study on hiring practices provides one such 

example; when a job applicant’s qualifications did not clearly qualify or disqualify them for a 

position, interviewers with higher implicit prejudicial attitudes were significantly less likely to 

recommend the minority applicant. This pattern was true regardless of the level of overt 

prejudice exhibited by the individual (Son Hing et al., 2008; Ziegert & Hanges, 2005). Another 

study found that the likelihood of recommending a potentially life-saving medical procedure, 

thrombolysis for an acute myocardial infarction, was correlated with a physician’s level of 

implicit bias as measured by the IAT (Green et al, 2007). More generally, Hugenberg and 

Bodenhausen (2003) used movies created from computerized versions of faces morphing from 

happy to angry to examine how quickly an individual was to perceive another as angry. 

Participants watched the clips of both White and Black faces and indicated the point at which the 

emotion changed. Participants’ level of bias on the IAT predicted earlier perception of anger on 

Black faces but not on similar White faces.  

These unconscious, negative views of others different from ourselves may be the result of 

in-group versus out-group social functioning or exposure to a hierarchical society (Son Hing et 



 

42 
 

al., 2008). Research on bias and behavior strongly suggests that there may be psychological 

processes affecting many decisions in which one person judges another against a given metric. 

Placement decisions for special education have many of the same qualities as decisions 

considered in the above research studies.   

Given the developing understanding of the role implicit bias may play when decisions are 

made in ambiguous situations and the long standing trend of over-identification of African 

American boys in special education, it would seem worthwhile to consider how perceptions of 

minority students may be affecting eligibility decisions. In other words, in the face of the 

ambiguity surrounding the definition of ED, is race itself a predictor of identification of ED? 

Purpose of the Proposed Study 

African American males have been consistently identified as meeting criteria for 

Emotional Disturbance at disproportionate rates as compared to their peers (Arnold & Lassmann, 

2003; Aud et al, 2010; Johnson, n.d,, Patton, 1998; US GAO, 2013).  Emerging research on 

explicit and implicit attitudes indicate that implicit bias surfaces during decision making when 

criteria are ambiguous (Hodson et al., 2002; Son Hing et al, 2008). The current federal definition 

of Emotional Disturbance is ambiguous and lacks scientific definition. Given the current 

understanding of the impact of ambiguity on decision making, and the ambiguous nature of the 

ED definition, is it possible that this ambiguity allows for implicit bias to become a salient factor 

in the over-identification of African American males?  

The proposed study investigated the relationship between examiner bias and eligibility 

decisions for ED. Examiners were asked to review a mock FIIE developed specifically for the 

purpose of this study. The mock FIIE was created to be intentionally vague with some 

suggestions of ED but not an overwhelming presence of such, allowing for decisions in either 
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direction. Characteristics of the examiner included a measure of implicit bias which allowed for 

an examination of the relationship between implicit bias and decision making in the evaluation 

process. In addition, a unique feature of this study was the inclusion of a ‘neutral’ condition in 

which the race of the student is not disclosed. Typically cross-cultural studies use the Caucasian 

group as the control group, thus setting the Anglo perspective or results as the accepted norm. 

The use of a neutral condition was included to avoid this common pitfall and allow for true 

comparison group apart from either the African American or Caucasian conditions. As discussed 

below, this feature of the study did not provide the expected contrast but nonetheless provided an 

interesting dimension to the study. Research questions in their original form and rationale are 

reviewed below. Please see section titled Analytic Strategy for updated information on the 

neutral condition as it pertains to data analysis. 

Research Questions 

Research Question 1: To what extent did characteristics of the student increase the likelihood 

they were determined to meet eligibility criteria for Emotional Disturbance? 

Sub-question 1a: To what extent did the race of the child contribute to the likelihood that 

the child was identified as Emotionally Disturbed?  

Hypothesis: Race would contribute to the likelihood that the child will be identified as 

Emotionally Disturbed, resulting in African American boys being identified as ED at 

significantly higher rates than boys in either the Caucasian or Neutral conditions.   

Rationale:  Research indicates that African American male students have been 

consistently identified as Emotionally Disturbed at disproportionate rates (Arnold & Lassmann, 

2003; Johnson, n.d.; Patton, 1998; GAO, 2013). The root source of this disproportionality, 

whether through the referral or evaluation process, has not been established. Related research on 
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school discipline rates have demonstrated race predicts school discipline rates even when 

controlling for SES (Skiba et al., 2003).  

A consideration of race must acknowledge that white cultural dominance has resulted in 

the establishment of cultural norms narrowly defined through a White lens (Applebaum, 2005; 

Bartoli et al, 2015; Bell, 1995b; Crenshaw, et al, 1995; Gotanda, 1991; Ladson-Billings, 1995; 

Pearce, 2012). Deviation from this norm is by definition abnormal (Bartoli et al, 2015). 

Combined with implicit bias toward the same group whose cultural norms are considered 

abnormal, the potential for discriminatory decision making is substantial. Considered 

collectively, current data and understanding of the effect of implicit prejudicial attitudes on the 

decision making process when guidelines are unclear suggest race was likely to emerge as a 

significant, independent factor. 

Sub-question 1b: To what extent did the socioeconomic status of the student contribute to 

the likelihood that the child was identified as Emotionally Disturbed? 

Hypothesis: SES would contribute to the likelihood that the child was be identified as 

Emotionally Disturbed. Boys from low SES families would be identified as ED at significantly 

higher rates than boys from high SES families.  

Rationale: Research indicates that students from impoverished backgrounds are 

disproportionately represented in special education and suggests the disproportionate rates of 

identification of African American males may in part be attributed to high rates of poverty within 

the African American community (Blair & Scott, 2002; Donovan & Cross, 2002; Skiba et al., 

2005; Skiba et al., 2006;). Additionally, research indicates there is a relationship between 

variables associated with low socioeconomic (SES) status and placement in special education, 

leaving the possibility that a student’s environment may be a main factor in eligibility 
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determinations ( Blair & Scott, 2002; Skiba et al., 2005). Variables related to teacher 

effectiveness and school resources have been found to be particularly salient in low income 

schools (Skiba et al., 2003).  Taken collectively, research suggests that SES has an impact on the 

likelihood a student will be referred for evaluation and subsequently identified as ED. 

 Sub-question 1c: To what extent did student race moderate the relationship between 

socioeconomic status and the likelihood of being identified as Emotionally Disturbed? (see 

Figure 6) 

 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 

 

Hypothesis: Student race would moderate the relationship between socioeconomic status 

and eligibility determinations. Low SES would have a greater affect for African American boys 

than for boys in either the Caucasian or neutral conditions. Boys in the neutral condition would 

show the same or slightly higher rates of ED identification when from low SES families. 

Caucasian boys would show the same or slightly less rates of ED identification when from low 

SES families. (see Figure 7) 

Rationale: Research indicates socio-economic status has an inconsistent impact on 

special education determinations (Blair & Scott, 2002; Coutniho et al., 2002; Donovan & Cross, 

2002; Skiba et al., 2005; Skiba et al., 2006). In one study a significant portion of special 

education placement decisions were attributed to factors associated with low SES (Blair & Scott, 

2002). Additionally, research has indicated more restrictive placements were recommended for 

Socioeconomic 
Status 

 

ED 
Identification 

 Student Race 

Figure 6: Race as Moderator in the Relationship between SES and ED eligibility 
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children with emotional disorders who are from low SES families versus high SES families. This 

relationship was maintained even when the child’s behavior, age of respondent, and child’s 

ethnicity were controlled for suggesting SES may have a unique contribution to the relationship 

(Frey, 2002). Further, one study found that identification rates for African American increased as 

poverty increased while identification rates decreased for White students as poverty increased 

(see Figure 7; Coutniho et al., 2002).  

 

 

Research Question 2: To what extent did an examiner’s measured level of implicit bias 

influence the likelihood they would identify a child as Emotionally Disturbed? 

 Sub-question 2a: To what extent did examiners who were in the high to moderate range 

on the IAT identify African American boys as Emotionally Disturbed more frequently than 

examiners who were in the slight or little-to-no range on the IAT? 

 Hypothesis: Examiners who were in the high to moderate range on the IAT would 

identify African American boys as Emotionally Disturbed at significantly higher rates than 

examiners who were in the slight or little-to-no range on the IAT.  
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Figure 7: Predicted Pattern of Results for the 3 Race Conditions 
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Rationale: An emotional disturbance in educational parlance is analogous to pathology in 

the clinical realm; at its heart is a deviation from expected, or normal, behavior. When whiteness 

and White values are normalized to the point of exclusion and even degradation of other cultural 

values (Gillborn, 2005, Gillborn, 2006, Leonardo, 2007, Matias & Mackey, 2016), we create a 

clear path by which we can label the behavior and attitudes of others as aberrant, simply because 

it is different (Bartoli et al, 2015). This judgement of others as deviant because they are different 

is directly reflected in two of the five criteria for ED - “inappropriate behavior under normal 

circumstances” and “inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships” 

(IDEA, 2004).  

Research on modern perspectives of implicit attitudes suggests that when guidelines for 

decision making or the criteria to be considered in making that decision are unclear, implicit bias 

emerge as deciding factors (Hodson et al, 2002; Son Hing et al, 2008). Hodson et al. (2002) 

concluded that if an individual holds implicit attitudes towards another race, these attitudes are 

likely to impact decision making when doing so is socially appropriate, appropriate responses are 

less clearly defined, and negative responses can be justified through a factor other than race. 

Given the ambiguity of the current federal definition of ED, examiners have few decision 

making guidelines when considering an eligibility of ED and therefore, implicit bias can become 

a salient factor in the process. 

Sub-question 2b: To what extent did examiners who were in the slight to little-to-no 

range on the IAT identify boys in all three conditions as Emotionally Disturbed at approximately 

the same rate?  

Hypothesis: Examiners who were in the slight to little-to-no range on the IAT would 

identify boys in all three conditions as Emotionally Disturbed at approximately the same rate.  
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Rationale: This question is included to provide a counterpoint to the above question. 

Implicit bias may be considered contributory factor only if individuals who demonstrate a 

moderate to high level of implicit bias identify African American boys more frequently than 

others and the pattern is not repeated in the group who demonstrate no or little-to-slight bias. 

While there may have been variability in the number and directions of eligibility determinations 

in the no or little-to-slight bias group, a pattern based on race would not emerge as student race 

would not be a significant predictor of decisions. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Methods 

This experimental study examined the contribution of implicit bias to disability 

determinations of ED with African American boys. The following methodologies were employed 

to ascertain if school psychologists who rate in the moderate to high range in implicit bias are 

more likely to identify African American boys as ED than Caucasian boys or boys for whom no 

race was provided. First, the data was analyzed to determine if an over-identification of African 

American boys occurred in the sample and then the data was analyzed for trends in identification 

rates at various level of bias.    

Participants    

 This study recruited Licensed Specialists in School Psychology and graduate students 

from the School Psychology graduate programs in Texas. Based on a priori power analysis 

calculated with the G*Power statistical analysis program, (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang., 

2009). 260 participants was determined to provide sufficient power to detect differences in 

identification rates. Recruitment began in January 2016 and closed June 2016. 189 participants 

completed the study during this timeframe. Recruitment was discontinued when the response rate 

declined to one or two per week and further participation in significant numbers was unlikely. 

Recruitment Strategy 

A list of current licensees was obtained from the Texas State Board of Examiners of 

Psychologists which included mailing addresses for all licensees as well as email addresses for 

approximately 75%. LSSPs were contacted via email on three occasions; a postcard invitation 

was mailed to the remaining LSSPs on two occasions. Additionally, the graduate coordinators of 

eleven school psychology graduate program in Texas were contacted three times during the 
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recruitment period with a request to disseminate a recruitment email to their graduate students. 

Upon completion of the study, participants were offered the opportunity to enter into a drawing 

for a $15 gift card to their choice of Starbucks or Amazon. One in four participants was selected 

for the gift card. 

Instrumentation 

Mock Full and Individual Initial Evaluation (FIIE). Upon logging into the research 

study, participants were presented with one of the six versions of the mock Full and Individual 

Evaluation (FIIE), which was randomly generated at the time of log in. The mock FIIE described 

a male student who was struggling academically and behaviorally (see Appendix A). The mock 

FIIE was written by the researcher in conjunction with a focus group of four practicing LSSPs, 

all of whom had a minimum ten years’ experience in the evaluation of ED.  

Over the six versions, the content of the FIIE remained the same and varied only on race 

and socioeconomic status. Three race conditions and two socioeconomic status conditions 

resulted in six report versions (see Figure 8). 

 Student Race 

Socioeconomic 

Status 

African American & 

High SES 

Caucasian & 

High SES 

Neutral & 

High SES 

African American & 

Low SES 

Caucasian & 

Low SES 

Neutral & 

Low SES 

Figure 8: Six Report Versions (Race x SES) 

For the race condition, the report identified the student as either Caucasian or African 

American in both the identifying information header section of the report and again in the 

sociological section. To assist in isolating race as a factor and provide a baseline for comparison, 

the third version of the report did not contain information about the race of the student.  To make 
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race more salient, stereotypically African American and Caucasian names were selected from 

lists generated and pilot tested for the original IAT (Greenwald et al. 1998). For the 

socioeconomic conditions, the report described either a high or low SES family; the variation 

occurred in the sociological section of the report (see Appendix B). In the low SES condition, the 

father was described as having a high school education and employed as a construction worker. 

The mother was described as having completed the 11
th

 grade and currently unemployed. In the 

high SES condition the parents were described as college educated and employed as a tax 

accountant and computer programmer. In both conditions, parents were described as supportive 

and involved in their student’s education.  

Emotional disturbance determination. After reviewing the report, evaluators were 

asked make a determination of eligibility in two ways. First, they were asked if the student 

qualifies for special education by choosing one of the following options: 

1. This student meets eligibility criteria for Emotional Disturbance in the following 

categories (check all that apply) 

 

a. an inability to learn which cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or health 

factors 

b. an inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with peers 

and teachers 

c. inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under normal circumstances 

d. a general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression 

e. a tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or 

school problems 

 

2. This student does not meet eligibility criteria for Emotional Disturbance 

 

This ‘yes or no’ decision is analogous to decision making as it in happens in schools as 

evaluators must ultimately choose to qualify a student or to not qualify. To provide a more 

detailed look at decision making and provide greater statistical power, the examiners were also 
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be asked to rate whether the student is ED on a seven point scale with anchors at 1 (Not ED), 4 

(Moderate level of ED) and 7 (Severe level of ED). 

Background and demographics survey. The survey provided evaluators the opportunity 

to voice concerns about the report, explain their decision, provide information about pressures 

they face on the job, and provide demographic information (see Appendix C). First, participants 

were asked if they had sufficient information to make a decision and were given the opportunity 

to write in any additional information they wish had been available. Participants were then asked 

to describe why the student did or did not meet eligibility criteria. 

Next, to gather information about the context in which evaluators are making real life 

decisions, external sources of pressure on decision making were explored. Participants were 

provided a list of four possible sources of pressure and rated each one as never, less than half the 

time, about half the time, more than half the time, or always. Possible sources of influences 

included pressure from campus teachers and/or administrators, pressure from central 

administration, pressure from parents, and knowledge that various support will/will not be 

available based upon the determination.  

Participants were then asked to provide demographic information. Information was 

collected on race, age, level of training, years of LSSP experience, average number of ED 

evaluations completed per school year, and the size of their current school district (defined as 

rural, suburban, or urban).   

Implicit Association Test (IAT). The Implicit Association Test (IAT) is currently the 

most popular measurement of implicit bias, largely due to the strength of its psychometric 

properties (Bar-Anan & Nosek, 2013). The IAT provides an indirect way of measuring automatic 

evaluations, which are judgements of an object or person as good or bad that occur below 
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conscious awareness (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Greenwald et al., 1998), and is quantified by 

assessing the strength of the association between a concept (eg, race) and an evaluation (ie, good 

or bad). Historically, bias was measured via self-report measures but a main concern with these 

measures is the ability for respondents to engage in impression management and provide answers 

deemed socially acceptable (Tedeschi, et al, 1971). The IAT allows for a measurement of 

associations that is resistant to self-presentational factors (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Greenwald 

et al, 1998). Please refer to chapter two for more detailed information on the background and 

conceptual underpinnings of the IAT. 

To complete the race IAT, participants are asked to sort words, sort faces, and then sort 

pairs of words and faces in five phases. Face stimuli are either identifiably European American 

or African American. Words are sorted into ‘good’ or ‘bad’ categories. Examples of good words 

include ‘glorious’ and ‘peace’; examples of bad words include ‘terrible’ and ‘hurt’. In the first 

two phases, participants are asked to sort faces on the left and right under the heading of 

European American and African American and to sort words on the left and right under the 

heading of good and bad. Participants are prompted with a red X if they sort an image or words 

into the incorrect category. In the three remaining phases, a race and word category are paired 

(e.g. African American and good) and participants are asked to sort images and words under the 

appropriate heading. Results are based on comparisons of the time to sort in various stages of the 

test (eg, European/Good, African American/Bad). Results from the race IAT are reported in z-

scores and fall into one of eight categories: strong preference for European American faces, 

moderate preference for European American faces, slight preference for European American 

faces, little-to-no preference for European American faces, strong preference for African 
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American faces, moderate preference for African American faces, slight preference for African 

American faces, and little-to-no preference for African American faces.  

Evidence of construct validity was found in a study comparing results of the black/white 

IAT with a generosity task. Participants played a one-shot dictator game often used in social 

psychology to explore pro-social behavior and altruism. Participants were given points that 

equated to actual money and an opportunity to give any portion of their points to their partner. 

Results indicated that anti-black bias had negative effect on generosity toward a game partner 

that the participant was told was black (p = .009); participants did not see their game partner 

(Stepanikova, Triplett, & Simpson, 2011). 

Convergent validity has been demonstrated by comparisons of results of the Picture Story 

Exercise (PSE; McClelland, Koestner, & Weinberger, 1989) which is a research version of the 

Thematic Apperception Test often used in clinical assessment. To complete the PSE, participants 

are presented with four to eight pictures and are asked to write an imaginative story about the 

content. Responses are coded and ultimately provide a measure of individual differences in 

motives (Slabbinck, De Houwer, & Van Kenhove, 2013). A moderate correlation (r = .31; 

p<.01) was found between the PSE and IAT on task designed to measure need for power. For the 

study, the IAT paired a visual representation of power/authority (concept) with 

pleasant/unpleasant words (evaluation) Participants were randomly assigned to an experimental 

condition that was created to evoke a need for power.  

When compared to other measures of automatic evaluation, the IAT performs well. Prior 

to the IAT, evaluative semantic priming was the primary method of measuring automatic 

evaluations (Bargh, Chaiken, Govender, & Pratto, 1992; Greenwald, Cook, & Lang, 1989). 

Seven studies using the evaluative semantic priming method to assess relative automatic 
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evaluations toward Black and White race categories were used as comparison groups for the race 

IAT. Differences in response time are used as the outcome variable in both the IAT and the 

evaluative semantic priming method. A moderate average effect size was found across the seven 

comparison studies (d = .62). A large effect size was found for the IAT (d = 1.21) demonstrating 

the strength of the IAT as a measure of automatic evaluations (Greenwald et al., 1998).  

In 2013, Bar-Anan and Nosek published a comprehensive comparison of seven indirect 

measures of attitudes. Overall, the IAT performed the best of the seven. Analysis included 

internal reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = .88) and test-retest reliability (average correlation = .45). 

Correlations between all seven indirect measures were calculated. A brief version of the IAT 

(BIAT) was most highly correlated (average r = .41) and the IAT had the third strongest 

correlation (average r = .39).  

Procedures 

Participants were advised that total participation time was expected to be 30 to 45 

minutes and could be completed in one sitting. Participants reviewed all materials on a website 

developed by Project Implicit. Upon logging in, participants were presented with an informed 

consent. After indicating consent, participants were presented with one of six mock Full and 

Individual Evaluations (FIIE); the version was randomly generated at the commencement of the 

study. After reviewing the report participants made an eligibility determination by choosing one 

of six options. The first five were the criteria for ED (a student must meet only one of the five to 

qualify) and the last option stated that the student did not meet criteria. Participants then rated 

level of ED based on a seven point scale with 1 representing Not ED, 4 representing Moderate 

level and 7 representing severe level of ED. Participants then completed a brief survey, including 

demographic information and a rating of the pressures they feel when making eligibility 
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decisions in schools. Finally, participants completed the Black and White Implicit Association 

Test (Greenwald et al., 1998) to determine their level of preference for black versus white faces. 

Participants were given the option of providing an email address to enter in to a drawing for a 

$15 gift card. All collected email addresses were kept independent from the study response data.   

Analytic Strategy 

Preliminary analyses. Descriptive statistics, including means, standard deviations, 

ranges, minimum and maximum values were analyzed for each variable. Results for examiner 

age, race, degree level, years of experience, number of ED evaluations per years, and type of 

school district were within expected parameters with the exception. Four respondents did not 

provide an answer as to whether the student met criteria for ED; these four were removed from 

analysis which used ED determination as an outcome.  An additional four respondents were 

excluded due to excessively long response times on the IAT. Project Implicit, developers of the 

IAT, recommend removal of respondents with response times 30% greater than the mean 

response time (pct_300). Four respondents had response times greater than 80% of the mean 

response time and were removed. All remaining IAT results were within acceptable bounds with 

z-scores ranging from -.949 to 1.313. IAT z-scores were transformed into a dichotomous variable 

representing examiners who demonstrated a moderate to high level of bias (z scores >.349) and 

all remaining respondents. Criteria for ED were also transformed into a dichotomous variable 

representing responses indicating the student met eligibility and responses indicating a student 

did not met eligibility.  A significance level of .05 was used for all tests.  

Given the relatively small sample size, bootstrapping was used in all analyses. 

Bootstrapping, a resampling technique, maintains the original samples proportions and provides 

a more accurate estimations of the indirect effects tested by creating a larger sample (Agresti, 
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2002). In all analyses 1,000 re-samples were produced. Bootstrapping produces a confidence 

interval which was based on the 95
th

 percentile. The obtained bootstrapped confidence interval 

was considered valid if the upper and lower bounds do not include zero; that is if both the upper 

and lower bounds are positive or negative. If zero was captured in the confidence interval, the 

model was considered invalid (Preacher, Rucker, & Hays, 2007).  

Originally, analyses were posed using three race conditions (Caucasian, African 

American and Neutral); however the neutral condition was analyzed separately from the other 

two conditions. When respondents reviewed a report in which no race was assigned, the majority 

presumed the student was White; 57.3% presumed White, 10.3% presumed Hispanic, and 5.9% 

presumed the student was African American. The remaining 26.5% responded they did not know 

or were unsure of the race of the student. The neutral race condition was included in the study 

design to a create a race-free reference point thus avoiding the tendency to set White as the 

reference group and frame Black as deviating from the established norm. However, given the 

relatively high percentage of respondents who assigned a race to the child, the neutral condition 

could no longer be interpreted as a race-free comparison group. Instead, two groups, race 

assigned and race presumed, were created and analyzed separately. Analytic Strategy and Results 

for the race presumed group follow discussions of the primary research questions under the 

header Additional Analyses and Additional Findings in their respective chapters. 

Main Analyses 

Research Question 1: Did characteristics of the student increase the likelihood a student 

was determined to meet eligibility criteria for Emotional Disturbance? 

Sub-question 1a: To what extent did the race of the student contribute to the likelihood 

that the child was identified as Emotionally Disturbed?  
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Examiners were asked to determine ED in two ways and this question was analyzed with 

ED as both as a categorical variable (yes/no eligibility determination) and as a continuous 

variable (ED on a scale of 1 - 7). When eligibility determination was a categorical variable, a 

binary logistic regression was calculated with Race as the independent variable and ED 

identification as the dependent variable. The overall fit of the model was tested by calculating a 

log-likelihood with no independent variables in the model (D0) and again with the independent 

variable in the model (Dm). The difference between the two (D0 - Dm) is the model Chi-Square 

(model X
2
) which can be interpreted as a X

2
 statistic for the purposes of determining significance 

(Menard, 2002).  

When eligibility determination was a continuous variable, a One Way ANOVA was 

calculated with Race as the independent variable and ED identification as the dependent variable. 

It was hypothesized that race would contribute to the likelihood that the student would be 

identified as Emotionally Disturbed, resulting in African American boys being identified as ED 

at significantly higher rates than Caucasian boys. 

Sub-question 1b: To what extent did socioeconomic status contribute to the likelihood 

that the student was identified as Emotionally Disturbed? 

This question was also be analyzed with ED as both as a categorical and as a continuous 

variable. To answer both questions the same logistic regression and ANOVA procedures as 

described for Sub-question 1a were used with SES as the independent variable instead of race. It 

was hypothesized that SES would contribute to the likelihood that the student would be 

identified as Emotionally Disturbed; boys from low SES families would be identified as ED at 

significantly higher rates than boys from high SES families. 
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 Sub-question 1c: To what extent did student race moderate the relationship between SES 

and the likelihood of being identified as Emotionally Disturbed?  

To answer this question, a factorial ANOVA was calculated with Race and SES as the 

independent variables and ED identification as the dependent variable. Multicollinearity was 

checked by examining the Tolerance and Variation Inflation Factors (VIF). Tolerance values 

close to zero and VIFs of .75 or greater were accepted as evidence of low correlation between the 

predictor variables. Race was coded with Caucasian as the reference groups (Caucasian = 0, 

African American = 1,). SES was coded with high SES as the reference group (high SES = 0, 

low SES = 1). Variables were entered into the regression sequentially. The p-value associated 

with the change in R
2
 for each of the three variables was examined to determine significance.  

It was hypothesized that student race would moderate the relationship between 

socioeconomic status and eligibility determinations. Low SES would have a greater affect for 

African American boys than for Caucasian boys. Caucasian boys would show the same or 

slightly less rates of ED identification when from low SES families.  

Research Question 2: To what extent did an examiner’s measured level of implicit bias 

influence the likelihood that they would identify a child as Emotionally Disturbed? 

 Sub-question 2a: To what extent did examiners who were in the high to moderate range 

on the IAT identify African American boys as Emotionally Disturbed more frequently than 

examiners who were in the slight or little-to-no range on the IAT? 

To answer this question, data analyses were restricted to conditions in which a race of 

African American was given. A One Way ANOVA was calculated with IAT level as the 

independent variable and ED identification as the dependent variable. 
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It was hypothesized that examiners who were in the high to moderate range on the IAT 

would identify African American boys as Emotionally Disturbed at significantly higher rates 

than examiners who are in the slight or little-to-no range on the IAT.  

Sub-question 2b: To what extent did examiners who were in the slight to little-to-no 

range on the IAT identify boys in all three conditions as Emotionally Disturbed? 

To answer this question, data analyses was restricted to examiners who demonstrated the 

slight to little-to-no bias on the IAT. A One Way ANOVA was calculated with race of the 

student as the independent variable and ED identification as the dependent variable. 

It was hypothesized that examiners who are in the slight to little-to-no range on the IAT 

would identify boys in all three conditions as Emotionally Disturbed at approximately the same 

rate.  

Additional Analyses – Neutral Race Condition 

Research Question 1: Did characteristics of the student increase the likelihood a student 

was be determined to meet eligibility criteria for Emotional Disturbance? 

Sub-question 1a: To what extent did the race of the student contribute to the likelihood 

that the child was identified as Emotionally Disturbed?  

Examiners were asked to determine ED in two ways and this question was analyzed with 

ED as both as a categorical variable (yes/no eligibility determination) and as a continuous 

variable (ED on a scale of 1 - 7). When eligibility determination was a categorical variable, a 

binary logistic regression was calculated with Race as the independent variable and ED 

identification as the dependent variable. The overall fit of the model was tested by calculating a 

log-likelihood with no independent variables in the model (D0) and again with the independent 

variable in the model (Dm). The difference between the two (D0 - Dm) is the model Chi-Square 
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(model X
2
) which can be interpreted as a X

2
 statistic for the purposes of determining significance 

(Menard, 2002).  

When eligibility determination was a continuous variable, a One Way ANOVA was 

calculated with Race as the independent variable and ED identification as the dependent variable. 

It was hypothesized that race would contribute to the likelihood that the student would be 

identified as Emotionally Disturbed, resulting in African American boys being identified as ED 

at significantly higher rates than Caucasian boys. 

Sub-question 1b: To what extent did socioeconomic status contribute to the likelihood 

that the student was identified as Emotionally Disturbed? 

This question was also be analyzed with ED as both as a categorical and as a continuous 

variable. To answer both questions the same logistic regression and ANOVA procedures as 

described for Sub-question 1a were used with SES as the independent variable instead of race. It 

was hypothesized that SES would contribute to the likelihood that the student would be 

identified as Emotionally Disturbed; boys from low SES families would be identified as ED at 

significantly higher rates than boys from high SES families. 

 Sub-question 1c: To what extent did presumed student race moderate the relationship 

between SES and the likelihood of being identified as Emotionally Disturbed?  

To answer this question, a factorial ANOVA was calculated with presumed Race and 

SES as the independent variables and ED identification as the dependent variable. 

Multicollinearity was checked by examining the Tolerance and Variation Inflation Factors (VIF). 

Tolerance values close to zero and VIFs of .75 or greater were accepted as evidence of low 

correlation between the predictor variables. Race was coded with Caucasian as the reference 

groups (Caucasian = 0, African American = 1). SES was coded with high SES as the reference 
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group (high SES = 0, low SES = 1). Variables were entered into the regression sequentially. The 

p-value associated with the change in R
2
 for each of the three variables was examined to 

determine significance.  

It was hypothesized that student race would moderate the relationship between 

socioeconomic status and eligibility determinations. Low SES would have a greater effect for 

African American boys than for Caucasian boys. Caucasian boys would show the same or 

slightly less rates of ED identification when from low SES families.  
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Chapter 4: Results 
 

 The chapter describes the statistical analyses used to answer the research questions 

related to how implicit bias influences decisions by school psychologists when making an 

eligibility determination for special education of Emotional Disturbance.  All analyses were 

evaluated at a significance level of .05.  

Participant Characteristics 

 Of the 189 participants, 73% identified as Caucasian, 13% identified as Hispanic or 

Latino(a), and 5.4% identified as African American. 6.5% identified as Asian descent, 

multiracial or ‘other’. Participants ages ranged from 20 years to 75 years with a mean age of 41 

years (SD=12.4).  Ten participants were graduate students; 37.3% held Master’s degrees, 44.3% 

held Specialist degrees, and 16.8% held Ph.Ds. The majority of respondents worked in suburban 

school districts, 28.6% worked in urban school districts, and 18.9% worked in rural districts. See 

Table 1, 2, & 3 for more detailed information on examiner characteristics. 

Table 1  

Examiner Characteristics – Age 

 20-29 30-39 40-49 50+ Missing 

Number 32 60 48 37 8 

Percent 17.3% 32.4% 25.9% 20.0% 4.3% 

 

 

Table 2 

Examiner Characteristics – Race 

 

Caucasian 

African 

American 

Hispanic/

Latino 

Asian 

Descent 

Bi/Multi-

racial Other Missing 

Number 134 11 24 1 7 4 4 

Percent  72.4%  5.9% 13.0% 0.5% 3.8% 2.2% 2.2% 
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Table 3 

Examiner Characteristics – Degree Level 

 Masters Specialist Psy.D. Ph.D. Missing 

Number   68   82     1   31     3 

Percent 36.8% 44.3% 0.5% 16.8% 1.6% 

 

 Information about respondents’ work experience was gathered. 31.5% had 1 – 5 years of 

experience, 21.7% had 6-10 years of experience, 32.1% had 11 to 20 years of experience, and 

9.2% had more than 20 years of experience. Four respondents reported they had not completed a 

full ED evaluation in the past year; 57.3% complete between 1 and 10 in an average year, 17.8% 

complete 11 - 20 in an average year, 10.3% complete 21 - 30 in an average year, and 12.4% 

complete more than 30 ED evaluations on average in a school year. See Tables 4, 5 and 6 for 

more detailed information on examiner work experience. 

 

Table 4 

Examiner Work Experience – District Type 

 Urban Suburban Rural Missing 

Number 34 54 94 3 

Percent 18.4% 29.2% 50.8% 1.6% 

 

 

Table 5 

Examiner Characteristics – Years of Experience 

 0 1-5 6-10 11-20 21+ Missing 

Number 10 58 41 58 16 2 

Percent 5.4% 31.4% 22.2% 31.4% 8.6% 1.1% 
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Table 6 

Examiner Characteristics – Number of ED Evaluations per Year 

 0 1-10 11-20 21-30 31+ Missing 

Number 4 103 35 19 20 4 

Percent 2.2% 55.7% 18.9% 10.3% 10.8% 2.2% 

 

Of the 189 respondents, four were excluded due to excessively long response times on 

the Implicit Association Test. Project Implicit, developers of the IAT, recommend removal of 

respondents with response times 30% greater than the mean response time (pct_300). Four 

respondents had response times greater than 80% of the mean response time and were removed 

from the database. All remaining IAT results were within acceptable bounds with z-scores 

ranging from -.949 to 1.313 (see figure 9 for distribution of IAT scores; mean = .313, SD = 

.442). An additional four respondents did not provide an answer as to whether the student met 

criteria for ED and were removed from analyses which used ED determination as an outcome.  

 
 

 

 

Figure 9: Distribution of IAT Scores 
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 Respondents were randomly assigned one of six report versions which varied on race and 

SES (see Table 7). Race, if indicated, was reported in the identifying information and again in 

the sociological information. Stereotypically Caucasian and African American names were 

selected from a list pilot tested for a previous study (Greenwald et al, 1998). Names used for the 

neutral race conditions are common American names that were not found on either list. SES was 

described in the sociological section of the report (see Appendix B). 

 

Response Rate 

 An excel spreadsheet of Licensed Specialists in School Psychology was obtained from 

the state licensing board. The list contained a total of 3,240 LSSPs, of which approximately 75% 

provided an email address. A mailing address was available for the remaining 25%. All LSSPs 

were contacted at least once during recruitment, with the exception of those who have a close 

personal relationship with the examiner. LSSPs were contacted via email on three occasions; a 

postcard invitation was mailed to the remaining LSSPs on two occasions.  

Complications, Qualifications, and Limitations 

First, recruitment numbers fell short of the proposed 260 participants. While 

approximately 8,000 individual contacts were made via email and mailed postcards, participation 

was lower than anticipated and desired. The low response rate was likely due to failure to secure 

additional funding, resulting in relatively low incentive amounts given the time required by the 

Table 7 

Final Distribution of FIIE Report with ED determination frequency 

SES Caucasian African American No Race Assigned 

High 29 31 34 

 (10 yes/19 no) (13 yes/18 no) (9 yes/25 no) 

Low 27 28 32 

 (10 yes /17 no) (7 yes/21 no) (11 yes/21 no) 
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task. The proposed incentive structure would have provided every participant with a reward 

equal to approximately one hour of the average professional pay rate for LSSPs in Texas. 

Although multiple grants were applied for, none were awarded, resulting in only one in four 

participants receiving a $15 gift card.  

Another factor limiting various analyses is the lack of adequate representation from 

various racial categories, in particular African American psychologists. Although the recruitment 

method used allowed for representation across the state and avoided many selection biases, it did 

not allow participant demographics to be controlled. Ultimately the representation of African 

American school psychologists is roughly equivalent to the National Association of School 

Psychology (2010) estimations of national demographics; however, this rate does not allow for 

separate analyses that use examiner race as a variable. 

A surprisingly large number of respondents thought they did not have enough 

information (45%) and about two-thirds of respondents did not qualify the student as ED. While 

the conservative use of the ED label is a positive sign for the field, the low number of positive 

responses to ED restricts the ability to analyze patterns within the group that believed the student 

met criteria. In addition, when respondents reviewed a report in which no race was assigned, the 

majority of respondents presumed the student was White; 57.3% presumed White, 10.3% 

presumed Hispanic, and only 5.9% presumed the student was African American. The remaining 

26.5% responded they did not know the race of the student.  The neutral race condition was 

included in the study design to a create a race-free reference point thus avoiding the tendency to 

set White as the reference group and frame Black as deviating from the established norm. 

However, given the relatively high percentage of respondents who assigned a race to the child, 
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the neutral condition could no longer be used a race-free comparison group. Instead, two groups, 

race assigned and race presumed, were created and analyzed separately.  

Finally, 60 respondents thought the student should be qualified for special education as a 

student with ED; however, there was notable variability in how and why respondents thought a 

student qualified. Respondents could choose one or more of the five criteria (see Figure 9 for list 

of criteria). Each criterion was used in isolation at least once and another eleven combinations of 

criteria were used, resulting in 16 different eligibility decisions. Further, half of all respondents 

who qualified the student also indicated they felt did not have sufficient information. Taken 

together, these results reflect considerable variability in how respondents conceptualized the 

student even though they reviewed the same assessment data. The lack of consistency in the 

identification of a core problem suggests examiners may be operating from substantially 

different views of what constitutes ED and how to interpret evaluation data. 

Quantitative Analysis 

Overview 

Contribution of student race and SES to identification rates were compared in two ways, 

with a categorical and a continuous dependent variable. Due to small samples sizes, 

bootstrapping was used on all analyses (nsamples=1000). Logistic regression was calculated for 

the categorical dependent variable to determine if race or SES contributed to the likelihood of 

identification. ANOVA was calculated for the continuous dependent variable to determine if race 

or SES contributed to the likelihood of identification and to test for an interaction of the 

influences. Due to concerns about homogeneity of variance, an additional nonparametric test was 

performed. Possible covariates were considered; years of experience, time of year, and type of 

district were checked for significance with none found. Results were not significant. 
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Contribution of IAT levels was examined via ANOVA and bootstrapping was used to 

compensate for small sample sizes (nsamples=1000). Results were not significant. 

Variable Transformation 

Examiner characteristics including age, race, degree attainment, years of experience, 

average number of ED evaluations per year, and type of school district employed by were 

examined for outliers. All responses were within reasonable ranges. Age, years of experience, 

and number of ED evaluations were grouped into discrete groups; age into four groups, years of 

experience into five groups, and number of evaluations into five groups. 

ED determination was collected as a categorical and continuous variable. For the 

categorical variable, respondents were asked to check one of six eligibility options; 1 – 5 being 

the criteria for ED with option 6 indicating the student did not meet eligibility criteria. Responses 

were coded ‘0’ for option 6 and ‘1’ for any response, or combination of responses, to options 1 -

5, creating a dichotomous, categorical variable (see Figure 9) with ED = 1 and Not ED = 0. 

Overall, 65.4% of respondents indicated the student did not meet criteria and 32.4% choose at 

least one ED criteria. Four respondents (2.2%) did not enter a response. 

Criteria ED = Yes (1) ED = No (0) 

1. an inability to learn which cannot be explained by 

intellectual, sensory, or health factors X 
 

2. an inability to build or maintain satisfactory 

interpersonal relationships with peers and teachers X 
 

3. inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under 

normal circumstances X 
 

4. a general pervasive mood of unhappiness or 

depression X 
 

5. a tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears 

associated with personal or school problems X 
 

6. does not meet eligibility criteria   X 

Figure 10: Creation of Emotional Disturbance Dichotomous Variable 
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To create a continuous variable, respondents were asked to rate the severity of the 

students ED on a scale of 1 – 7. A response of 1 indicated the student was not ED, a 4 indicated a 

moderate level of ED and a 7 indicated a severe level of ED. (See Figure 10 for response rates.) 

For analyses ratings were collapsed into four groups: Not ED, a rating a 2, a rating of 3 and a 

rating a 4 or higher. Ratings of 2 and 3 were not collapsed together due to very different Yes/No 

determination rates within each category, rendering them qualitatively different. Of the 21 

students who received a rating of 2, 7 were determined to not meet criteria. Of the 26 students 

that received a rating of 3, only 1 was determined to not meet criteria.  

 

 

Homogeneity of Variance 

 For the research questions 1a, 1b, and 1c analyses using ANOVA, Levene’s Test of 

Equality of Error Variance (Table 8) indicated variances were unequal. An alternate test of 

significance, Kruskal-Wallis Test, was also calculated. Results of both parametric and 

nonparametric are reported. Data sets for research questions 2a and 2b demonstrated equal 

variance.  
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Table 8 

Levene’s Test of Equality of Error Variance 

 F df1 df2 Sig 

RQ1: ED Severity 

Rating (Continuous 

DV) 
4.464 3 111 .005* 

RQ2a: ED Severity 

Rating (Continuous 

DV) 
.388 1 57 .536 

RQ2b: ED Severity 

Rating (Continuous 

DV) 
.704 1 57 .405 

*Note. Significant at the p < .05 level  

 Results 

           Research Question 1. 

Table 9 

Logistic Regression – RQ1 

 Chi Square df p 

Race .042 1 .838 

SES .699 1 .403 

 

 

Table 10 

Analysis of Variance: ED Severity Rating – RQ1 

 df F η
2
 p 

Race 1 1.984 .005 .162 

SES 1 .935 .002 .336 

Race*SES 1 1.665 .004 .200 
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Table 11 

Independent Samples Kruskal-Wallis Test: ED Severity Rating – RQ 1 

Independent Variable 
Sig Decision 

Race .262 Retain null hypothesis 

SES .413 Retain null hypothesis 

 

Research Question 2. 

Table 12 

Analysis of Variance: ED Severity Rating of African American Boys – RQ2 

 df F η
2
 p 

IAT Level 1 .359 .002 .551 

 

Table 13 

Analysis of Variance: ED Severity Rating, Examiners with No/Little Bias – RQ2 

 df F η
2
 p 

Race 1 .678 .003 .414 

 

Hypothesis Testing 

Research Question 1a: To what extent did the race of the child contribute to the 

likelihood that the child was identified as Emotionally Disturbed?  

It was hypothesized that race would contribute to the likelihood that the student would be 

identified as Emotionally Disturbed, resulting in African American boys being identified as ED 

at significantly higher rates than Caucasian boys. This hypothesis was not supported for either 

dependent variable. A logistic regression analysis was calculated. A test of the full model against 

a constant only mode was not statistically significant (chi square = .042, p = .838; see Table 9). 
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An ANOVA was calculated and was not significant (F = 1.984, p = .162; see Table 10). The 

results indicated participants identified both Caucasian and African American boys at 

approximately the same rate.  

Research Question 1b: To what extent did the socioeconomic status of the student 

contribute to the likelihood that the child was identified as Emotionally Disturbed? 

It was hypothesized that SES would contribute to the likelihood that the student would be 

identified as Emotionally Disturbed; boys from low SES families would be identified as ED at 

significantly higher rates than boys from high SES families. This hypothesis was not supported 

for either dependent variable. A logistic regression analysis was calculated. A test of the full 

model against a constant only mode was not statistically significant (chi square = .699, p = .403; 

see Table 9). An ANOVA was calculated and was not significant (F = .935, p = .336; see Table 

10). The results indicated participants identified boys from low and high SES backgrounds at 

approximately the same rate. 

 Research Question 1c: To what extent did student race moderate the relationship between 

socioeconomic status and the likelihood of being identified as Emotionally Disturbed?  

It was hypothesized that student race would moderate the relation between 

socioeconomic status and eligibility determinations. Low SES would have a greater affect for 

African American boys than for Caucasian boys. Caucasian boys would show the same or 

slightly less rates of ED identification when from low SES families. This hypothesis was not 

supported (F = 1.665, p = .200; see Table 10). Race and SES did not interact in their effect on 

the identification of Emotionally Disturbed (See Figure 11).   
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Research Question 2a: To what extent did examiners who were in the high to moderate 

range on the IAT identify African American boys as Emotionally Disturbed more frequently than 

examiners who were in the slight or little-to-no range on the IAT? 

 It was hypothesized that examiners who were in the high to moderate range on the IAT 

would identify African American boys as Emotionally Disturbed at significantly higher rates 

than examiners who are in the slight or little-to-no range on the IAT. This hypothesis was not 

supported, F = .359, p = .551 (see Table 12). A graph (see Figure 12) of the data showed no 

general trend. 
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Research Question 2b: To what extent did examiners who were in the slight to little-to-no 

range on the IAT identify Caucasian and African American boys as Emotionally Disturbed?  

It was hypothesized that examiners who were in the slight to little-to-no range on the IAT 

would identify boys in all three conditions as Emotionally Disturbed at approximately the same 

rate. This hypothesis was supported as no difference (F = .678, p = .414; see Table 13) was 

found in the rate that examiners with little or no bias identified Caucasian and African American 

boys as Emotional Disturbance. 

Additional Findings 

The proposed study included three race conditions. Results of the Caucasian and African 

American race conditions are reported above. The third race condition, in which no race was 

assigned in the report, is reviewed separately below. Inclusion of this condition was intended to 

provide a baseline identification rate when race was not a factor in decision making; however 
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approximately three quarters of the respondents presumed a race making this condition 

qualitatively different from the other two.  

A separate data set was created containing results of the study when participants 

reviewed a mock FIIE in which student race was not provided. In this set student race is 

described as presumed and is labeled according to the participants response to the query, “What 

was the race of the student in the report you reviewed?”  Sixty-seven participants received a 

report with no race; 35 in the high SES condition and 32 in the low SES condition. Of these, 

57.3% presumed the student was White, 10.3% presumed Hispanic, and 5.9% presumed the 

student was African American. The remaining 26.5% responded they did not know or were 

unsure of the race of the student.  

Research questions below are organized to align with the main research questions; 1a, 1b, 

and 1c examine effects of student characteristics and question 2 examines the effect of bias. 

Binary logistic regressions were conducted to examine if presumed race or SES significantly 

increased the likelihood an examiner would make a determination of Yes (categorical dependent 

variable). A factorial ANOVA was conducted to examine if Race, SES, and/or the interaction of 

race and SES contributed to the severity rating of ED given to a student. Additionally, a factorial 

ANOVA was conducted to examine if Race, SES, and the IAT level of the examiner contributed 

to the severity rating of ED given to a student. Finally, a factorial ANOVA was conducted with 

the whole data set to examine if Presumed Race, SES, and the IAT level of the examiner 

contributed to the severity rating of ED given to a student.  

A final analysis is included that was not part of the original research questions but has 

implications for data interpretation as well as future directions. The relationship between 

pressure felt due to the knowledge that a student would (or would not) receive special education 
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support as a result of an examiner’s decision and eligibility decisions was explored. A binary 

logistic regression was conducted to examine if pressure to provide support increased the 

likelihood an examiner would make a determination of Yes (categorical dependent variable). A 

one way ANOVA was conducted to examine if pressure to provide support contributed to the 

severity rating of ED given to a student. 

Results 

Table 14 

Levene’s Test of Equality of Error Variance – Additional Findings 

 F df1 df2 Sig 

Race*SES (Neutral 

condition only) 1.435 1 58 .209 

Race*SES*IAT 

(whole data set) 1.634 14 166 .075 

  

 

Table 15 

Logistic Regression: ED Yes or No – Additional Findings 

 Chi Square df p 

Race .001 1 .981 

SES .488 1 .485 

 

 

 

Table 16 

Analysis of Variance: ED Severity Rating – Additional Findings 

 df F η
2
 p 

Race 3 .850 .012 .472 

SES 1 .177 .001 .676 

Race*SES 3 .468 .005 .779 
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Table 17 

Analysis of Variance: ED Severity Rating and Presumed Race (Whole Data Set) 

 df F η
2
 p 

Race 3 .301 .001 .824 

SES 1 .854 .001 .357 

IAT 1 5.788 .009 .017* 

Race*SES 3 2.111 .008 .151 

Race*IAT 3 2.294 .009 .124 

SES*IAT 1 .127 .001 .743 

Race*SES*IAT 2 .028 .001 .976 

*Note. Significant at the p < .05 level 
  

 

Table 18 

Logistic Regression: ED Yes or No 

 Chi Square df p 

Level of Pressure to 

Provide Support 

6.978 1 .008* 

*Note. Significant at the p < .01 level 
 

 

 

Table 19 

Analysis of Variance: ED Severity Rating 

 df F η
2
 p 

Level of Pressure 

to Provide Support 

2 6.325 .018 .002 

*Note. Significant at the p < .01 level   
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Question 1a: To what extent did the presumed race of the student contribute to the 

likelihood that they were identified as Emotionally Disturbed when no race was provided in the 

report?  

It was hypothesized that race would contribute to the likelihood that the student would be 

identified as Emotionally Disturbed, resulting in African American boys being identified as ED 

at significantly higher rates than Caucasian boys. This hypothesis was not supported for either 

dependent variable. A logistic regression analysis was calculated. A test of the full model against 

a constant only mode was not statistically significant (chi square = .001, p = .981; see Table 15). 

An ANOVA was calculated and was not significant (F = .850, p = .472; Table 16). The results 

indicated presumed race did not influence the decision to identify a student as ED when no race 

was provided in the report.  

Question 1b: To what extent did the socioeconomic status of the student contribute to the 

likelihood that they were identified as Emotionally Disturbed when no race was provided in the 

report? 

It was hypothesized that SES would contribute to the likelihood that the student would be 

identified as Emotionally Disturbed; boys from low SES families would be identified as ED at 

significantly higher rates than boys from high SES families. This hypothesis was not supported 

for either dependent variable. A logistic regression analysis was calculated. A test of the full 

model against a constant only mode was not statistically significant (chi square = .488, p = .485; 

see Table 15). An ANOVA was calculated and was not significant (F = .177, p = .676; see Table 

16). The results indicated participants identified boys from low and high SES backgrounds at 

approximately the same rate when no race was provided in the report. 
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 Question 1c: To what extent did presumed student race moderate the relationship 

between socioeconomic status and the likelihood of being identified as Emotionally Disturbed 

when no race was provided in the report?  

It was hypothesized that presumed student race would moderate the relationship between 

socioeconomic status and eligibility determinations. Low SES would have a greater effect for 

African American boys than for Caucasian boys. Caucasian boys would show the same or 

slightly less rates of ED identification when from low SES families. This hypothesis was not 

supported (F = .468, p = .779; see Table 16). Presumed Race and SES do not interact in manner 

that increases the likelihood of any particular combination being identified as Emotionally 

Disturbed when no race was provided in the report.   

Question 2: To what extent did presumed race, SES, and IAT level influence the 

likelihood that a student would be identified as ED, whether or not a race was provided in the 

report? 

It was hypothesized that examiners who presumed a student was African American and 

who demonstrated moderate to high levels of implicit bias on the IAT would rate a student as 

demonstrating a more severe level of ED. This hypothesis was partially supported; results are 

reported in Table 17. Neither SES (F = .854, p = .357) nor presumed race (F = .301, p = .824) 

demonstrated a main effect. Level of bias, little-to-no versus high-to-moderate, did demonstrate a 

main effect (F = 5.788, p =.017). No interactions were significant. Results indicate that after 

taking into consideration the small amount of variance accounted for by presumed race and SES, 

level of bias, as expressed by either having little-to-no versus moderate-to-high level of bias, 

accounts for a statistically significant amount of variance in the severity ratings for Emotional 

Disturbance. A graph of the results (see Figure 13) indicates that examiners who were in the 
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moderate-to-high level of bias were overall more likely to determine that a student did meet 

eligibility and were less likely to assign a rating of 2. 

 

 

A post hoc examination of additional information collected suggested that a compelling 

number of school psychologists reported feeling pressure due to the knowledge that a student 

would (or would not) receive special educations support as a result of the examiner’s decision. 

The relationship between feeling pressure and perception of emotional disturbance was analyzed 

in two ways. First, were examiners who felt this source of pressure more likely to determine that 

a student met criteria? Second did examiners who felt this source of pressure also rate the 

students are more severely emotionally disturbed? Both post hoc hypotheses were supported. A 

logistic regression analysis was calculated. A test of the full model against a constant only model 

was statistically significant (chi square = 6.978, p = .008; see Table 18). An ANOVA was 

calculated and was also significant (F = 6.830, p = .002; see Table 19). Examiners who felt this 

source of pressure were more likely to determine that a student met criteria and to rate the 

student as having a higher level of emotional disturbance (see Figure 14).  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Summary of Study and Results 

This study investigated the relationship between examiner bias, measured via the Implicit 

Association Test, and eligibility decisions for Emotional Disturbance. African American males 

have been consistently identified as meeting criteria for ED at disproportionate rates as compared 

to their peers (Arnold & Lassmann, 2003; Aud et al,, 2010; CCBD, 2013; Donovan & Cross, 

2002; Johnson, n.d,; Patton, 1998; Skiba et al., 2005; Skiba et al, 2006; US GAO, 2013).  

Emerging research on explicit and implicit attitudes indicate that bias surfaces during decision 

making when criteria are ambiguous (Hodson et al., 2002; Son Hing et al, 2008). The current 

federal definition of Emotional Disturbance is ambiguous and lacks scientific definition. Given 

the current understanding of the impact of ambiguity on decision making, and the ambiguous 

nature of the ED definition, is it possible that implicit bias is a salient factor in the over-

identification of African American males?  

Respondents included both graduate students in school psychology programs and 

Licensed Specialists in School Psychology in Texas. Data was collected from 189 participants. 

Participants reviewed a mock Full and Individual Initial Evaluation (FIIE) which varied on race 

and SES, completed a brief survey, and took an Implicit Association Test. Two primary outcome 

variables were utilized. First, respondents indicated whether the student met criteria for an 

Emotional Disturbance by choosing at least one of five criteria or by choosing a sixth option 

stating the student did not qualify. This response mirrors decision making in the schools as the 

final determination is simply ‘yes the student qualifies’ or ‘no they do not qualify’.  Respondents 

then rated the severity of the Emotional Disturbance by selecting a rating ranging from Not ED 
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(1) to Severely ED (7). This information allowed for more robust analyses but also provided a 

different perspective of how examiners make eligibility determinations.  

The first main hypotheses of the study were that African American students would be 

identified at significantly higher rates that Caucasian students, students from low socioeconomic 

background would be identified at higher rates, and that identification rates for African American 

students would be negatively influenced by having a low socioeconomic background. These 

hypotheses were not supported. Identification rates between racial or socioeconomic groups did 

not significantly differ and no interaction was found between these two factors. The second main 

hypothesis of the study was that implicit bias would influence eligibility determination; 

examiners who were found to be higher in bias would identify African American students more 

frequently. This hypothesis was also not supported.  

While these results were disappointing, there were interesting patterns that emerged from 

the results that are worthy of further discussion. First, it was found that examiners who were in 

the moderate to high range of bias were less likely to determine the student qualified as ED, 

regardless of the race of the student. Second, the more an examiner felt pressured by the 

knowledge that a student would not receive support through special education without an 

eligibility determination, they more likely they were to qualify the student and to rate then as 

more severely ED. The following chapter will review findings in the context of the rationale for 

establishing the study hypotheses, first considering the main hypotheses and then the additional 

findings. Next, the implications for both future research and clinical practice will be considered. 

Finally, limitations to the current study will be addressed with suggestions for potential 

remediation of those limitations in future studies.   
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Discussion of Findings 

Although research indicates that African American male students have been consistently 

identified as Emotionally Disturbed at disproportionate rates (Arnold & Lassmann, 2003; Aud et 

al,, 2010; CCBD, 2013; Donovan & Cross, 2002; Johnson, n.d,; Patton, 1998; Skiba et al., 2005; 

Skiba et al, 2006; US GAO, 2013), the root source of this disproportionality, whether through the 

referral or evaluation process, has not been established (CCBD, 2013; Johnson, n.d). Related 

research on school discipline rates have demonstrated race predicts school discipline rates even 

when controlling for SES (Skiba et al., 2003) resulting in African American students receiving 

more frequent and more harsh discipline (Advancement Project, 2005; Okonofua & Eberhardt, 

2015; Skiba, et al, 2002; Skiba, et al, 2011; Tajalli & Garba, 2014; US GAO, 2013). This study 

addressed the potential that the evaluation process, rather than the referral process, was at the 

core of the over-representation of African American boys. Surprisingly, African American boys 

were not found eligible at higher rates than comparison groups. One possible explanation is that 

the hypothetical nature of the decision allowed social desirability to influence the examiners 

responses. Participants may have had some awareness that race was a factor in the study and 

were thus less likely to determine an African American met ED criteria. Additionally, these 

results suggest that the referral process may indeed play a larger part in the eventual over-

representation than previously thought. To what extent simply receiving a referral influences the 

outcome of an evaluation has not been established and may provide a key puzzle piece in efforts 

to reduce disproportionality.  

Research also indicates that students from impoverished backgrounds are 

disproportionately represented in special education and suggests the disproportionate rates of 

identification of African American males may, in part, be attributed to high rates of poverty 
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within the African American community (Blair & Scott, 2002; Donovan & Cross, 2002; Frey, 

2002; Skiba et al., 2005; Skiba et al., 2006;). Results of this study did not confirm a pattern of 

students from low SES backgrounds being identified at higher rates. In fact, while results were 

not statistically significant, the trend for both African American and Caucasian was for higher 

identification rates in the high SES condition. 

Research indicates a relationship between variables associated with low socioeconomic 

(SES) status and placement in special education, leaving the possibility that a student’s 

environment may be a main factor in eligibility determinations ( Blair & Scott, 2002; Skiba et 

al., 2005) and in fact, socio-economic status has been shown to have an inconsistent impact on 

special education determinations (Blair & Scott, 2002; Coutniho et al., 2002; Donovan & Cross, 

2002; Skiba et al., 2005; Skiba et al., 2006). Variables related to school resources, teacher 

effectiveness, and a teacher’s belief about their own ability to meet a student’s needs have been 

found to be particularly salient for special education referrals in low income schools (Podell & 

Soodak, 1993; Skiba et al., 2003). The current study provides support for the conclusion that 

issues stemming from the environment of impoverished neighborhoods and schools are the most 

salient contributors. Given the lack of over-identification for either race or SES in this study, it is 

hardly surprising these factors did not demonstrate a significant interaction.   

Research on modern perspectives of racism and implicit attitudes suggests that when 

guidelines for decision making or the criteria to be considered in making that decision are 

unclear, implicit bias emerges as a deciding factor (Hodson et al, 2002; Son Hing et al, 2008). 

Hodson et al. (2002) concluded that if an individual holds implicit attitudes towards another race, 

these attitudes are likely to impact decision making when doing so is socially appropriate, 

appropriate responses are less clearly defined, and negative responses can be justified through a 
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factor other than race. The ambiguity of the current federal definition of ED was thought to 

contribute to the over-identification of students by providing a context in which implicit bias 

could emerge as a salient factor; however, the ambiguity itself emerged as a central factor. Bias 

was found to align with decision making but in a wholly different manner than hypothesized and 

is deserving of its own discussion (see Additional Findings).  

Results of this study indicate that the effect of the ambiguity in the definition of ED is 

substantially greater than thought; examiners appear to have vastly different interpretations of 

what defines ED and even what meaning can be derived from assessment results. The 60 

respondents who felt the student met eligibility used all five criteria individually and an 

additional eleven different combinations of criteria to establish eligibility. Simply put, although 

respondents looked at the same data, some respondents determined the student was depressed, 

some thought he was anxious, others felt inappropriate behavior or poor social relationships was 

the primary concern. Still others, using criterion 5, said the student was not progressing 

academically but no reason for this lack of progress was made apparent in the evaluation. This 

inconsistency becomes even greater when you consider that twice as many respondents felt the 

student did not meet criteria, often arguing the exact opposite as reported above; that the report 

failed to establish the presence of depression or anxiety, that the student appeared to get along 

just fine with others, and even that a lack of academic progress was not established. This lack of 

consistency in the application of the criteria presented a significant barrier in finding nuanced 

predictors of eligibility determinations; however, two broad patterns did emerge and provide an 

interesting glimpse into previously unexplored factors in special education eligibility 

determinations. Examiners who were higher in bias determined the student was not eligible for 
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services more frequently. Examiners who felt pressured by the knowledge that services were 

dependent on eligibility, found the student to be eligible more frequently.  

Additional Findings 

 Two additional findings are of particular interest as they may help illuminate both the 

failure to find significance of the main hypothesis and implications for moving forward. First, 

having a moderate to high bias was found to align with the tendency to find a student does not 

qualify as Emotionally Disturbed and to rate the presence of ED as less severe, regardless of race 

(see Figure 12). At first look, these results appear to be counter-intuitive and against the grain of 

existing literature; two explanations are suggested below. 

One explanation may be that individuals who are higher in bias have an overall higher 

threshold for eligibility decisions or that they are more likely attend to behavioral issues in 

minority youth than to attend to emotional issues. Although there was great variability in the 

criteria used to qualify students, the most common criteria to be used in this study, both as a sole 

criteria and in combination with others, was a “general pervasive mood of unhappiness or 

depression” (IDEA, 2004). This suggests those respondents who did feel the student was ED 

were more likely to perceive emotional distress, especially depression, than behavioral concerns 

which may have failed to elicit a behavioral archetype deemed problematic.  

The concept of a problematic behavioral archetype is supported by Critical Race Theory 

and its counterpart Critical Whiteness Studies. These theories teach that whiteness and White 

values have been normalized to the point of exclusion and even degradation of other cultural 

values (Gillborn, 2005, Gillborn, 2006, Leonardo, 2007, Matias & Mackey, 2016) which has 

resulted in the establishment of cultural norms narrowly defined through a White lens 

(Applebaum, 2005; Bartoli et al, 2015; Bell, 1995b; Crenshaw, et al, 1995; Gotanda, 1991; 
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Ladson-Billings, 1995; Pearce, 2012). As a result, behavior and attitudes of that fall outside of 

White cultural standards are considered aberrant, simply because they are different (Bartoli et al, 

2015). Within a mental health context, behaviors that deviate significantly from the norm are 

considered pathological. In an educational context, defining behavior and social interaction that 

does not fit within White cultural norms as deviant is reflected in two of criteria for ED: 

“inappropriate behavior under normal circumstances” and “inability to build or maintain 

satisfactory interpersonal relationships” (IDEA, 2004). The tendency to perceive the student 

described in the report as depressed rather than behaviorally disordered may lie at the heart of the 

found relationship between bias and ED determinations.  

Proposing that examiners in the moderate to high range of bias may use behavior or 

relationship based criteria more frequently is certainly speculative at best. Literature focusing on 

the over-representation of minorities in special education almost exclusively discusses ED as a 

single category rather than breaking ED into the five component criteria. The same pattern of 

focusing on ED as a single category exists in both state and federal reporting, presenting a 

significant obstacle to this line of inquiry. An important preliminary step will be to gather data 

from school districts that allow for an examination of which criteria are used when qualifying 

students and to categorize the decisions by race of the student. If differences in criteria used are 

found to be significant by racial group, follow up experimental studies can explore the 

contribution of behavioral archetypes and bias to eligibility decisions.  

Along with this line of thinking is the lack of salient context when reviewing a report for 

a mock student in a mock school. As seen in Tajalli & Garba’s 2014 study, African American 

students in majority African American schools were not at increased risk for DAEP placement 

while African American children in majority White schools were at increased risk. This pattern 
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indicates the risk factors are defined by the whiteness of the school, not the blackness of the 

child. Further, the personal dynamic of the assessment session itself was absent from this 

decision process and thus limited a source of information for the examiner; namely, what was it 

like to personally interact with this student? Students do not experience the examiner in a 

vacuum but rather they bring with them the emotions surrounding meeting with a white evaluator 

and the subtle behavioral changes that manifest from this discomfort – a potentially potent factor 

in the assessment process (Artiles & Bal, 2008). The use of reported data without an interaction 

with the individual harkens back to debates about the use of clinical judgement versus actuarial 

assessment, most prominent in violence risk assessment literature. Clinical judgement relies on 

the examiner interviewing and reviewing data about an individual and has been found to 

overestimate risk while actuarial assessment relies on standardized assessment that provide cut-

off scores for decision making and have been found to underestimate risk (Falzer, 2013). This 

pattern loosely aligns with a trend for over-identification in the real world assessments where the 

examiner both observes and interacts with the individuals versus solely relying on review of 

standardized data as in this study. Interestingly, although an experimental design provided 

scientific robustness, the use of such design in this study potentially removed key factors in the 

process under examination and may have played a larger role than expected in the respondent’s 

perception of the student.  

 The second finding of interest is the role of the desire to help struggling students. This 

study presumed that there were unconscious factors at play in decision making for special 

education eligibility, which this study supports, but reframes the unconscious factor. 

Respondents were asked how frequently they feel pressured by the knowledge that a student 

would or would not receive services based on their decision and rated the pressure on a scale of 1 
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– 5 (never, less than half the time, about half the time, more than half the time, always). 

Interestingly, examiners did not just identify students as ED more frequently they also rated the 

severity of the perceived ED as higher. This pattern suggests a deeper process than simply 

qualifying a student so that they receive services. If that were the case, there would be no 

tendency to rate the student as more severe when a simple determination of yes would fill this 

desire to help. The participants also perceived the student as more severely ED suggesting the 

possibility that in their desire to find a justification for providing supports for the students, 

examiners over-attend to evaluation data which supports a decision to qualify a student.  

Psychologists have long acknowledged and studied the phenomena of confirmation bias; 

the seeking or interpreting of evidence that support an existing belief, hypothesis or expectation 

(Nickerson, 1998). While some examples of confirmation bias highlight the sometimes explicit 

nature of this process, such as a prosecuting attorney giving greater weight to evidence that 

supports their case, the preponderance of studies considers bias that is implicit in nature. Without 

consciously meaning to, we attend to information in our environment that confirms what we 

want to believe (Nickerson, 1998). Further, individuals tend to require relatively less evidence to 

make a hypothesis-consistent decision but require more evidence when a decision is inconsistent 

with their hypothesis (Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1987). This is particularly interesting with 

respect to this study when considering half of the participants who found the student met criteria 

for special education also reported that they did not feel they had enough information in the 

report. The willingness to make an affirmative decision while reporting a lack of information is 

certainly suggestive of a pre-existing desire to find a student met criteria and therefore of a 

confirmation bias at work.   
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Future Directions – Implications for Research and Practice 

 First and foremost results of this study strongly suggest the need to re-evaluate the 

definition of ED and to standardize the evaluation process used to make ED determinations. 

Further research on how LSSPs conceptualize ED will help illuminate the current trends in 

working definitions and provide guidance on how to develop better operationalize the definition, 

thus improving the ability to reliability assess for the presence of ED. Further, investigation into 

current working definitions of ED needs to include a specific examination of how ED definitions 

vary by the race of the student.  

Redefinition of disorders is hardly unprecedented in the clinical world; in fact, it is far 

more unusual for a disorder to maintain one set of diagnostic criteria for decades than it is for 

disorder criteria to be refined or reimagined. Each new edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual of Mental Disorders has seen substantial changes, additions, and removal of disorders 

found in the previous version. For example, the most recent revision in 2013 saw the collapsing 

of the four autism related diagnoses (Autism, Asperger’s Disorder, Childhood Disintegrative 

Disorder, and Pervasive Developmental Disorder) into a newly defined Autism Spectrum 

Disorder. This change was made in response to research findings that the diagnoses were not 

consistently applied across settings or practitioners (DSM5, n.d.). This inconsistent use of 

diagnostic criteria was deemed important enough to redefine an already controversial diagnosis 

even as it generated heated backlash from the autism community. 

Within the educational system, methods for determining learning disabilities have 

changed substantially over the past two decades from a discrepancy approach in which 

achievement scores at least one standard deviation below measured IQ was taken as evidence of 

a learning disability to newer models defined by a child’s response to interventions or patterns of 
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intra-cognitive strengths and weakness (Flanagan & McGrew, 1997). A main force in the 

evolving models has been insufficient operationalization of learning disabilities (Callinan, 

Cunningham, & Theiler, 2013). Concerns with the determination of autism and learning 

disabilities closely parallel concerns with the current definition of ED and yet the original 

definition of ED from 1975 has been maintained. A collaborative effort between researchers and 

practitioners will be critical in the development of a new definition of ED. 

On a more short term basis, future research should investigate the contribution of 

behavior specific criteria in the over-identification of African American boys. The vast majority 

of data reports and research studies only consider if the child was determined to meet criteria or 

not and do not break down eligibility by specific criteria. Results of this study suggest that if we 

are to understand the implications of implicit bias and eligibility determinations then we need to 

further parse the data and understand how students are being qualified for special education. 

Again, there is theoretical support for the suggestion that perception of behavioral and social 

functioning may influence decision making differently than perception of emotional functioning.  

Using a Critical Race Theory framework, one would expect examiners higher in bias to more 

frequently criterion 2 (an inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships 

with peers and teachers) and 3 (inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under normal 

circumstances) when establishing eligibility for African Americans as ED. A practical first step 

would be to analyze existing data by criteria to determine if patterns in the use of specific criteria 

exist and are different for different races. While this is likely to be a labor intensive effort, it is 

necessary to determine if such a pattern exists before moving forward with experimental designs 

that are built on the premise that the pattern must exist.     



 

94 
 

And finally, practicing school psychologists would likely benefit from psychoeducation 

on the consequences of identification as ED and potential unconscious influence of a desire to 

provide support to students; a noble attitude with potentially harmful consequences. Training 

focused on consequences of ED identification may help provide a more balanced perspective on 

the helpfulness of identification and challenge perceptions that eligibility is always to the child’s 

benefit, ultimately engendering a more conservation use of ED. Balancing the desire to help 

students with the desire to avoid unintentional harm is important in dampening the influence of 

confirmation bias. Further, prioritizing the development of emotional and behavioral supports 

outside of special education programming would not just benefit the students but also lessen the 

pressure that the child won’t get help without an eligibility for special education.   

Limitations 

 The overall sample size of this study was smaller than proposed and presented some 

limitation in analyses. The total number of participants was sufficient for analyses with the 

whole data set while those analyses concerned with a smaller subset of the respondents were 

limited by relatively smaller cell sizes. Most notably, while the study maintained an overall 

balance of the six conditions the lower participation rate resulted in less than optimal number of 

respondents for each area. These low numbers were exacerbated by the relatively lower numbers 

of participants who found the student eligible. Ultimately the mock FIIE was less ambiguous for 

the participants than the panel of LSSP’s who developed the stimulus. This may reflect a 

tendency to see a greater degree of ambiguity in purely hypothetical exercises than when tasked 

with making an actual determination, particularly as the study was conducted during the school 

year when LSSPs were actively engaged in eligibility determinations.  
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The most obvious limitation of this study was the wide variability in the manner in which 

respondents determined the student did meet criteria. While this limited the ability to analyze 

hypothesized predictors of finding a student eligible, it did provide interesting and important 

information for follow up studies. Future studies utilizing a mock FIIE format should perform a 

more extensive and formalized pilot study to ensure the robustness of the mock FIIE instrument. 

Further, future studies need to be mindful of the potential impact of not providing a real world 

context for the assessment data. It is possible that the personal interaction endemic to the 

evaluation process is a key variable to understanding any underlying influence of racial 

dynamics.  

 As this study is based on perceptions of one race by another, higher participation rates by 

African American school psychologists would have been ideal. The recruitment method used 

precluded ensuring adequate representation but had the advantage of mirroring the demographics 

of current practitioners. In addition, by recruiting from the state board list (which does not 

provide race) rather than from individual school districts, it allowed for more equal 

representation from school districts of various sizes, from small rural districts to large urban 

districts. The time and cost of navigating each individual district’s IRB process would have 

prohibited the inclusion of small to mid-size districts. District size was important for the initial 

study as it was possible that district size would have an influence on results; however, that was 

not found to be the case. Future studies could focus large districts and more careful selection of 

participants to invite to the study. 
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Conclusion 

“The more you know, the more you know you don't know.” - Aristotle 

As sometimes happens in research, the deeper we dig, the more questions we undercover. 

This study provides support for the suggestion that there are factors below conscious awareness 

influencing decision making in special education and in the determination of Emotional 

Disturbance specifically. A desire to provide support for a student perceived as struggling is a 

strong influence in the decision making process but may cloud the perception of the root of a 

student’s difficulties. In an effort to help, LSSPs may in fact be judging problems to be more 

severe and could potentially be over-identifying students, although more research is needed to 

support that supposition. That implicit bias has an effect on decision making was suggested; how 

bias functions when influencing decision making remains to be understood.  

Race and the American education system have a complicated and problematic 

relationship, the ultimate effects of which we are perhaps just beginning to understand. White 

cultural norms have long dominated both the structure and the focus of the education system to 

the detriment of nonwhite students. Untangling both the structural and cultural inequities that 

have maintained the status quo in the American education system is a daunting task. Given the 

seeming intractability of the patterns of over-identification of minority students in special 

education, a fundamental paradigm shift in the approach to how we conceptualize the root causes 

of disproportionality is necessary. To that end, understanding how students of color are 

perceived and supported within that context is an important first step in changing their 

experience and outcomes. 
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Anywhere Independent School District 

Special Education Evaluation Services 
 

Full and Individual Initial Evaluation 
 

CONFIDENTIAL 
 

Student Name: {Insert Name}   Birth Date:  
School: Anywhere Middle School  Age:  
Parent(s): {Insert Name}’s mom  ID#: 1111111 
Address: 1 Main Street  Grade: 6th  
 Someplace, Texas Ethnicity: {Insert Race} 
Examiner(s): Jane Doe, LSSP Date(s) of Testing:  
 
 
Reason for Referral/Evaluation: {Insert Name} is attending Anywhere Middle School and is 
enrolled in the sixth grade this year. He is identified as a student with a Learning Disability in 
reading comprehension, reading fluency, and written expression. Staff reported concerns about 
an increasing level of emotionality and significant disruptions to {Insert Name}’s ability to make 
academic progress as a result. In October, the ARD committee met to consider re-evaluation 
needs for the learning disability. At that time the committee requested an evaluation to consider 
whether an emotional disturbance was present and affecting {Insert Name}’s ability to function 
in the classroom environment. Assessment was requested in the following areas: behavioral 
functioning, cognitive functioning and achievement (reading, writing, and mathematics). A 
functional behavior assessment to be completed by the case manager was also requested at 
this time. This data was deemed necessary to assist the ARD committee with programming 
decisions as well as to consider eligibility for special education services. 
 
Standard testing procedures were used.  
 
Educational History  
Core Instruction:   
During his school career, {Insert Name} has attended school in two school districts, including his 
current district. His elementary school academic history is unremarkable. {Insert Name} passed 
each grade level with mostly B grades and passed each administration of standardized testing 
in third and fifth grade. {Insert Name} has received exposure to core curriculum comparable to 
his peers. This year both his teachers and parents reported increasing behavior concerns. 
Additionally, {Insert Name} has started to struggle with his grades and is not making adequate 
academic progress.  
 
Language/Communication: 
Sources of Data: re-evaluation plan 10/12/11 
Results from Home Language Survey: Family Language: English  
Student Language: English   
 
{Insert Name} 's sole language is English and he communicates best through oral language. No 
concerns regarding expressive or receptive communication have been reported. Based on 
previous reports, informal observations, and teacher reports student is able to use age-
appropriate communication to express wants and needs. He is capable of using age-appropriate 
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communication to participate in classroom discussions, activities and to interact with peers and 
adults. 
 
Physical: 
Sources of Data: parent information, teacher information 
Vision: passed Date of screening:  
Hearing: passed Date of screening:  
 
{Insert Name} is a generally healthy young man who maintains good school attendance. {Insert 
Name}’s mother reported no complications with his pregnancy, labor, or delivery and he was 
born at full term. Developmental milestones were met within expected intervals. Fine and gross 
motor functioning appear to be within normal limits for his age. {Insert Name} does not take any 
medication on a regular basis but does have seasonal allergies.  
 
{Insert Name} does not appear to have one or more physical conditions that directly affect his 
ability to benefit from the educational process. {Insert Name} participates in general physical 
education classes.  
 
Sociological: 
Sources of Data: parent information 
 
{See Appendix B for examples of the High SES and Low SES narrative}.   
 
Emotional/Behavioral: 
Sources of Data:  Parent information, Teacher Information, Student interview 

Educational records/teacher information 
Behavior Assessment System for Children, 2

nd
 edition – Teacher Form 

Behavior Assessment System for Children, 2
nd

 edition – Parent Report Form 
Piers-Harris 2 Children Self Concept Scale 
Children’s Depression Inventory 
Adolescent Anger Rating Scale 

 
Staff reported that {Insert Name}'s behavior can be a challenge in school. According to school 
records, he tends to have strong reactions to work he feels is too hard. He may shut down or 
become overly emotional. He is often off task in class and is sometimes disruptive. Gaining 
attention from others was noted to be one motivation for his behavior. A functional behavior 
assessment was requested earlier this year to address the following behaviors: non-compliance 
with adults, not completing work, leaving an assigned area without permission, and physical 
aggression (hitting, kicking). {Insert Name} has struggled with his transition to middle school and 
continues to display off task and disruptive behaviors in school.  
 
Current behavioral accommodations include presenting information in small discrete steps for 
understanding, allowing time to process information before responding, frequent breaks and 
reminders to stay on task. In addition to the setting for General Education classes/Resource 
classes, {Insert Name} will be provided access to a quiet work environment where extra help is 
available. Teachers reported additional concerns that {Insert Name} has trouble getting started 
on academic work. In some instances, he has required one on one instruction to be successful. 
 
{Insert Name}’s current behavior plan addresses the following concerns: 



 

100 
 

1. Escape/avoidance behaviors: These behaviors are seen when a task demand or 
behavior demand is placed on {Insert Name}. These may look like but not limited to: 
non-Compliance and inappropriate verbal responses. 

2. Attention Seeking Motivated Behaviors: These may look like but not limited to: 
inappropriate verbal responses, vandalism or destruction of others' property, and 
repeatedly kicking desks and lockers. 

3. Power/Control Behaviors: Controlling Environment/Others. These behaviors are seen 
when {Insert Name} is redirected by staff, frustrated at staff or peers or if another person 
antagonizes or confronts him while he is angry. This may look like but not limited to: 
inappropriate verbal responses and physical aggression. 

 
Behavior Assessment System for Children, 2nd edition (BASC-2) 

The Behavior Assessment System for Children, Second Edition is an integrated system 
designed to facilitate the diagnosis and classification of a variety of emotional and 
behavioral disorders. The scales gather descriptions of children’s observable behavior 
across the broad spectrum of childhood functioning. Scores in the clinically significant 
range (above 70) suggest a high level of maladjustment, while scores in the at-risk 
range (60-69) suggest the potential for developing a problem that needs careful 
monitoring, or the presence of a problem that may be significant but not be severe 
enough to require formal treatment. On the adaptive scales and resiliency content scale, 
low scores (30 and lower) are areas of clinical significance, while scores between 31 
and 40 are considered to be in the at-risk range. 

BASC-2 Rating Scales Parent and Teacher 

Clinical Scales and 
Composites 

Mother 

Mentor 

Teacher 

Description 

Externalizing 
Behaviors 
Composite 

78 
(clinically sig) 

74 
(clinically sig) 

70 
(clinically sig) A composite characterized by disruptive behavior problems 

such as aggression, hyperactivity, and delinquency 

Hyperactivity  
76 

(clinically sig) 
72 

(clinically sig) 
61 

(at risk) 
The tendency to be overly active, rush through work or activities, 
and act without thinking  

Aggression  
79 

(clinically sig) 
68 

(at risk) 
70 

(clinically sig) 
The tendency to act in a physically or verbally hostile manner 
that is threatening to others 

Conduct Problems 
70 

(clinically sig) 
75 

(clinically sig) 
76 

(clinically sig) 
The tendency to engage in rule-breaking behavior 

Internalizing 
Behaviors 
Composite 

48 
63 

(at risk) 
60 

(at risk) 
A composite including scales that are not marked by 
acting-out behavior 

Anxiety  45 43 55 
The tendency to be nervous, fearful, or worried about real or 
imagined problems 

Depression  55 
66 

(at risk) 
69 

(at risk) 
Excessive feelings of unhappiness, sadness, or stress 

Somatization  44 
73 

(clinically sig) 
50 

The tendency to be overly sensitive or to complain about 
relatively minor physical problems or discomfort 

Atypicality  41 
73 

(clinically sig) 
63 

(at risk) 
The tendency to behave in ways that are immature or 
considered odd 

Withdrawal  42 51 44 The tendency to evade others to avoid social contact 

School Problems 
Composite 

na na 
67 

(at risk) 

A composite reflecting academic difficulties, including 
problems of motivation, attention, and learning and 
cognition. 

Attention Problems  
69 

(at risk) 
72 

(clinically sig) 
64 

(at risk) 
The tendency to be easily distracted and unable to concentrate 
for an extended period of time 

Learning Problems na na 
68 

(at risk) 
The presence of academic difficulties, particularly in 
understanding or completing schoolwork 
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Adaptive Skills 
Composite 

26 
(clinically sig) 

32 
(at risk) 

36 
(at risk) 

Summarizes appropriate emotional expression and control, 
daily living skills inside and outside the home, and 
communication skills, as well as prosocial, organizational, 
study, and other adaptive skills 

Adaptability  
28 

(clinically sig) 
35 

(at risk) 
39 

(at risk) 
The ability to adapt readily to changes in the environment 

Social Skills  
22 

(clinically sig) 
33 

(at risk) 
42 

The skills necessary for interacting successfully with peers and 
adults 

Leadership 
31 

(at risk) 
46 44 

The skills associated with accomplishing academic, social, or 
community goals 

Activities of Daily 
Living  

24 
(clinically sig) 

31 
(at risk) 

na 
The skills associated with performing basic, everyday tasks in 
an acceptable and safe manner 

Study Skills na na 
27 

(clinically sig) 
The skills conducive to strong academic performance, including 
organizational skills and good study habits 

Functional 
Communication  

43 
26 

(clinically sig) 
37 

(at risk) 
The ability to communicate basic thoughts, knowledge, ideas, 
and feelings in a way others can understand 

       

 
The Externalizing composite was elevated in the clinically significant range on all three 
inventories. In addition, all three subscales fell in at least the at risk range on each inventory.  A 
review of endorsed items suggests {Insert Name} frequently argues, almost always loses his 
temper too easily, and often appears to provoke others. His frequently disobeys, breaks rules, 
and lies. He often appears to have little self-control and acts without thinking.  
 
The Internalizing composite was in the at-risk range on the mentor and teacher inventories but 
in the average range on the parent inventory. Depression and Atypicality were the areas of 
greatest concern on the mentor and teacher inventories. A review of endorsed items suggests 
{Insert Name} is easily upset, is pessimistic, and is often negative. He sometimes cries easily, 
complains he does not have friends, and appears to change moods quickly. He sometimes acts 
strangely or as if he is confused and may say things that make no sense.  
 
The Adaptive Skills Composite fell in the at least the at risk range on all three inventories. 
Adaptability was the area of greatest concern. Elevations were found on two of the rater’s 
inventories for the following subscales: Social Skills, Activities of Daily Living, and Functional 
Communication. A review of endorsed items suggests {Insert Name} is stubborn and has 
difficulty adjusting to changes in plans and recovering from setbacks. He is not always clear 
when relaying personal experiences, has difficulty tracking down needed information, and has 
some trouble describing his feelings accurately.  
 
Additionally, all the raters reported concerns about {Insert Name}’s attention. The responses 
suggest {Insert Name} exhibits a short attention span, is easily distracted, and does not always 
listen carefully.  
 
 
Self-report measures as well as an interview were utilized to help understand {Insert Name} 
emotional functioning. A review of the measures follows.  
 
Piers-Harris 2 Children Self Concept Scale 
The Piers-Harris 2 is a 60-item self-report questionnaire, subtitled The Way I Feel About Myself. 
It is designed for administration to children who are at least 7 years old and up to 18 years of 
age. The Piers-Harris 2 items are statements that express how people may feel about 
themselves. Respondents are asked to indicate whether each statement applies to them by 
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choosing yes or no. The Piers-Harris 2 includes Self-Concept scales comprised of six domain 
scales and Validity scales comprised of two indexes. The Self-Concept scales comprise the 
Total score, which is a general measure of the respondent’s overall self-concept. The domain 
scales assess specific components of self-concept and include Behavioral Adjustment, 
Intellectual and School Status, Physical Appearance and Attributes, Freedom from Anxiety, 
Popularity, and Happiness and Satisfaction. The Validity scales include the Inconsistent 
Responding Index, which is designed to identify random response patterns, and the Response 
Bias Index, which measures a child’s tendency to respond yes or no irrespective of item 
content. Student refused to complete the inventory on his own but agreed to answer questions if 
the examiner read them and marked his answers.  
 
The validity scales fell in the average range. However, Student was very defensive during the 
assessment and he positively endorsed every item on three scales: Freedom from Anxiety, 
Popularity, and Happiness and Satisfaction. These results would suggest that {Insert Name} is 
very popular with peers, rarely experiences feelings of anxiety, and is happy most of the time, 
even to a greater degree than his peers. Average scores were also indicated on the remaining 
three scales: Behavioral Adjustment, Intellectual and School Status, Physical Appearance and 
Attributes. These results stand in stark contrast to his educational records and services, teacher 
reports, and parent reports.   
 
The Children’s Depression Inventory 
The CDI measures symptoms of depression among children and adolescents. It consists of 27 
items scored 0, 1, or 2, with higher scores indicating increasing severity. The CDI yields a total 
score as well as 5 factor scale scores (Negative Mood, Interpersonal Problems, Ineffectiveness, 
Anhedonia, Negative Self-Esteem). T-scores falling below 45 are considered below average. T-
scores ranging from 45-55 are considered average, 56-60 slightly above average, 61-65 above 
average, 66-70 much above average, and 70 or higher very much above average.  
 
The Total, Negative Mood and Ineffectiveness scales fell in the average range. The Negative 
Self-Esteem scale fell in the below average range. Results of the Anhedonia scale were slightly 
above average and the results of the Interpersonal Problems scale fell in the very much above 
average range. {Insert Name} endorsed items suggesting that he is often bad, that he does not 
ever want to be with people, and he does not do what he is told most times.  
 
Adolescent Anger Rating Scale 
The Adolescent Anger Rating Scale is a self-report inventory comprised of 41 items. The 
inventory provides these scores measuring levels of Instrumental Anger, Reactive Anger, Anger 
Control, and a Total Anger score. Instrumental Anger refers to planned acts to address 
perceived injustices. Conversely Reactive Anger refers to impulsive responses of aggression. 
Anger Control addresses the individual’s perceived ability to mediate these responses.  
 
Results indicate an average level of instrumental anger but a high level of reactive anger. The 
anger control scale was borderline average/moderately low and the total anger score was 
moderately high. {Insert Name} endorsed items indicating that when he is angry he has difficulty 
controlling his temper, feels he cannot sit still, and cannot focus on anything else. He often acts 
without thinking, leaves class without permission, and does not try to understand how others are 
feeling. Conversely, he indicated he would not hurt himself, hurt animals, or start fires when he 
is angry. He does not look for weapons and does not enjoy hitting or kicking others. He reported 
that he sometimes tries to walk away or find another way to solve a problem without fighting.  
 
Student Interview 
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{Insert Name} acknowledged a history consistent with that reported by others. However, he was 
very reluctant to talk about his family, his school performance, or his feelings. His answers were 
often short and he often declined to elaborate. He did report that he has a lot of friends and is 
happy with the friends he has. He has older friends at his apartment complex and they have 
gone to UT games together. He likes school a little, mostly because being at home is “boring”. 
He feels that all school work is hard and does not have a most or least favorite subject in 
school. He acknowledged getting in trouble in school but declined to explain why. He thinks he 
might want to be a football player when he grows up but seemed uncertain of what he would 
have to do to make that happen. {Insert Name} appeared to have difficulty picturing his life in 
the future. If able to have three magic wishes Student would be a millionaire (never stop getting 
money), have a mansion for his mother (and she would never stop getting money), and is family 
would live forever as well as love him forever.   
 
Cognitive Ability/Processes: 
Sources of Data: FIIE 3/23/09, testing observation 

 
Intelligence test scores reflect a sample of behavior in different skill areas including learned 
abilities, problem solving, memory and attention. There are several factors that are not 
measured by intelligence tests: motivation, curiosity, creative talent, study skills and specific 
academic skills. The results are generally good predictors of performance in school, but 
because they are samples of behavior at the time of testing, they should not necessarily be 
thought of as fixed. Cognitive functioning was assessed with the Woodcock-Johnson –III Tests of 
Cognitive Abilities (WJ-III-Cog. From this data several broad areas of cognitive functioning, which 
impact academic performance, may be measured.  
 
Cognitive functioning was assessed. Results of the Woodcock-Johnson III indicated overall 
functioning in the average range. Specifically the following composites fell within the average 
range: comprehension-knowledge (98), visual-spatial thinking (94), auditory processing (110), 
fluid reasoning (103), and short-term memory (94). Results of the composites measuring long-
term retrieval (72) and processing speed (69) fell in the below average range. 
 

Adaptive Behavior: 
Sources of Data: informal  

 
Adaptive behavior is the degree to which a student is socially and personally independent. 
{Insert Name}’s adaptive behavior is reported by parents and teachers to be within normal 
limits. He is able to complete self-care tasks independently and is able to navigate 
confidently within the school setting.  
  
{Insert Name}’s level of functioning is consistent with his measured cognitive ability. No 
further evaluation appears to be required at this time. 
 
Academic/Developmental/Functional Performance: 
Sources of Data: re-evaluation plan 10/12/11, teacher information 

 
{Insert Name}’s academic abilities were formally evaluated with the Woodcock-Johnson Tests of 
Achievement – 3rd Edition (WJ-III).  Standard scores between 85 and 115 are considered to be 
average. Scores between 85 and 70 are considered to be below average and lower than age-
level expectations, while standard scores below 70 are considered to be in the lower extreme 
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and significantly lower than age-level expectations. Measured performance is reflected in the 
following scores: 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Reading 
Measures of single word reading, reading fluency, and comprehension fell within the average 
range and indicate {Insert Name}’s performance was comparable to same-age peers. During 
assessment, {Insert Name} was able to read ‘domesticated’, ‘interpretation’, and ‘therapeutic’. 
He had difficulty reading ‘bouquet’, ‘significance’, and ‘provincial’. On the passage 
comprehension tasks,{Insert Name} was asked to read a short passage and supply one missing 
word. Even his incorrect responses were close in subject matter and indicate a basic 
understanding of the material, although not sufficient for credit.  
 

{Insert Name} is enrolled in the read 180 program. His teacher reported that he is a very 
fluent oral reader and is able to easily answer comprehension based questions. He has a 
good vocabulary, and is able to find solutions presented in text. His Middle of the Year 
benchmark showed a high need but his fifth six weeks test showed a moderate need. He 
passed TAKS M in 2010 and 2009 but not 2008. His accommodations have included 
reading aloud test questions for TAKS-M Reading, extended time for completion of 
assignment (3-5 days), oral reading of questions/materials, minimizing distractions, blank 
graphic organizers, supplemental aids, and verbal/tactile reminders to stay on task. 
 
Assessment of cognitive functioning did not reveal significant normative weaknesses. 
Performance on standardized achievement assessments indicated {Insert Name} is capable of 
performance on par with same age peers. {Insert Name}’s current performance deficits in the 
classroom may be more reflective of his attention, distractibility, and behavior concerns in the 
classroom. {Insert Name} is not demonstrating a learning disability in reading at this time. 
 

 
 
 

 
Writing  
Measures of spelling fell in the average range while the writing samples subtest fell in the below 
average range. Overall, the brief writing composite fell within the average range. On the 
assessment, {Insert Name} correctly spelled ‘mansion’, ‘crystal’, and ‘cough’. He did not 
correctly spell ‘early’, ‘beautiful’, and ‘adventure’. The writing sample portion required {Insert 
Name} to write full sentences in response to specific prompts. {Insert Name}’s sentences were 
on topic and generally well-constructed but at times he wrote fragments rather than complete 
sentences. He often rushed his responses, missing key details in the prompts which 
compromised the quality of his response. 
 

 
 

Standard Score 
(Mean=100; SD=15) 

 
Percentile 

 
Range 

Broad Reading  99 48 Average 
Letter-Word Identification 101 54 Average 

Reading Fluency 105 63 Average 
Passage Comprehension 92 30 Average 

Brief Writing 89 22 Average 
Spelling 95 37 Average 

Writing Samples               82 11 Below Average 
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{Insert Name}'s teacher reported that he is a strong speller. He passed TAKS M in 
2009. His accommodations have included blank graphic organizers, supplemental aids, 
electronic spell checker/dictionary/thesaurus (AT), small group test administration, 
multiple/frequent breaks, and verbal/tactile reminders to stay on task. 
 
Assessment of cognitive functioning did not reveal significant normative weaknesses. While the 
writing samples subtest fell in the below average range, {Insert Name} did not demonstrate 
significant weaknesses in writing ability. He wrote fragments in response to some items but 
demonstrated the ability to write well-constructed and grammatically correct sentences on 
others. {Insert Name}’s current performance deficits in the classroom may be more reflective of 
his attention, distractibility, and behavior concerns in the classroom. {Insert Name} is not 
demonstrating a learning disability in writing at this time. 
 

 
 
 

All areas of math assessed fell in the average range. Math appears to be an area of strength for 
{Insert Name}. During assessment, {Insert Name} added, subtracted, and multiplied single digit 
numbers as well as added and subtracted double digits. He subtracted with and without 
regrouping. On the applied portion all questions are read to the student. {Insert Name} solved 
simple word problems, answered questions regarding weight and measurement, and solved 
problems using money. He struggled with multi step word problems, and showing how he 
solved a problem.  
 
Assessment of cognitive functioning did not reveal significant normative weaknesses. 
Performance on standardized achievement assessments indicated {Insert Name} is capable of 
performance on par with same age peers. {Insert Name}’s current performance deficits in the 
classroom may be more reflective of his attention, distractibility, and behavior concerns in the 
classroom. {Insert Name} does not meet criteria for a learning disability in math at this time.  
 
Assistive Technology: 
Sources of Data: informal observation 
 
Teacher reports and informal observations indicate that {Insert Name} is able to access age and 
grade-appropriate classroom materials such as:  paper, pencil, computer with keyboard and 
mouse, markers, crayons, and scissors. He is able to access the general education curriculum, 
be educated, and participate with other children with disabilities and non-disabled peers. He is 
able to successfully use standard age/grade materials in his general education placement. 
 

Based on a review of teacher reports and work samples Assistive Technology 
services/devices are not needed to provide a free and appropriate public education for 
this student. 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Math Composite 86 18 Average 
Applied Problems 88 21 Average 
Math Calculation 87 19 Average 
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APPENDIX B: EXAMPLE SOCIOLOGICAL SECTION  

OF THE FIIE 

 
 

 

 

  



 

107 
 

Sample Sociological Section for low versus high SES (SES defined as a combination of income, 

education, and occupation). 

 

{Insert Name} is a {Insert Race} young man who lives with his mother and sibling. His mother 

completed the eleventh grade and is currently unemployed. Previously she worked as a cashier at 

Burger King. Tommy's mother shared that maintaining employment has been difficult because 

the family lacks reliable transportation. Current teachers reported that {Insert Name}’s mother is 

a positive support in his education. She attends conferences (often by phone), communicates 

with teachers, and helps with homework. No cultural/lifestyle factors are noted which might 

influence his academic progress. There is no evidence of limited educational opportunity. 

 

{Insert Name} is a {Insert Race} young man who lives with his mother and sibling. His mother 

completed college, earning a Bachelor’s Degree in accounting. She is currently employed at 

H&R Block where she has been a CPA for 12 years. {Insert Name}’s mother shared that she 

enjoys her job, in part because the hours are flexible which allows her to be home when her 

children get home from school. Current teachers reported that {Insert Name}’s mother is a 

positive support in his education. She attends conferences, communicates with teachers, and 

helps with homework. No cultural/lifestyle factors are noted which might influence his academic 

progress. There is no evidence of limited educational opportunity. 
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APPENDIX C: SURVEY AND DEMOGRAPHIC 

QUESTIONNAIRE 
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{Participant reviews the FIIE/psychological report, then answers the following questions} 

 

 

Does this student meet eligibility criteria for Emotional Disturbance? (participants check all that 

apply) 

 

□ Yes; due to an inability to learn which cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or 

health factors 

□ Yes; due an inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with 

peers and teachers 

□ Yes; due to inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under normal circumstances 

□ Yes; due to a general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression 

□ Yes; due to a tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or 

school problems 

□ No, this student does not meet eligibility criteria  

 

On a scale of 1 - 7 please rate the severity of the Emotional Disturbance. 

 

1 (Not ED)   2     3   4 (Moderate level of ED)   5   6   7(Severe level of ED) 

 

(Participants were not able to review the report after this point) 

 

 

Do you feel you had sufficient information to make this determination? 

 □ Yes  □ No 

 

Please write in any information, if any, you felt was missing from the report:  

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Please briefly describe why you felt this student did or did not meet eligibility criteria: 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

What was the race/ethnicity of the student in the report you reviewed? 

□ Caucasian/White 

□ African American 

□ Hispanic/Latino 

□ Asian decent 

□ Other (please specify): _________________________ 

 

 

Thinking about factors you may feel pressured by, please check any source of influence you feel 

has affected you when making a disability determination. 
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Pressure from campus administrators and/or teachers   

□Every time   □ More than half the time    □ About half the time    □ Less than half the time   □ 

Never 

 

Pressure from central administration  

□Every time   □ More than half the time    □ About half the time    □ Less than half the time   □ 

Never 

 

Pressure from parents  

□Every time   □ More than half the time    □ About half the time    □ Less than half the time   □ 

Never 

 

Knowledge that various support will/will not be available based upon your decision  

□Every time   □ More than half the time    □ About half the time    □ Less than half the time   □ 

Never 

 

Other, please specify: _________________________________ 

 

 

Demographic Information 

 

I identify as….: 

□ Caucasian/White 

□ African American 

□ Hispanic/Latino 

□ Asian decent 

□ Bi/Multiracial (please specify) ____________________ 

□ Other (please specify): _______________________________ 

 

 

My age: ______ 

 

 

The highest degree I’ve earned: 

 ____ Masters   ____Specialist  ____Psy.D.   ____Ph.D. 

 

 

Number of years employed full time as a LSSP (graduate students please note 0):___________ 

 

 

Average number of ED evaluations completed per year: _______ 

 

 

I would describe my school district as:     

□ Rural     □ Urban      □ Suburban 
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Figure D1: Transactional Ecological Systems Framework 
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Figure D2. 2-Dimensional Model of Racial 

Bias Note: Adapted from Son Hing et al. 2008 
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2007 LD MR ED 

White 

 

3.42% .06% .62% 
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5.32% 1.56% 1.27% 

 

 

 

  

Figure D3: High Incidence Categories by Race 

Note: Adapted from Aud et al, 2010 
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 Total 

Population  

Special Education 

Population 

Economically 

Disadvantaged 

White    

Percent 31.2% 32.5% 28.3% 

Number 1,538,409 144,050 435,238 

African American    

Percent 12.9% 16.7% 71.6% 

Number 637,722 74,051 456,452 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure D4: Texas 2010-2011 School Year Population Comparison 

Note: Adapted from TEA, 2011 
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 Trial 1    Trial 2  

Insects or 

Unpleasant 

Words 

 Flowers or 

Pleasant 

Words 

 Insects or 

Pleasant 

Words 

 Flowers or 

Unpleasant 

Words 

 Bluebonnet X  X Mosquito  

X Roach    Cruel X 

 Beautiful  X  X Lovely  

X Decay    Carnation X 

 Daisy X   Hideous X 

  

 

  

Figure D5: Illustration of IAT Pairings 

Note: Adapted from Banaji & Greenwald, 2013  
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Figure D6: Race as Moderator in the Relationship between SES and ED 

eligibility Conditions 
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 Student Race 

Socioeconomic 

Status 

African American & 

High SES 

Caucasian & 

High SES 

Neutral & 

High SES 

African American & 

Low SES 

Caucasian & 

Low SES 

Neutral & 

Low SES 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure D8: Six Report Versions (Race x SES) 
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Figure D9: Distribution of IAT Scores 
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Criteria ED = Yes (1) ED = No (0) 

1. an inability to learn which cannot be explained by 

intellectual, sensory, or health factors X 
 

2. an inability to build or maintain satisfactory 

interpersonal relationships with peers and teachers X 
 

3. inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under 

normal circumstances X 
 

4. a general pervasive mood of unhappiness or 

depression X 
 

5. a tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears 

associated with personal or school problems X 
 

6. does not meet eligibility criteria   X 

    Figure D10: Creation of Emotional Disturbance Dichotomous Variable 
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Figure D11: Rating of Emotional Disturbance Rating 
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Figure D12: Interaction of Race & SES 
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Figure D13: Frequency of Severity Rating for African American Boys by IAT Level 
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Figure D14: Frequency of Severity Rating by IAT Level 
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Table E1  

Examiner Characteristics – Age 

 20-29 30-39 40-49 50+ Missing 

Number 32 60 48 37 8 

Percent 17.3% 32.4% 25.9% 20.0% 4.3% 
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Table E2 

Examiner Characteristics - Race 

 

Caucasian 

African 

American 

Hispanic/

Latino 

Asian 

Descent 

Bi/Multi-

racial Other Missing 

Number 134 11 24 1 7 4 4 

Percent  72.4%  5.9% 13.0% 0.5% 3.8% 2.2% 2.2% 
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Table E3 

Examiner Characteristics – Degree Level 

 Masters Specialist Psy.D. Ph.D. Missing 

Number   68   82     1   31     3 

Percent 36.8% 44.3% 0.5% 16.8% 1.6% 
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Table E4 

Examiner Work Experience – District Type 

 Urban Suburban Rural Missing 

Number 34 54 94 3 

Percent 18.4% 29.2% 50.8% 1.6% 
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Table E5 

Examiner Characteristics – Years of Experience 

 0 1-5 6-10 11-20 21+ Missing 

Number 10 58 41 58 16 2 

Percent 5.4% 31.4% 22.2% 31.4% 8.6% 1.1% 
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Table E6 

Examiner Characteristics – Number of ED Evaluations per Year 

 0 1-10 11-20 21-30 31+ Missing 

Number 4 103 35 19 20 4 

Percent 2.2% 55.7% 18.9% 10.3% 10.8% 2.2% 
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Table E7 

Final Distribution of FIIE Report with ED determination frequency 

SES Caucasian African American No Race Assigned 

High 29 32 35 

Low 28 29 32 
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Table E8 

Levene’s Test of Equality of Error Variance 

 F df1 df2 Sig 

RQ1: ED Severity 

Rating (Continuous 

DV) 
4.464 3 111 .005* 

RQ2a: ED Severity 

Rating (Continuous 

DV) 
.388 1 57 .536 

RQ2b: ED Severity 

Rating (Continuous 

DV) 
.704 1 57 .405 

*Note. Significant at the p<.05 level  
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Table E9 

Logistic Regression – RQ1 

 Chi Square df p 

Race .042 1 .838 

SES .699 1 .403 
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Table E10 

Analysis of Variance: ED Severity Rating – RQ1 

 df F η
2
 p 

Race 1 1.984 .005 .162 

SES 1 .935 .002 .336 

Race*SES 1 1.665 .004 .200 
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Table E11 

Independent Samples Kruskal-Wallis Test: ED Severity Rating – RQ 1 

Independent Variable 
Sig Decision 

Race .262 Retain null hypothesis 

SES .413 Retain null hypothesis 
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Table E12 

Analysis of Variance: ED Severity Rating of African American Boys – RQ2 

 df F η
2
 p 

IAT Level 1 .359 .002 .551 
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Table E13 

Analysis of Variance: ED Severity Rating, Examiners with No/Little Bias – RQ2 

 df F η
2
 p 

Race 1 .678 .003 .414 
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Table E14 

Levene’s Test of Equality of Error Variance – Additional Findings 

 F df1 df2 Sig 

Race*SES (Neutral 

condition only) 1.435 1 58 .209 

Race*SES*IAT 

(whole data set) 1.634 14 166 .075 
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Table E15 

Logistic Regression: ED Yes or No – Additional Findings 

 Chi Square df p 

Race .001 1 .981 

SES .488 1 .485 
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Table E16 

Analysis of Variance: ED Severity Rating – Additional Findings 

 df F η
2
 p 

Race 3 .850 .012 .472 

SES 1 .177 .001 .676 

Race*SES 3 .468 .005 .779 
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Table E17 

Analysis of Variance: ED Severity Rating and Presumed Race (Whole Data Set) 

 df F η
2
 p 

Race 3 .301 .001 .824 

SES 1 .854 .001 .357 

IAT 1 5.788 .009 .017* 

Race*SES 3 2.111 .008 .151 

Race*IAT 3 2.294 .009 .124 

SES*IAT 1 .127 .001 .743 

Race*SES*IAT 2 .028 .001 .976 

*Note. Significant at the p <.05 level 
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Table E18 

Logistic Regression: ED Yes or No 

 Chi Square df p 

Level of Pressure to 

Provide Support 

6.978 1 .008* 

*Note. Significant at the p <.01 level 
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Table E19 

Analysis of Variance: ED Severity Rating 

 df F η
2
 p 

Level of Pressure 

to Provide Support 

2 6.325 .018 .002 

*Note. Significant at the p <.01 level   
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