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Agenda

1. What is Disproportionality?

2. How do we measure it?  

3. Understanding the data

4. What are states required to do about it? 

5. Other ways to look at the data

6. How to use data to guide school district 
strategies

7. Resources that can help
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What is Disproportionality? 
Students of a specific ethnicity or race are 
over-represented or under -
represented 
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The professional literature 
distinguishes between judgmental & 
non-judgmental disability categories

judgmental or 

high-incidence (soft)

Specific learning disability

Mental retardation 

Emotional disturbance

nonjudgmental or 

low-incidence (hard)

Deafness 

Blindness

Orthopedic impairment

Severe mental retardation
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KewalRamani, A., Gilbertson, L., Fox, M., and Provasnik, S. (2007). Status and Trends in the 
Education of Racial and Ethnic Minorities(NCES 2007-039). National Center for Education 
Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. Washington, DC.

1998 ς2004   students served under IDEA

ÅAll 6 -21 yr-olds  increased less than 1%
ÅAmerican Indian/Alaska Native students increased 4% 

(from 10% to 14%)

ÅSix million 6 to 21 yr-olds were served in 2004   
(9 % of total population) 

14%  of American Indians/Alaska Natives 
13%  of Blacks 
9%  of Whites
8%  of Hispanics
5%  of Asians/Pacific Islanders
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Risk Ratio for American Indian/Alaska Native  MR ς
Fall 2006

1.5 ς1.99

2 and 3

Above 3
WRRC presentation
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Risk Ratio for American Indian/Alaska Native  EBDς
Fall 2006

1.5 ς1.99

2 and 3

Above 3
WRRC presentation
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American Indian/Eskimo

Censusscope.org 8



Risk Ratio for African American MR  ς
Fall 2006

1.5 ς1.99

2 and 3

Above 3
WRRC presentation
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Risk Ratio for African American EBDς
Fall 2006

1.5 ς1.99

2 and 3

Above 3
WRRC presentation
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African American

Censusscope.org 11



Doubt is uncomfortable, 
certainty is ridiculous.

-Voltaire (Fran çois -Marie Arouet)
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In Washingtoné

2.5% (26,044)     16.2% AI/AN        

8.8% (91,024)       6.1%  Asian/PI

5.6% (58,208)      14.6% Black

15.9% (164,957)  11.0% Hispanic

67.1% (695,168)  10.9% White

Nov 2009

Child Count

Oct 2009

Enrollment

% of pop.

in Spec Ed

3.8% (4,211)

5.0% (5,557) 

7.6% (8,475) 

16.2% (18,148) 

67.6% (75,759)

Divided

by

=
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0.9%

0.3%

0.7%

0.6%

0.4%

% of group identified as MR

American 
Ind/AN

Asian/PI

Black

Hispanic

White 

Washington State   2009
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0.8%

0.1%

1.2%

0.2%

0.5%

% of group identified as EBD

American 
Ind/AN

Asian/PI

Black

Hispanic

White 

Washington State   2009
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NAS Statement

In terms of cognitive and behavioral 
competence, students fall along a 
continuumé 

there is no black and white distinction
between those who have disabilities or gifts
and those who do not. 

A variety of forces push on the lines 
from opposing directionsé



We have argued that where along the continuum of 
achievement the lines are drawn for specialized 
education is artificial and variable. Perhaps of 
greater concern , however, are factors that affect 
where a student falls along the continuum. For 
students having difficulty in school who do not 
have a medically diagnosed disability, key 
aspects of the context of schooling itself , 
including administrative, 
curricular/instructional, and interpersonal 
factors, may contribute to their identification 
as having a disability and may contribute to the 
disproportionately high or low placements of 
minorities ...(Donovan & Cross, 2002, pp. 25-27)

NAS Statement (contõd)



άΧǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǘǿƻ ǇǊŜǾŀƭŜƴǘ ǘǊŜƴŘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŀΥ

1) once identified, minority students from every 
major racial group are more likely than white 
students with disabilities to be removed from the 
general education classroom for all or part of their 
school day ; and

2) black students are most often over-identified in 
the disability categories that have the highest 
correlation with isolationfrom the general 
education setting, mental retardation and 
emotional disturbanceΦέ

Garcia Fierros, Edward, & Conroy, James W. (2002)
Double Jeopardy: An Exploration of Restrictiveness and Race in Special Education.
In Losen & Orfield (Eds.)Racial Inequity in Special Education(39-70). 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press
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Things that 

make you go 

òhmmmméó
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a) There are gross racial disparities for Blacks compared 

to Whites and Hispanics in mental retardation and 

emotional disturbance, but notéin medically-

diagnosed disabilities; 

b)    There are dramatic differences in the risk for disability  

from one state to the next;

/ƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ǘƘŜƻǊȅέΥ 
Daniel Losen (2002) 



Minority Overrepresentation and Underservicing in Special Education.
Losen, Daniel J.;Principal;Jan 2002;81(3);p. 45 (EJ637130)

c. Hispanics have substantially lower risk for mental 
retardation and emotional disturbance compared 
to  Whites, and even lower compared to Blacks, 
even though Hispanics and Blacks share a far 
greater risk for poverty, exposure to environmental 
toxins and low academic achievement; and 

d.   There are large disparities in cognitive disability 
identification rates between boys and girls 
generally, and especially between Black boys and 
girls.  
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ά¢ƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ 
satisfactorily explain racial disparities 
in identification for mental retardation 
ƻǊ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōŀƴŎŜΦέ  

άΧǘƘŜǎŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ 
with a body of literature that has failed to 
establish any reliable relationshipbetween 
rates of poverty and disproportionate 
ǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΦέ
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Losen, D. & Welner, K. G. (2002). Legal Challenges to Inappropriate and Inadequate Special 
Education for Minority Children. In D. Losen & G. Orfield (Eds.) Racial Inequity in Special 
Education (pgs. 167-194) . Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press. 

άbƻǘ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎƭȅΣ ƻǾŜǊǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ Řŀǘŀ ŦƻǊ ōƭŀŎƪ 
students in special education mirror 
overrepresentation in such undesirable categories as 
dropping out, suspension/expulsion, low-track 

placement, involvement with juvenile justice, and 

underrepresentation in Advanced Placement (AP) 

and gifted classes.ó

òThe most effective remedies will go 

beyond the special education 

evaluation process and entail regular 

education reforms .ó 
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ά.ŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΣ 
it appears that school suspension is being used with 
increasing frequency, in a disproportionate manner 
relative to minorities, and for infractions that should 
be handled with less intensive disciplinary strategies. 
Moreover, these studies indicate that school 
suspension often is not successful in decreasing 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƘǊƻƴƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ 
related to a variety of negative academic and 
educational outcomesŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦέ

Raffaele Mendez, L. M., & Knoff, H. M. (2003). Who gets suspended from school and why: A 
demographic analysis of schools and disciplinary infractions in a large school district. 
Education and Treatment of Children, 26(1), 30-51.

Discipline
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άDƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀ 
student is barred from attending school and the 
concomitant loss of instruction and academic 
engaged time, one might think that only the most 
egregious behaviors would result in school 
suspension. However, contrary to popular belief, 
most out-of-school suspensions across the country 
are for minor infractions of school rules rather than 
ŦƻǊ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ ƻǊ ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘ ŀŎǘǎΦέ 

Raffaele Mendez, L. M., & Knoff, H. M. (2003). Who gets suspended from school and why: A 
demographic analysis of schools and disciplinary infractions in a large school district. 
Education and Treatment of Children, 26(1), 30-51. 25



For What Behaviors are Students 

Referred? 

üWhite students 
referred more for:

Smoking

Vandalism

Leaving w/o permission

Obscene Language

üBlack students 

referred more for:

Disrespect

Excessive Noise

Threat

Loitering

Of 32 types of infractions, only 8 significant differences:

Discipline and Disproportionality in the New IDEIA
www.nccrest.org/events/cec_2006_HO.ppt 26
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Level White Black Hispanic Asian/PI American 

Indian/AN

4th grade          NAEP reading achievement levels

Below basic 9 36 29 8 34
At/above 

basic
91 64 71 92 66

At/above 

proficient
51 16 22 60 21

At advanced 8 1 1 17 2
8th grade             NAEP reading achievement levels

Below basic 17 50 43 15 44
At/above 

basic
83 50 57 85 56

At/above 

proficient
44 12 17 54 18

At advanced 11 1 2 20 3

Percentage distribution of students across NAEP reading 
achievement levels, by race/ethnicity and grade: 2009

http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/nde/criteria.asp 
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP), 2003 Reading Assessment.

National 

27



Group  

Class of 2008 Class of 2009
Met Reading & 

Writing

On-Time Grads Met Reading 

& Writing 

On-Time 

Grads

Amer. Indian 85.9% 47.9% 87.2% *

Asian 93.4% 80.5% 94.9% *

Pac. Islander 86.0% 58.7% 83.2% *

Afr. American 86.8% 59.9% 88.7% *

Hispanic 85.5% 60.4% 88.5% *

Caucasian 93.4% 75.4% 94.0% *

Multiracial 90.8% 56.3% 90.2% *

All Students 92.0% 72.0% 93.0% *

* Available after districts report graduates in fall 2009

American Indian/Alaska Natives, Pacific Islanders, African Americans, and Hispanics all had 
passing rates of 85%  or higher for students who stayed in high school all four  years, 
but all saw an on-time graduation rate of 60% or lower.

X

X

X

X

WASL
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The class of 2008, which started in 2004-05, 

began with approximately 89,500 students 

and lost about 18,500 (21%) due to 

dropouts.

When the class graduated last June, 

another 4,000 students remained in lower 

grades or remained as returning 12th 

graders, likely because of a lack of credits. 
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From  the NEWSROOM  - presentation materials on state assessment
http://www.k12.wa.us/Communications/PressReleases2009/WASL-HSRelease.aspx

Dropout Rates

Class of 2008   Washington State 
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Old paradigm: 

schools provide instruction

New paradigm: 

schools produce learning

This changes EVERYTHING.

Adapted from Culturally Mediated Instruction: A Critical Tool in Achieving the Dream
The McPhail Group & The Community College of Baltimore County  January 2007 31



VChild Count 

VEnrollment

VIndicator 9 Table of weighted risk ratios

VIndicator 10 Table of weighted risk ratios

VDistrict Data Profile

(Hidden sheets)

VGraduation

VDropout

VDiscipline

VState assessment (including AYP)

What data are available?
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How do we measure 

disproportionality?

·The  Weighted Risk Ratio is a measure 
of the risk that a student from a specific 
racial/ethnic group will be served in a 
specific disability category compared to 
the risk of all other students being served 
in that category.

·1.00= Equal risk as all other students.
·Over 1.00= over-representation
·Under 1.00 = under-representation
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The two ways states must 

examine disproportionality:

34

Significant 

Disproportionality

Disproportionate 

Representation



Weighted Risk Ratio (WRR)

Ò0.5
>0.5 to 

<0.67

0.67 to   

1.5

>1.5 to 

<2.0

Ó2.0 to 

<3.0

Ó3.0 to 

<4.0

Ó4.0 

(3 cons. 

yrs.)

Disprop

Under-

rep

At Risk 

for 

Disprop

Under-

rep

No 

Disprop

Rep

At Risk 

for 

Disprop

Over-

rep

Disprop

Over-

rep

At Risk 

for 

Signif

Disprop

Signif

Disprop

²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ /ƻƴǘƛƴǳǳƳ ƻŦ 
Disproportionality
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Significant Disproportionality

·States are requiredto collect and examine 
data annually from school districts to 
determine if significant disproportionality 
based on race or ethnicity is occurring in 
the state with respect to:
(a) The identificationof children, 

(b) The identificationof particular disabilities,

(c) The placementof children, OR

(d) The incidence, duration, and type of 
disciplinary actions.  (34 CFR §300.646)
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Washingtonõs Definition

·In our state, significant disproportionality 
is defined as a weighted risk ratio of 
4.0 or greater for three consecutive 
years for any racial/ethnic group in 
any of the areas (identification, 
placement, or discipline).  

·A minimum "n" size of 10 was applied for 
both target and comparison groups.
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·The designation of significant 

disproportionality is based solely

on the existence of discrepant 

data. 
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Required Actions

1. Review and, if appropriate, revise the policies, 
procedures, and practices used in the 
identification of children as children with 
disabilities or the placement in particular 
educational settings of these children;

2. Publically report on the revision of policies, 
procedures, and practices; and

3. Reserve 15% of the districtõs federal funds to 
provide comprehensive, coordinated early 
intervening services (CEIS) to serve students 
particularly, but not exclusively, in those groups 
that were significantly over-identified.
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Required Actions (continued)

·Districts with significant 
disproportionality are also required to 
report on:
ƁThe number of students who received 

services through the use of CEISfunds; and

ƁThe number of students who received 
CEISand were subsequently determined 
eligible for special education within the 
following 2 year period.
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Racial/ethnic distribution of students in special 

education and related services or specific 

disability categories that falls outside the threshold 

defined by the state and cannot be justified by the 

unique characteristics of the district and is the result of 

inappropriate identification. 

NOTE: Over-representation or under-representation shown in these 

weighted risk ratios means we have to look further to determine if the 

disproportionate representation is due to  òinappropriate identificationó. 

Disproportionate Representation 

Threshold:  WRR (weighted risk ratio) of < 0.5 or > 2.0  
(less than half as likely or more than twice as likely) 

41



Amer Ind/

Alaska Native

Asian/Pacific 

Islander

Black (not 

Hispanic)
Hispanic

White (not 

Hispanic)

Indicator 

9
0708 0809 0910 0708 0809 0910 0708 0809 0910 0708 0809 0910 0708 0809 0910

All 

Disabilities
1.56 1.56 1.44 0.55 0.54 0.55 1.42 1.42 1.41 0.99 0.99 1.07 1.01 1.02 0.98

ôAllõ  special education

underover over

ò1.0ó  means an equal likelihood (or risk) as all other students

STATE  Totals

Districts can vary widely

Buildings can vary widely within a district 

WA weighted risk ratios
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Amer Ind/

Alaska Native

Asian/Pacific 

Islander

Black (not 

Hispanic)
Hispanic

White (not 

Hispanic)

Indicator 

10
0708 0809 0910 0708 0809 0910 0708 0809 0910 0708 0809 0910 0708 0809 0910

Autism 0.56 0.63 0.61 1.02 0.99 0.98 0.79 0.81 0.77 0.35 0.34 0.35 1.80 1.82 1.84

CommDis 1.40 1.37 1.17 0.73 0.71 0.77 0.84 0.82 0.81 0.93 0.93 0.99 1.14 1.16 1.13

EBD 1.72 1.73 1.71 0.25 0.24 0.27 2.69 2.73 2.81 0.41 0.38 0.41 1.24 1.29 1.22

Health 

Impaired
1.31 1.29 1.21 0.35 0.34 0.36 1.41 1.44 1.44 0.51 0.52 0.54 1.60 1.59 1.57

SLD 1.79 1.81 1.68 0.50 0.48 0.50 1.58 1.57 1.60 1.40 1.44 1.58 0.78 0.77 0.72

MR 1.93 1.97 1.84 0.65 0.66 0.63 1.65 1.71 1.70 1.25 1.24 1.31 0.77 0.76 0.75

Specific categories

STATE Totals
43

WA weighted risk ratios
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Identification 

(ind. 9/10) only

More than just an        

examination of data

Consider both over- & 

under-representation

Targets must be 

0%

Identification, 

placement,  or discipline

Triggered by numerical    

examination of data only

Analysis based on just     

over-representation

Require identified LEAsto          

reserve 15% for CEIS

Provide for the review/

revision of policies, 

procedures, 

practices

Provide data 

for children 

in 6 disability 

categories

State 

determines 

definition

Disproportionate                                                           Significant 

Representation                                                 Disproportionality
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Report annually on    

the % of districts     

w/disproportionate  

representation as a result 

of inappropriate   

identification

If inappropriate, 

report on corrective 

actions taken

Report annually to the   

public on the 

performance of each     

LEA in the State

Require the LEA 

to publicly report 

on  revision of  

policies,    

procedures,  

practices

State is not  required  

to report on  

significant 

disproportionality 

in the APR

Reporting 

Require-

ments

Disproportionate                                                           Significant 

Representation                                                 Disproportionality



SPP/APR

20 Indicators

LEA App

Self-

evaluation

Self-study

System 

Analysis

Washington
Special Education 
Program Review 

Process

Data 

Collection

Training

& TA

Review,

Analysis,

Selection

Review,

Analysis,

Selection

TA/

feedback

District 

Profile

Verification 

Visits

On-site 

cooperative 

venture

TA
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Program Review:

A Multi-level Process

Data (20 Indicators)

Self-evaluation

Self-study 

&/or TA
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All 

districts 1

2

3

Systems 

Analysis



A Local School Districtõs Experienceé

48Lyndenõs Story with Steve Dahl


