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What is Disproportionality?

From the enactment of the 1975 federal
law requiring states to provide a free and
appropriate education to all students
with disabilities, children in some
racial/ethnic groups have identified for
services in disproportionately large
numbers (Donovan & Cross, 2002, pp.
1).



intrinsic or family-based 
deficits

Assumptions About the Causes of
Disproportionate Representation

What it is not:



Contributors

•Practices

Beliefs

•Disproportionality

•Policies



Intersections

•Learning

•Culture•Disability



Background Assumptions about
Learning and Development

•society
•school
•community
•family

Individual
agency

Contextual
factors



Complexities of Disproportionality

•Social Forces
•SEA & Fed Policies
•School Districts
•Schools
•Teachers
•Families & Communities
•Students



How do we measure it?



Relative Risk Ratio

Relative Risk
Calculation:

0.0178
0.0074 =2.40

What is the risk of identification as MR for Black
students, compared to the risk for White students?
Black students are 2.40 more likely than White
students to be identified with MR.

Risk for Black students:
Black MR      All Black students       Relative Risk
205,590      11,564,606    1.78%
Risk for White students:
White MR  All white students   Relative Risk

308,243     41,677,1580             .74%



Why should we pay attention
to
disproportionality?

If IDEA provides extra resources and the right
to a more individualized education program,
why would one consider disproportionate
representation of minority children a problem
(Dononvan & Cross, 2002, 2)?



The Cost of a Label

The answer, as every parent of a child receiving special
education services knows, is that in order to be eligible for
the additional resources a child must be labeled as having
a disability, a label that signals substandard performance.
And while that label is intended to bring additional
supports, it may also bring lowered expectations on the
part of teachers, other children, and the identified student.
When a child cannot learn without the additional supports,
and when the supports improve outcomes for the child,
that trade-off may well be worth making.  But, because
there is a trade-off, both the need and the benefit should
be established before the label and the cost are imposed
(Donovan & Cross, 2002, 3).



• Special Education may not provide the supports that a
student needs

• Disability label may stigmatize a student as inferior

• Results in lowered expectations

• Potentially separates the student from peers

• May lead to poor educational and life outcomes 

• Students may be denied access to the general
education curriculum

• May result in dropout

• Students may be misunderstood or underserved in
General Education

Considerations



What do we know about
disproportionality?



























NCCRESt Data Manager

1. www.nccrest.org
2. Click login
3. Click enter the campus now
4. username:  nccrest learner
5. password:  nccrest
6. Data Maps



What should we do about
it?



Changing the vision…

“Eliminating disproportionality is an
adult issue.” (Joseph Olchefske, Superintendent of Seattle

Schools)

“We must change the way we think about
ability, competence and success and

encourage schools to redefine support so
that the need to sort children is reduced.”

(Testimony before the President’s Commission, 2002)



What NCCRESt Does
We are searching for solutions to the widespread

underachievement and disproportionate placement
in special education experienced by culturally and
linguistically diverse students.

Through four core teams, our work will focus on:
• Continuous improvement, increasing knowledge and

understanding through the evaluation of current practice,
change efforts, and their impact.

• Research and development, synthesizing and expanding
research-based practices in Culturally Responsive Pedagogy,
Literacy Instruction, Positive Behavior Supports, and Early
Intervention.

• Professional development, leveraging the continued
improvement of schools through collaboration with existing
technical assistance networks, local asset mapping, and
leadership academies.

• Networking and dissemination, engaging in a national
discourse across local, professional practice, and policy
communities on improving educational outcomes for culturally
and linguistically diverse students.



What’s in an Educational
System?

People

PoliciesPractices



Features of Culturally
Responsive Educational
SystemsCulture, language, heritage, and

experiences of ALL students and
families are

(1)   valued;

(2)  respected; and

(3)  used to facilitate learning and
development.



1. Practitioners and Administrators assume
responsibility for the learning of ALL
students from ALL cultural and linguistic
backgrounds.

2. Every student benefits academically,
socioculturally & linguistically.

3. Access to high quality teachers, programs,
curricula, and resources is available to
every student.

Features of Culturally
Responsive Educational
Systems



What is Systemic Change?

Simultaneous
Renewal in
Multiple Layers
of the System

People

PoliciesPractices



Access

Participation

Equity

Why Culturally Responsive
Educational Systems?



Building Culturally Responsive
Systems

People

PoliciesPractices



Engaging People

Students

  Administrators

Families

 Teachers

Communities

•Presence
•Participation
•Emancipation



School

• Educate

• Inform

• Equitable

• Emancipate

• Create Access

State
Federal

District

Examining Policies



Examining Practice
• Discourse

• Tools

• Collaboration

• Evidence
•Professional Development
•Literacy Instruction
•Positive Behavior Supports
•Early Intervention in General Education



So What Should be the Focus
of Change?

People

PoliciesPractices

FEDERALFEDERAL

STATESTATE

DISTRICTDISTRICTS

SCHOOLSSCHOOLS

CLASSROOMSCLASSROOMS



Connecting the Dots: Data &
Change

1. Robust and sustainable change
requires masterful use of evidence

2. Effective school improvement can only
exist within a context of clear
information, specific goals, and
outcome measures

3. We need information systems that
provide just-in-time information



What is NCCRESt doing?

Provide technical assistance
and professional development to
–close the achievement gap

between students from culturally
and linguistically diverse
backgrounds and their peers, and

–reduce inappropriate referrals to
special education.



TA Strategy
• Build State Capacity to Provide

TA and PD

• Build skill sets at SEA Level

• Work in teams that cut across
SEA, Advocacy & District
personnel

• Identify districts that are
improving and build strategies
to support their work

• Identify districts that are
developing and build capacity

People

Policies
Practices



TA Delivery Model .

.

Partnerships w/
RRCs & TA

Centers

Monthly NCCRESt/
RRC Workgroup

Initiatives

E-News, Website,
publications/products

Annual National
Forum on

Disproportionalit
y

9
states



Working together to make a
difference

• Student characteristics are both psychological and
sociocultural

• Curriculum and Instruction must address both

• Teachers need to understand how to work in culturally
responsive ways with their students

• Schools need to attend and respond to patterns of
performance, selection, and inclusion in their buildings

• Schools need technical assistance and professional
development to become culturally responsive institutions

• Districts need technical assistance and professional
development to become culturally responsive systems.



Keep in mind factors that
influence state/district capacity

– Policy Environment

– Resource Allocation

– State Personnel

– Information Systems

– Linking Organizations

– Programs and Projects



Changing the way that things
are
Essential change strategies include:

• Understanding the data

• Focus on classroom practices

• Whole School Improvement
• Professional Development
• Technical Assistance

• Networks of Schools on the Move

• Policy Review, Tuning and Reform



Conclusion

What is Disproportionality?
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outcomes for all students?


