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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

 

Leading Equitable Education: A Qualitative Study on the Role of Public School Leaders 

in Reducing and Eliminating Disproportionality in Special Education 

 

The disproportionate representation of minority students in special education has 

long been a significant issue in the education system. The U.S. Department of Education 

found that Black, American Indian/Alaskan Native, and Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 

students are more likely to receive special education services than all other racial and 

ethnic groups combined. Although the goal of federal laws (e.g., Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act) is to monitor and regulate the rate of minority student 

identification, the overrepresentation of minority students in special education remains an 

issue. 

Moreover, despite years of exploration, researchers have yet to find the cause of 

the problem. Scholars have speculated that the disproportionate rates of identification 

could have occurred due to a variety of factors, including poverty, deficit thinking, and 

the eligibility process. Although researchers have not identified the cause of 

disproportionate representation, they have found that students who receive special 

education services disproportionately suffer negative academic and social outcomes after 

graduation compared to their general education peers.  

Complying with federal laws, giving students fair educational opportunities, and 

decreasing the societal costs of negative educational outcomes require leaders to 

implement effective policies, practices and procedures to decrease the overrepresentation 

of minority students in special education. Thus, this interpretive, interview-based study 
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focused on the role of school and district leaders of special education in addressing the 

issue. The findings of this study included four leadership practices for reducing 

disproportionality in special education identification: (a) leaders work to raise awareness, 

(b) leaders provide effective professional development, (c) leaders make data-based 

decisions, and (d) leaders work to find and allocate resources.  

In addition to exploring leadership practices, this study also addressed leaders’ 

perceptions of the causes of disproportionality in special education, such as the historical 

and systemic factors of a lack of school readiness, a lack of access to resources, 

biological and environmental factors, and bias in education. School and district leaders of 

special education could use this study’s findings to discern the actions needed to reduce 

and eliminate disproportionality. The study’s results could also contribute to future 

empirical research on leadership practices to address the causes of disproportionality in 

special education identification.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Overview 

Since gaining independence, the United States has stressed the importance of 

education. Dewey (1903) proposed educating children to help them reach their full 

potential, positing that properly educated children could participate in and adequately 

promote democracy. Although schools are some of the most important institutions in the 

country, there is no fundamental federal right to education (San Antonio Independent 

School District v. Rodriguez, 411 U.S. 1, 1973). Instead, either through constitutions or 

legislation, states are responsible for providing all school-aged youth the opportunity to 

learn.  

Although educating students is a state responsibility, Congress has legislated 

education through the spending clause of the U.S. Constitution, Article 1, Section 8, 

Clause 1. The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 was one of the 

first federal statutes to provide funding and access to education for students with 

disabilities. In 1975, Congress enacted the Education for all Handicapped Children Act 

(EAHCA, or Public Law 94-142) to support states and local educational agencies (LEAs) 

in protecting the rights and addressing the needs of students with disabilities. In 1997, 

Congress amended EAHCA and renamed it IDEA (Public Law 101-476). IDEA is the 

current law for the educational rights of students with disabilities mandating their access 

to a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) in the least restrictive environment 

(LRE). FAPE requires that states and LEAs provide special education and related 

services to students using taxpayer dollars, under public supervision, and without charge 

to families or students. Under FAPE, students must receive an education per state 
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standards, with states and LEAs providing an appropriate preschool, elementary, or 

secondary school education. Lastly, states and LEAs must provide students with 

disabilities with an education in line with their individualized education programs (IEP; 

20 U.S.C § 1401(9), 1997). 

The U.S. government has regulations for educating students with disabilities; 

however, equity and access for students with disabilities and minority students are 

ongoing problems in the U.S. education system (Cruz & Rodl, 2018; Dunn, 1968; Skiba 

et al., 2008; Sullivan & Bal, 2013; Voulgarides et al., 2013). One form of inequity in U.S. 

public schools is the disproportionate identification of minority students for special 

education services, with disproportionality defined as the overrepresentation or 

underrepresentation of a specific group of people within a specific disability category 

(Zhang et al., 2014). IDEA provides protections for the rights of minority students by 

requiring state and LEA leaders to reduce and eliminate disproportionate representation 

of minorities in special education (20 U.S.C. § 1418, 1997). 

In 1997, IDEA required that all state education leaders start monitoring and 

identifying LEAs with significant disproportionality (20 U.S.C. § 1418(c)(1), 1997). 

Under IDEA, state educators must collect indicator data of whether LEAs have 

disproportionate identification based on race or ethnicity. LEAs identified as 

disproportionate must “provide for the review and, if appropriate, revision of policies, 

procedures, and practices used in such identification or placement to ensure that such 

policies, procedures, and practices comply with [IDEA]” (20 U.S.C. § 1418 (c)(2), 1997). 

Despite being mandated by the federal government, the regulations had little effect on the 

policies, procedures, and practices in states and LEAs because they lacked a clear 
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definition of “significant disproportionality.” Congress also failed to provide a standard 

way for state and LEAs to measure disproportionality. Therefore, there has been little 

enforcement of the law.  

In 2004, an amendment to the IDEA provided additional provisions for 

disproportionality. States that have LEAs with disproportionate representation of 

minority students must set aside funds for comprehensive, coordinated early intervention 

services for overidentified K–12 students (34 C.F.R. § 300.646 (a)(1)-(3), 2004). In 2016, 

a further amendment included a standard method to identify overrepresentation and 

underrepresentation for between-states comparison. States with disproportionate 

representation must undergo adjustment, and state educational leaders must update any 

policies, practices, and procedures that have contributed to the significant 

disproportionality. However, state educational leaders continue to underreport or not 

report the issue because they can set high cutoff thresholds due to the vague definition of 

standard disproportionality (Gordon, 2017; Strassfeld, 2019). 

The law requires that states implement or amend policies, practices, and 

procedures to decrease disproportionality; as a result, states and LEAs educators have 

taken some action to address the issue. States and LEAs have enacted various programs, 

such as response to intervention (Bradshaw & Pas, 2011; McInerney & Elledge, 2013; 

Robins & Antrim, 2012), problem-solving teams (Burns et al., 2005; Rafoth & Foriska, 

2006; Rosenfield et al., 2018), and positive behavior intervention and supports 

(Boccanfuso & Kuhfeld, 2011; Bradshaw et al., 2010; McIntosh et al., 2018). 

Unfortunately, despite these programs, federal regulations, and years of research on the 

topic, disproportionality remains a pervasive problem in the U.S. educational system, as 
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LEAs overidentify minorities for special education services (Bal et al., 2014; Cruz & 

Rodl, 2018; Ford & Russo, 2016; Musu-Gillette et al., 2017).  

Before the EAHCA/IDEA, Dunn (1968) introduced the topic of inequity in 

special education, identifying special education classes as “obsolete and unjustifiable“ (p. 

6). Dunn posited that sociocultural deficits influence student placement in special 

education classrooms for the “mentally retarded.” Dunn believed that, rather than being 

mentally retarded, the students were slow learners. However, since the enactment of 

IDEA, the literature has shown that IDEA has not addressed disproportionality in special 

education (Albrecht et al., 2012; Sullivan & Osher, 2019).  

In analyzing state annual performance reports, Albrecht et al. (2012) found high 

levels of disproportionality unreported by states. The authors concluded that government 

officials did not enforce IDEA and that the federal policy was not an effective means of 

eliminating disproportionate representation in special education. Bal et al. (2014) used 

quantitative data from 2006 through 2010 and qualitative data of school members’ 

perceptions to examine patterns of disproportionality. Bal et al. found the highest risk of 

overidentification for Black, Native American, low-income, and male students. The 

research has shown that disproportionality remains an issue nationwide. More recently, 

there has been increased national discussion about disproportionality and equity in 

special education in popular media due to the political climate and the U.S. Department 

of Education’s decision to delay the implementation of a federal policy for addressing 

racial bias in special education. 

Although federal policy is a critical aspect of disproportionality with federal 

mandates in place to address it, each state must provide students with an education. LEAs 
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are responsible for compliance with federal and state policies and mandates by having 

quality leaders equipped to provide direction and help students receive the best-quality 

education (Branch et al., 2012). Leaders who carry out their duties positively impact 

students (Waters & Marzano, 2006). Therefore, district leaders must effectively 

collaborate with all stakeholders, including school leaders (Honig, 2013). 

Leadership is a paramount factor for positive student outcomes. School and 

district leaders play a role in meeting the academic, social, and emotional needs of 

students with disabilities (Bateman & Bateman, 2015; Boscardin, 2007; DeMatthews, 

2015; Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; Kozleski, 2019; Lashley, 2007; Theoharis, 

2007; Waldron et al., 2011). The federal government holds states and LEAs accountable 

for student achievement in special education, as well as equity and access (20 U.S.C.§ 

1400 et seq.). However, district leaders receive little to no direction on how to 

accomplish the goals of improving student performance, providing an equitable education 

to each student, and minimizing the negative impacts of race, ethnicity, and poverty 

(Lambert, 2003; MacIver, 2004).  

Most of the extant research in this area has focused on school leaders or 

principals. Researchers have shown that school leaders must have practical knowledge 

and strategies to apply to any context (DeMatthews, 2015; DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 

2014; Klar & Brewer, 2013; Theoharis, 2007). Studies on school leader behavior are 

important additions to the literature on improving equity and decreasing 

disproportionality. However, the extant studies have not provided adequate guidance for 

district leaders. Therefore, this study contributed to the literature by presenting how both 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
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school and district leaders can impact disproportionality in special education and make 

education more equitable for minority students in their LEAs. 

Statement of the Problem 

Approximately seven million students need special education services in the 

United States (Musu-Gillette et al., 2017). Students with disabilities often miss 

instruction in general education classrooms because they must leave class to receive 

services. Additionally, teachers often lower their expectations for students with 

disabilities and do not expose these students to the same rigorous curricula as their peers 

without disabilities (Harry & Klingner, 2006). Therefore, students with disabilities often 

fall further behind in school, which can have life-changing consequences. For example, 

students with disabilities are less likely to pursue a postsecondary education (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2010) and are more likely to be unemployed (U.S. Department 

of Labor, 2012). Students with disabilities are also more likely to go to jail or prison 

(Quinn et al., 2001) and need financial support via public assistance (Nadel et al., 2003).  

Despite the negative outcomes and federal laws for reducing and eliminating 

overrepresentation in special education, minority students remain overidentified for 

special education services than their White counterparts. Furthermore, federal and state 

governments have not provided school and district leaders with guidance on achieving 

and maintaining proportionate representations within their LEAs. The government has 

also not indicated which policies, practices, and procedures are successful for reducing 

and eliminating disproportionality once it occurs.  
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Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of the study was to explore the role of school and district leaders in 

addressing minority overrepresentation in special education. This research contributed to 

the existing literature by focusing on the leadership practices that school and district 

leaders perceive useful for decreasing disproportionality in special education. Achieving 

the purpose occurred by addressing the following research questions:   

RQ1. How do school and district leaders describe district-level leadership 

practices that decrease and eliminate the disproportionate representation of minority 

students in special education? 

RQ2. How do school and district leaders describe school-level leadership 

practices that decrease and eliminate the disproportionate representation of minority 

students in special education?  

RQ3. What factors do school and district leaders perceive influence the 

disproportionate representation of minority students in special education? 

Statement of Potential Significance 

Researchers, policymakers, and educational leaders could use the results of this 

study to understand the role of school and district leaders in producing more equitable 

outcomes for students. Leaders could draw upon the findings to learn about the actions 

that the participating leaders perceived as necessary for reducing and eliminating 

disproportionality within LEAs. Furthermore, the study could inform future empirical 

studies on effective policies and practices for decreasing minority overrepresentation in 

special education. 
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Theoretical Framework 

Researchers have examined educational leadership, social justice, and 

transformative leadership for years. LEA leaders can decrease disproportionality by 

hiring and retaining transformative leaders who lead for social justice. In this study, 

social justice leadership theory and transformative leadership theory were the frameworks 

used to explore how school and district leaders can use their positions to affect positive 

change for students. 

Social justice leaders prioritize improving conditions for people historically 

marginalized due to their race, socioeconomic status, gender, disability, or sexual 

orientation (Theoharis, 2009). Additionally, people who lead for social justice must 

possess knowledge of leadership practices and experiences to facilitate change and 

commit to the social justice leadership theory’s principles. The definition of social justice 

leadership focuses on power and influence; however, it is not a concept separate from 

leadership practices (Turhan, 2010). Therefore, researchers must explore social justice 

leadership practices to understand and examine how leaders reform systemic inequities 

and injustices that provide privileges for a small number of students and cause harm to 

others.  

 In addition to understanding the needs of marginalized populations, school and 

district leaders must strive to make equitable changes. Transformative leadership theory 

is a way to examine existing inequities and dismantle their supporting structures (Hewitt 

et al., 2014). In defining transformative leadership, Shields (2010) focused on social 

justice. According to Shields, transformative leadership “begins with questions of justice 

and democracy; it critiques inequitable practices and offers the promise not only of 
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greater individual achievement but of a better life lived in common with others” (p. 559). 

Transformative leaders must have the ability to identify their personal beliefs and values 

that contribute to their identity. In addition, transformative leaders need the courage to 

take a stand despite the resulting tension and backlash (Shields, 2010). School and district 

leaders can use the social justice leadership and transformative leadership theories to 

decrease disproportionality. Therefore, both theories were the conceptual frameworks for 

this study.  

Conceptual Framework 

Lawmakers have implemented federal and state initiatives to reduce and eliminate 

disproportionality, albeit without success. Because school and district leaders have a role 

in creating and implementing change, they could use the tenets of social justice 

leadership and transformative leadership to create and implement practices to decrease 

the disproportionate representation of minority students in special education. This study’s 

conceptual framework included tenets from the social justice and transformative 

leadership theories. The interaction of these tenets provided insight into how school and 

district leaders can create more positive outcomes for minority students by decreasing 

special education overidentification.  

The study’s conceptual framework (see Figure 1) provided an approach to explore 

how school and district leaders of special education can use their positions to provide the 

students in their LEAs with a more equitable education. At the base of the triangle is a 

chronic and deep-rooted problem. Overrepresentation has been a long-lasting issue within 

the U.S. school system. Therefore, schools and districts must continuously monitor the 

issue and acknowledge that problems exist by reporting their data to the government via 



 

10 

 

federal special education data indicators 4, 9, and 10. LEAs that acknowledge the 

problems can then use their role and leadership skills to address the problem. 

Leadership lenses can influence school and local policies. In this study, an 

assumption was that school and district leaders could only create policies to decrease 

minority overrepresentation in special education if they were social justice and 

transformative leaders. Therefore, this study had a foundation of both the social justice 

leadership and transformative leadership theories. Changing school- and district-level 

practices requires leaders to oversee implementation at the system level and instill their 

district vision into school-level practice. Leaders should base their practices on current 

data and commit to sustaining new practices and reform.  

Methodology 

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), “Qualitative researchers are interested 

in understanding how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, 

and what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (p. 6). In this study, qualitative 

methodology was appropriate to explore the practices that leaders perceived as necessary 

for addressing minority overrepresentation in special education programs. Many 

educational researchers have conducted interviews with the qualitative methodology 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Therefore, this interpretive, interview-based study included 

interviews with school and district leaders of special education, including principals, 

assistant principals, special education directors, and special education facilitators.  

Analyzing interview data enables researchers to gain insight into and make 

meaning of nonobservable experiences and behaviors and understand the participants’ 

feelings, thoughts, and actions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The interview process in this 
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study provided the opportunity to explore the perspectives and actions of school and 

district leaders in their efforts to address disproportionality.  

In this study, a semistructured interview protocol was the tool used to respond and 

adapt to changes in the interviews. Semistructured interviews are appropriate for 

gathering specific data from respondents. With the semistructured format, researchers can 

word questions flexibly and do not have a predetermined order of questioning (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2016). According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), semistructured interviews 

“allow the researcher to respond to the situation at hand, to the emerging worldview of 

the respondent, and to new ideas on the topic” (p. 111). Additionally, semistructured 

interviews are a way to dispel any errors made by assuming that respondents share a 

common vocabulary and interpret questions in the same manner.  

In addition to interviews, this study also included a review of documents from 

each LEA in the study. The documents included strategic, equity, and school 

improvement plans publicly accessible via the internet. The documents provided an 

additional layer of support to the information shared by the participants during the 

interview process.  

Each participating school district had received a warning about special education 

disproportionality from the state of North Carolina for the 2018–2019 school year. 

Recruitment commenced by gathering possible participants’ contact information from 

each approved district’s website, with initial contact about the study made via email (see 

Appendix A). Thirteen individuals responded to the email to indicate their willingness to 

participate and complete virtual interviews. The participants scheduled and engaged in a 

1-hour interview via telephone or videoconference and answered questions on their and 
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the LEA demographics, disproportionality, policies, and practices. Recording and 

transcribing the participants’ responses occurred, with each interview transcript 

undergoing review for accuracy. In addition, member checking commenced to ensure the 

accuracy and credibility of the transcripts. 

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016),  

Data analysis is the process of making sense out of the data. And making sense 

out of data involves consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what people have 

said and what the researcher has seen and read—it is the process of making 

meaning. (p. 202) 

Making meaning of the data commenced by coding the transcripts and identifying the 

categories and themes that aligned with the study’s research questions and theoretical 

framework. Coding and categorization entailed consideration of trustworthiness 

techniques, such as peer debriefing and reflective journaling. Additionally, thick, rich 

description helped to ensure the transferability of the study. 

Limitations 

Although this research occurred with trustworthiness techniques, the study had 

some noteworthy limitations. Limitations are the potential weaknesses or problems 

associated with a study (Creswell, 2013). The first limitation of this study is the lack of 

generalizability of qualitative findings. Therefore, the study had descriptive results not 

generalizable to individuals beyond the participants. Another limitation was the 

researcher’s presence during the interviews. The wording and order of the questions in 

each interview changed due to the nature of semistructured interviews. In addition, 

researcher bias could have influenced the participants’ responses. Finally, some 
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participants lacked awareness of disproportionality in their LEAs and thus could not 

share information on the topic.  

Delimitations 

 All studies have delimitations, which restrict the population and environment 

under study. The first delimitation was location. Because all participants worked within 

the North Carolina School system, the study did not have results generalizable to other 

states. Additionally, the district demographics and leadership structures reported by the 

participants varied because they worked at different LEAs. The LEA leaders had 

different titles, roles, and responsibilities. Finally, although all participants lived in North 

Carolina, no interviews occurred in person due to the COVID-19 virus. Interviewing via 

telephone or video conferencing may have caused the participants to provide different 

responses and thus may have had a small impact on the study’s results.  

Definitions of Key Terms 

Child With a Disability 

A child with a disability (a) has intellectual disabilities, hearing impairments 

(including deafness), speech or language impairments, visual impairments (including 

blindness), serious emotional disturbance, orthopedic impairments, autism, traumatic 

brain injury, other health impairments, or specific learning disabilities and (b) thus, by 

reason thereof, needs special education and related services (20 U.S.C § 1401(3)).  

Disproportionality 

For this study, disproportionality is the overrepresentation or underrepresentation 

of a particular racial or ethnic group (i.e., Asian, Black, Hispanic, Native American, 

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, White, or two or more races) in special 
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education when compared to the general population of the LEA (Cooc & Kiru, 2018; 

Oswald & Coutinho, 2006; Zhang et al., 2014). 

Free and Appropriate Public Education 

FAPE consists of special education and related services (a) provided at public 

expense, under public supervision and direction, and without charge (b) aligned with the 

standards of the state educational agency that (c) include an appropriate preschool, 

elementary school, or secondary school education in the state involved, and (d) are 

provided in conformity with the IEP (20 U.SC § 1401 (9)).  

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 

IDEA and its regulations require states and LEAs to identify children with 

disabilities and provide each with a FAPE in the LRE to the maximum extent appropriate 

through IEPs tailored to the student’s needs (20 U.S.C.§ 1400 et seq.). 

Leaders of Special Education 

Leaders of special education are school-level and central office-level 

administrators who oversee the implementation of practices and policies and have 

decision-making authority for special education within their schools or LEAs. Leaders of 

special education include superintendents, assistant superintendents, principals, assistant 

principals, exceptional children directors, and exceptional children chairs (Cameron, 

2016; Cobb, 2015; McLaughlin & Ruedel, 2012; Penuel et al., 2017).  

Least Restrictive Environment 

The 20 U.S.C §1412 (a)(5) legislation asserted that  

To the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities, including children 

in public or private institutions or other care facilities, are educated with children 
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who are not disabled, and special classes, separate schooling, or other removal of 

children with disabilities from the regular educational environment occurs only 

when the nature or severity of the disability of a child is such that education in 

regular classes with the use of supplementary aids and services cannot be 

achieved satisfactorily. 

Local Educational Agency 

An LEA is a public board of education or other public authority legally 

constituted within a state for either administrative control or direction of, or to perform a 

service function for, public elementary schools or secondary schools in a city, county, 

township, school district, or other political subdivision of a state or for such a 

combination of school districts or counties as are recognized in a state as an 

administrative agency for its public elementary schools or secondary schools (20 U.S.C. 

§1401 (19)).  

Minority 

In this study, a minority is a person who identifies as Black, Hispanic/Latino, 

Asian, Native American, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, or Alaskan Native 

(McFarland et al., 2017; Musu-Gillette et al., 2017).  

Special Education 

Special education is specially designed instruction provided at no cost to parents 

to address the unique needs of a child with a disability. Special education includes (a) 

instruction conducted in the classroom, in the home, in hospitals and institutions, and in 

other settings and (b) instruction in physical education (20 U.S.C §1401 (29)).  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the literature on the disproportionality of minority students 

in special education, the policies implemented to address this issue, and leadership in 

special education. The literature review commences with the historical background of the 

education system in the United States, the history of students with disabilities, and the 

history of minority students in this country. Next, there is a discussion of 

disproportionality in the nation overall and North Carolina in particular. The literature 

review also includes the contributing factors to disproportionality and the litigation for 

disproportionality in special education. There is a focus on federal, state, and LEA 

policies and practices (i.e., response to intervention, problem-solving teams, positive 

behavior intervention and support) for reducing and eliminating disproportionality. The 

chapter also presents the special education leadership and leadership theories.  

The following databases and search engines were the sources used to search for 

articles: ProQuest, SAGE Journals Online, EBSCOhost, ERIC, Google Scholar, and 

Wiley Online. The search focused on articles published from 2000 to present; however, 

this review includes seminal works from earlier years due to their importance. The search 

terms used included disproportionality in special education, minority representation in 

special education, overrepresentation of minorities in special education, policies in 

special education, federal policies in special education, federal special education 

policies, state policies in special education, state special education policies, local special 

education policies, district special education policies, special education administrators, 

special education leaders, special education leadership, and leadership in special 
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education. The articles obtained from these searches showed that researchers had 

examined inequity and disproportionality in special education for many years and 

continue to do so, publishing their results in many peer-reviewed journals. Although 

some scholars have focused on overrepresentation in special education in both academia 

and the popular media, little research has addressed the role of school and district leaders 

in reducing and eliminating the disproportionality of minority students in special 

education. Therefore, this study focused on school and district special education leaders’ 

perspectives on leadership actions needed to influence future change. However, 

influencing future change requires reviewing the historical context of this issue.  

History of the U.S. Education System 

After establishing the original 13 colonies, it was determined that local 

communities should provide young people with an education. Local communities built 

schools to transmit knowledge, traditions, and values from one generation to the next to 

create productive citizens. Today, every child in the United States is entitled to a FAPE, 

and for more than 100 years, the public school system has been fundamental in meeting 

students’ educational needs. Almost all of the nation’s citizens have progressed through 

the U.S. school system. 

History of the U.S. School System 

The first public school in the United States, the Boston Latin School opened in 

1635. Common schools emerged in the 1700s, one-room schoolhouses where one teacher 

taught students of all ages. Students enrolled in common schools paid tuition to attend. In 

addition, their parents also paid for the teachers’ housing and sometimes traded other 

items to give their children the opportunity to attend school (Kaestle, 1983). 
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Although considered important, school was not a legal requirement for all 

children. However, by 1900, most of the states in the union (especially Northern states) 

required students aged 8 to 14 to attend school. By 1918, every state had mandatory 

attendance laws for elementary school students (Krug, 1966). Unfortunately, children 

across the country did not receive equal educational opportunities. Although Southern 

states contained about 34% of the U.S. population, they used only about 3% of the federal 

money allocated for education (Mondale & Patton, 2001), perhaps due to the importance 

of agriculture in the South during this period. The first schools focused on family, 

religion, and community, with academic instruction not prioritized until the 19th century. 

Schools began to address national interests in the 19th century. Today, schools have 

increasingly addressed international issues (Kaestle, 1983). 

History of Students With Disabilities in Public Schools 

When common schools first emerged, teachers taught all students in the same 

manner, and students with disabilities often went uneducated. However, parents of 

children with disabilities formed advocacy groups in the 1900s and brought recognition 

to these children’s needs (Wright & Wright, 2007). President John F. Kennedy formed 

the President’s Panel on Mental Retardation in 1961, which suggested that states receive 

additional funding for educating students with disabilities. In 1965, President Lyndon B. 

Johnson signed the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) into law, which 

provided funding and access to education for students with disabilities. Before the ESEA, 

parents had to pursue and pay for appropriate education and support services for their 

children with cognitive or emotional disabilities, deafness, blindness, or speech therapy 

needs.  
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Although the ESEA provided more funding for students, the federal government 

required additional regulations for students with disabilities. In 1971, the Pennsylvania 

Association for Retarded Children (PARC) brought forth a lawsuit against the 

Commonwealth of Pennsylvania because of a law enabling schools to deny an education 

to students who did not have a mental age of 5 years. PARC v. Commonwealth of 

Pennsylvania (1971) was a landmark case because it was one of the first cases against 

state laws discriminatory to students with disabilities. During this time, many states had 

laws that enabled the exclusion of students with disabilities from receiving an education 

because of difficulty integrating them into the school environment. In the case of PARC 

v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania (1971), the judge ruled the state law unconstitutional 

and asked that the state provide free public education to all students between 6 and 21 

years of age.  

 In addition, Mills v. Board of Education of the District of Columbia (1972) 

enabled students with disabilities to receive a public education, providing a foundation 

for the federal laws currently in place. The case was a response to the LEA’s failure to 

provide seven students access to an education because of disabilities that ranged from 

cognitive deficits to behavior problems. The court indicated that the LEA had violated 

students’ rights to public school education and that they had a right to attend public 

school for free under Washington D.C.’s school code. The school board argued that it did 

not have the funding to meet the needs of these students; however, the court ruled that the 

school board had a duty to provide these students with an education, regardless of 

funding availability.  
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Before these cases, LEAs often did not provide students with disabilities access to 

a public education. Fortunately, in 1975, Congress passed the Education for All 

Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA) to regulate the services these students could 

receive. The EAHCA indicated that all children have the right to public education, 

regardless of disability. In 1990, Congress changed the law and renamed it the IDEA, 

with subsequent amendments in 1997 and 2004. IDEA requires that states receiving 

federal funds provide education and services to students with disabilities (20 U.S.C 

§1400 et seq).  

These amendments were ways to equity and access for students with disabilities 

across the United States such that every student with a disability has access to a FAPE in 

the LRE. Each year, the law requires both local and state education agencies to provide 

reports of the number of students receiving special education services by disability and 

ethnicity (20 U.S.C §1400 et seq). IDEA also has specific guidelines for FAPE. Under 

IDEA, FAPE for students with disabilities consists of a curriculum that addresses the 

needs of the individual child (i.e., an IEP). Students with disabilities must receive an 

education providing benefits and preparation for college so they can live and work 

independently. In addition to preparing students for life after high school, IDEA also 

requires that students receive an education in the LRE while in school and that educators 

consider their disabilities when disciplinary concerns occur.  

The EACHA and IDEA statutes have been fundamental in ensuring that children 

with disabilities receive the FAPE they deserve. However, many students with disabilities 

receive an unequal education, separated from their peers for special education services 

(National Council on Disability, 2018). Unfortunately, students with disabilities have not 
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been the only youth who have experienced segregation in the U.S. school system. The 

practice of segregating students has been an issue throughout U.S. history.  

History of Minority Students in Public Schools 

Schools have been institutions segregated by race for most of the history of the 

United States. Segregation first occurred in the North and then in the South, when laws 

enabled Blacks to attend school. Blacks largely lived in the South, where they had access 

to few schools. As a result, many minority students fell behind despite increasing 

education throughout the nation. Although many Black citizens fought to desegregate 

schools, residential and economic barriers made the transition nearly impossible. 

Throughout the 1960s, the United States had a racially segregated school system (Flynn 

et al., 2016) even though in 1954, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled “separate but equal” 

schools as unjust and ordered the integration of schools (Brown v. Board of Education, 

1954).  

Despite the Brown ruling more than 60 years ago, many minority students 

continue to have unequal access to educational experiences and opportunities. Even in the 

21st century, many schools have one dominant race of students. According to Aud et al. 

(2010), public schools where at least half of the student population is White provide 

enrollment for approximately 87% of all White students in the country. Additionally, 

schools in which at least half of the enrolled students are Black provide for 48% of all 

Black students enrolled in public education. Similarly, schools in which at least half of 

the students enrolled are Hispanic enroll 57% of all Hispanic students. There is a need to 

consider these numbers because public schools that provide education to minority 

students and students from low socioeconomic backgrounds often receive less funding 
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than schools in the more suburban middle- to high-class neighborhoods (Bifulco, 2005). 

The lack of funding affects predominantly Black schools; thus, these schools tend to have 

less-qualified teachers, fewer curriculum offerings, and fewer resources than schools that 

enroll predominantly White students. It is necessary to discuss inequitable access to 

quality education and instruction, which has rippling consequences throughout the public 

school system. This study focused on one of the unfortunate consequences of inequitable 

access to education: minority disproportionality in special education.  

Special Education Disproportionality in Kindergarten Through 12th Grade  

The history of the school system shows that equity and access in education are 

long-standing problems for students with disabilities and minority students. Although 

these two groups are seemingly separate populations, LEAs more often identify minority 

students as having disabilities. In addition, many students identified as having disabilities 

are minorities. Dunn (1968) estimated that between 60% to 80% of students who receive 

special education services for intellectual disabilities are from low-socioeconomic 

families and minority races, including Black, Latino, and Native American students. 

Dunn urged educators to stop labeling these students as mentally retarded and to stop 

placing them into special classrooms. The researcher stated, “Homogeneous groups tend 

to work to the disadvantage of the slow learners and the underprivileged” (p. 6). Dunn’s 

seminal work led to a national discussion about equity in special education and how to 

address the dilemma.  

Today, some federal laws are in place for reducing and eliminating minority 

disproportionality in special education. Despite legal mandates, disproportionality in 

special education remains (Ford & Russo, 2016). Each year, the U.S. Department of 
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Education provides reports to Congress on IDEA. The most recent report showed that 

Native American, Black, Native Hawaiian, or Pacific Islander students were more likely 

to receive services under IDEA than school-aged children of all other racial/ethnic groups 

combined (U.S. Department of Education, 2018). Although many researchers have spent 

years exploring disproportionality in special education, none have found a definite cause 

due to the complexity of the issue (Cruz & Rodl, 2018; Skiba et al., 2008; Sullivan & 

Bal, 2013; Voulgarides et al., 2014).  

Measuring Disproportionality in Special Education 

Calculating disproportionality within an LEA is a complex challenge. Exploring 

disproportionality and finding a solution to the problem requires examining how LEAs 

measure disproportionality. One way to measure overrepresentation in special education 

is the composition index, a method for calculating the racial and ethnic makeup of all 

students within the LEA and the racial and ethnic makeup of students with disabilities. 

LEAs can use the composition index to understand the percentage of racial and ethnic 

minority students receiving special education services in comparison to the racial and 

ethnic composition of the total LEA (Bollmer et al., 2007; Gamm, 2007).  

Calculating a composition index entails dividing the number of students with 

disabilities by race by the total number of students receiving special education services in 

the LEA. Determining the racial composition of students in the general education 

population occurs by dividing the number of students in each racial category by the 

number of total students in the LEA. LEAs calculate and compare these two numbers to 

determine LEA demographics and whether a racial/ethnic difference exists between the 

special education and general education populations.  
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A risk index is another measure of disproportionality. The risk index is a way to 

identify the probability of a student from a particular group falling into a particular 

category or identification for special education services. Calculating the risk index 

requires dividing the number of students with disabilities of a given racial or ethnic group 

by the total number of students in the LEA of the same racial or ethnic group. The 

measure indicates the risk of identification as a student with a disability and the overall 

risk of a student of a given racial or ethnic group getting classified with a disability in the 

LEA (Bollmer et al., 2007; Gamm, 2007). LEAs can use the risk index to answer 

questions such as, “What is the likelihood that a Black student will get labeled as a 

student with a disability?” 

LEAs can also calculate disproportionality with a risk ratio. The risk ratio is a 

method for identifying a group’s risk of getting identified for special education services 

and comparing that risk to another group’s risk (Bollmer et al., 2007). The risk ratio is a 

way to examine how much more or less likely a student from a given ethnic or racial 

group will be identified with a disability compared to a student from a different ethnic or 

racial group. Calculating a risk ratio entails dividing the risk of identification for one 

particular group by the risk of the comparison group for the same disability category. For 

example, determining the probability of an Asian student receiving identification for the 

emotional disability (ED) category would consist of dividing the risk of Asian students 

for ED by the risk of the comparison group.  

LEAs can determine the presence of disproportionality after calculating 

disproportionality. A risk ratio of 1 indicates no difference between the target group and 

the comparison group. A risk ratio of 2 indicates that the target group is twice as likely to 
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receive special education services or identification for a particular disability category. 

Congress requires states to use the risk ratio to recognize racial or ethnic disparities in 

special education identification.  

Table 1 shows the 2018 national data for disproportionality from the U.S. 

Department of Education. In Fall 2016, Native American or Alaskan Native students 

were 1.7 times more likely to receive special education services than all the other racial 

and ethnic groups combined. Black students were 1.4 times more likely to receive special 

education services than other racial and ethnic groups combined. The likelihood of 

receiving special education services for Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 

students was 1.5.  

Table 1 

Fall 2016 Risk of Identification for Special Education by Race/Ethnicity 

Race/ethnicity Child count 

in the 50 

states and 

DC 

Resident 

population 

ages 6–21 in 

the 50 states, 

DC, and BIE 

Risk 

index 

(%) 

Risk index for 

all other 

racial/ethnic 

groups 

combined (%) 

Total 5,937,838 65,620,036 9.0 – 

Native American or 

Alaska Native 

83,474 559,086 14.9 9.0 

Asian 142,416 3,311,911 4.3 9.3 

Black or African 

American 

1,100,897 9,178,432 12.0 8.6 

Hispanic/Latino 1,481,868 15,791,939 9.4 8.9 

Native Hawaiin or Other 

Pacific Islander 

18,097 130,907 13.8 9.0 

White 2,899,113 34,195,904 8.5 9.7 

Two or more races 211,969 2,451,857 8.6 9.1 

Note. Reprinted from U.S. Department of Education. 40th Annual Report to Congress on 

the Implementation of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 2018.  
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General Student Population in U.S. Public Schools 

Acknowledging the specifics of disproportionate representation in special 

education requires understanding the general population of students who attend U.S. 

public schools. According to Musu-Gillette et al. (2017), the percentages of public school 

students enrolled in prekindergarten through 12th grade in 2003 was as follows: White, 

59%; Black, 17%; Hispanic, 19%; Asian/Pacific Islander, 7%; and Native 

American/Alaska Native, 1%. The data did not include students of two or more races. 

The 2013 statistics were as follows: White, 50%; Black, 16%; Hispanic, 25%; 

Asian/Pacific Islander, 5%; American Indian/Alaska Native, 1%; and two or more races, 

3%. By 2025, the authors projected that the general student population would be as 

follows: White, 46%; Black, 15%; Hispanic, 29%; Asian/Pacific Islander, 6%; Native 

American/Alaska Native, 1%; and two or more races, 4%. These percentages provide a 

perspective of the different races of students within the population and their distribution. 

Researchers can also use these percentages for comparison when considering the 

distribution of special education students. For example, LEAs who use the composition 

index can expect that if Black students represent 35% of students in the general education 

population, they will also represent about 35% of students in the special education 

population.  

Population of Students With Disabilities in U.S. Public Schools by Race 

In the 2013–2014 school year, educators across the United States served 

approximately seven million children and youth aged 3–21 under IDEA (Musu-Gillette et 

al., 2017). Native American/Alaska Native students (17%) were the highest percentage of 

students served under IDEA, followed by Black students (15%), White students (13%), 
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students of two or more races (12%), Hispanic students (12%), Pacific Islander students 

(11%), and Asian students (6%).  

There were higher percentages of Pacific Islander (42%), Hispanic (42%), and 

Native American/Alaska Natives (41%) students with disabilities who received services 

for specific learning disabilities than students of other races or ethnicities (Musu-Gillette 

et al., 2017). Additionally, Blacks (10%) had the highest percentage of students with 

disabilities who received services for intellectual disabilities, with other races and 

ethnicities ranging from 5% to 7%. The data showed a disproportionate number of 

minority students in special education. While minority students (Black, Hispanic, 

Asian/Pacific Islander, Native American, and Alaska Native) comprised only 47% of the 

general population in 2013, they made up 61% of the special education population in that 

same year. 

Student Populations and Disproportionality in North Carolina Public Schools 

This study focused on schools and districts in North Carolina. Therefore, this 

research also required a focus on student populations within the state. According to the 

North Carolina Department of Public Instruction (2016), the numbers of students enrolled 

in K–12 in 2016 were White, 50%; Black, 26%; Hispanic, 17%; Asian, 3%; Native 

American, 1%; and two or more races, 4%. Additionally, approximately 180,000 K–12 

students receive special education services in the state. In 2016, Blacks (16%) and Native 

Americans (16%) were the highest percentages of students served under the IDEA, 

followed by White students (13%), students of two or more races (13%), Hispanic 

students (12%), and Asian students (6%).  
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In the 2016–2017 school year, 61 of North Carolina LEAs had significant 

disproportionality in special education identification. In the 2017–2018 school year, the 

number of LEAs with significant special education disproportionality identification had 

decreased to 31. Most recently, in 2018–2019, there were only nine LEAs identified with 

significant disproportionality, showing that many North Carolina LEAs have addressed 

the problem of minority overrepresentation in special education. Although these numbers 

appear promising, more specific disproportionality data for North Carolina were 

unavailable at the time of this study. According to the North Carolina Department of 

Public Instruction website, state leaders have begun updating the Disproportionality 

Report. 

Disproportionate Representation in Special Education Litigation 

Several court cases have shown the legal system’s contributions to remedying 

disproportionality in special education. Most of the litigation on disproportionality in 

special education has focused on bias in assessments and the use of standardized tests to 

segregate students. Such cases include Hobson v. Hansen (1967), Diana v. State Board of 

Education (1970, 1973), and PASE v. Hannon (1980).  

In 1967, Julius Hobson brought a lawsuit against the District of Columbia Board 

of Education and its superintendent, Carl Hansen. Hobson alleged that the LEA did not 

provide Black students and students from low-income families with the same educational 

opportunities as their more-affluent peers due to a discriminatory tracking practice. The 

LEA tracked students into different groups based on their performance on a standardized 

test, with students identified as part of a group or track receiving almost no opportunities 

to move to different tracks. Students in the lowest track received an education for work in 
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low-paying, blue-collar jobs, while students in the highest track received college 

preparatory opportunities. Many of the students in the lowest track were Black or from 

low-income families. The ruling showed that standardized tests administered to students 

in elementary school were biased against low-socioeconomic students and Black 

students. The ruling indicated that the LEA placed students in tracks based not on ability 

but socioeconomic status. The judge also ruled the practice of tracking was 

discriminatory because the LEA did not provide students in the lower track with equal 

education opportunities.  

Three years later, Diana v. State Board of Education (1970) also presented a 

challenge against using standardized testing to place students. The plaintiffs were nine 

Mexican American bilingual students who had received standardized tests in English 

despite language barriers. The LEA then used the test results to identify the students as 

having disabilities and assigned them to special education classrooms. Although the 

parties settled out of court, the lawsuit influenced how LEAs assessed special education. 

Today, LEAs must provide assessments for special education services in students’ native 

languages or assessments that do not require knowing English.  

Ten years later, in 1980, Parents in Action on Special Education (PASE) sued 

Joseph Hannon, the Chicago Superintendent of Schools. In this class action suit, the 

plaintiffs alleged that the standardized tests used to identify students for special education 

were biased against Black students. Therefore, using the test results to determine 

placement in special education classrooms led to miscategorizing students as educable 

mentally handicapped. The plaintiffs claimed that the overrepresentation of Black 

students in special education compared to their peers was evidence of their 
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misidentification. The defendant argued that despite some questions about the cultural 

sensitivity of the assessments, they were still appropriate for making decisions about 

special education eligibility. The judge agreed with the defendant and decided that 

although the assessments contained some inappropriate items, the items did not affect the 

overall validity of the test. Furthermore, the judge ruled that LEAs must provide 

culturally sensitive and other forms of assessments that, when used appropriately, do not 

facilitate discrimination against Black students.  

Despite decisions on the aforementioned cases coming over 30 years ago, 

litigation on discrimination against minority students in special education has continued. 

In 2009, Black students and parents from the Lower Merion School District in 

Pennsylvania sued the local educational agency in Blunt v. Lower Merion School District 

(2008). In this case, the plaintiffs sought to terminate policies, practices, and customs that 

did not provide Black students with the same educational opportunities as their White 

peers. More specifically, the plaintiffs asserted that the school system enabled the 

intentional and systematic misidentification of Black students as students with 

disabilities. The LEA removed the students identified as disabled from the general 

education classroom and provided them with a special education curriculum. As a result 

of these practices, the plaintiffs claimed there was a disproportionate number of Black 

students in special education and an achievement gap between Black and White students. 

The plaintiffs identified several examples of the Lower Merion School District’s 

discriminatory practices (Blunt v. Lower Merion School District, 2008). They alleged that 

the LEA destroyed test protocols, conducted evaluations without parental consent, failed 

to notify parents of procedural safeguards, failed to provide draft IEP goals, did not 
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conduct evaluations in a timely manner, and omitted evaluation information from reports. 

The judge ruled that although these irregularities existed and the LEA leaders did not 

follow protocol, the plaintiffs did not prove the educators made these errors because of 

the students’ race. The judge also ruled that the plaintiffs did not provide evidence to 

show that the LEA had discriminated against them intentionally or systematically. 

Although the court did not find the defendants guilty of discrimination, this case showed 

the importance of LEA practices and policies. The case showed that LEA practices 

significantly contribute to reducing disproportionality in special education, with as much 

importance as federal and state policies and practices.  

Policies abd Practices to Decrease Disproportionate Representation  

Educational policies have also focused on addressing disproportionality in special 

education. Stakeholders often use policies to remedy problems or implement new 

practices. Policymakers tend to create new policies in education to improve all students’ 

educational experiences and outcomes. Thus, there have been policy changes introduced 

at the national, state, local, and school levels to influence practices and procedures at 

each level (Crammond & Carey, 2017).  

For decades, federal, state, and local government officials have attempted to 

address disproportionality in special education through policy changes. Policymakers 

have created educational laws and initiatives, such as the IDEA, to improve equity and 

outcomes in the educational system. However, the problem of disproportionality remains 

(Ford & Russo, 2016). 
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Federal Level Policies and Practices 

The federal government has intervened to reduce the disproportionality in special 

education. Based on the 14th Amendment, the IDEA is a civil rights law passed to 

provide an equal education to all U.S. students with disabilities. The law indicates that 

students with disabilities have a right to a FAPE. Congress passed IDEA because of the 

historical inequities faced by students with disabilities in U.S. schools. Today, IDEA 

indicates how students receive an education and their rights as students with disabilities.  

Dunn (1968) first explored disproportionality in the late 1960s; however, federal 

law did not address disproportionality until 1997 with the IDEA’s reauthorization. In 

1997, the U.S. government reauthorized IDEA and officially declared it illegal to identify 

students for special education if they did not need the services. Under the reauthorization, 

each state must have policies and procedures for preventing the misidentification of 

students based on race or ethnicity. States must monitor their LEAs and determine 

whether there is an overrepresentation of students from minority groups in special 

education due to inappropriate assignments based on race or ethnicity.  

States must also address disproportionate representation in special education 

based on students’ identification categories, impairments, educational settings, and 

disciplinary actions (e.g., suspension and expulsions). The specific language used in the 

law is: 

Each State that receives assistance under Part B of the Act, and the Secretary of 

the Interior, must provide for the collection and examination of data to determine 

if significant disproportionality based on race and ethnicity is occurring in the 

State and the LEAs of the State with respect to (1) The identification of children 
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as children with disabilities, including the identification of children as children 

with disabilities in accordance with a particular impairment described in section 

602(3) of the Act; (2) The placement in particular educational settings of these 

children; and (3) The incidence, duration, and type of disciplinary removals from 

placement, including suspensions and expulsions. (34 C.F.R 300 § 300.646 (a)) 

Although the law includes the above language, minority students remain 

overrepresented in special education. The Office of Special Education Program presented 

a new policy to the Federal Register in March 1999 to enable further equity in special 

education. Congress determined that in addition to monitoring LEA disproportionality 

through data patterns, states must also review any practices, policies, or procedures 

associated with the IDEA and disproportionality. Congress provided even more guidance 

to states in the 2004 reauthorization of the IDEA. In addition to disproportionate 

representation, the IDEA addressed disciplining students with disabilities and educating 

students with disabilities in the LRE. In addition, states must monitor their 

disproportionality using state performance plan indicators.  

Three state performance plan indicators focus on disproportionality: Indicators 4, 

9, and 10. Indicator 4 pertains to the discrepancies in the long-term suspensions of 

students in special education based on race compared to other LEAs in the state. Indicator 

9 centers around the disproportionate representation of students in special education 

based on race and ethnicity due to misidentification for special education services. 

Finally, Indicator 10 is specific to the disproportionate representation of students in 

certain identification categories based on race and ethnicity due to misidentification for 

special education services. If any of these indicators show significant disproportionality 
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in an LEA, the LEA must devote 15% of the funding from IDEA to comprehensive, 

coordinated early intervention services. In addition to this, the LEA must also review and 

revise the policies, practices, and procedures not aligned with IDEA and identify and 

address the factors contributing to the significant disproportionality. However, although 

the goal of IDEA is to promote fairness and equity within special education, disparities 

remain. 

Albrecht et al. (2012) examined whether the existing government policy was 

effective in moving the country forward in addressing disproportionality. They found that 

states had multiple measures for identifying disproportionality, such as “risk ratio, 

weighted or alternate risk ratio as specified, composition index, or other measures 

(including the e-index and straight percentage discrepancies)” (p. 18). The researchers 

reviewed annual performance data from 2005 and 2009, finding that federal 

interpretations of IDEA have not been effective for addressing disproportionate 

representation in special education.  

The U.S. Government Accountability Office (2013) indicated that states had 

different methods for measuring disproportionality. The report showed that state leaders 

took few actions to address disproportionality, as many used measuring methods that did 

not indicate a problem existed. The Government Accountability Office found that only a 

small portion of LEAs identified as having disproportionality issues. In addition, some 

states used methods to significantly decrease their likelihood of identifying 

disproportionality issues. The Government Accountability Office suggested developing a 

standard measurement of disproportionality to increase state accountability for 

disproportionate representation and conducting more accurate comparisons across states. 
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Congress passed the Equity in IDEA rule in 2016, setting forth a standard way to measure 

disproportionality and provide equal opportunities for all students.  

 The Equity in IDEA rule requires that states use risk ratios to identify significant 

overrepresentations of minority students in special education. However, the policy does 

not have a standard threshold; states can individually determine the risk ratio threshold 

that indicates significant disproportionality. For example, one state may have a risk ratio 

threshold of 2 for disproportionality, while another could use a much higher risk ratio of 

3. Equity in IDEA does not present an established risk ratio threshold for each state; 

however, it does require that each state has a “reasonable” threshold (34 C.F.R. 

§300.647(b)(1)(i)(A)). “Reasonable” indicates that states must consider all their unique 

characteristics, demographics, and contributing factors to set risk ratio thresholds. States 

must also base their risk ratio thresholds on the advice of various stakeholders. Each state 

must report its risk ratio threshold to the U.S. Department of Education, why it considers 

the threshold reasonable, and its rationale for each decision. Although the regulation 

indicates that states should not set high risk ratio thresholds to avoid the identification of 

disproportionality in their LEAs, there are no policies preventing them from doing so.  

In addition to setting risk ratio thresholds, states must identify the LEAs that have 

exceeded the threshold for 3 consecutive years with a concept known as “multiyear 

flexibility.” In the example shown in Table 2, a state threshold of 3 would indicate that 

LEA 1 has not had significant disproportionality because it has not had a risk ratio above 

3 for 3 consecutive years. Multiyear flexibility is an optional strategy, and states may 

choose whether they would like to use it alone or in conjunction with other reporting 

flexibilities.  
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Table 2 

Risk Ratio Data for Multiyear Flexibility Example  

School year 2017–2018 2018–2019 2019–2020 

LEA 1 3.5 3.2 2.9 

LEA 2  3.3 3.2 3.1 

 

In their calculations, states must also measure small populations with an alternate 

risk ratio. Risk ratios can produce results misrepresentative of small populations; 

therefore, the U.S. Department of Education suggests that LEAs with small populations 

use alternate measures. For example, educational leaders can use different risk ratios for 

LEAs with too few children within racial or ethnic groups to make comparisons. Like the 

standard risk ratio, alternate risk ratios enable comparison; however, they include the 

state population instead of the LEA population, producing more representative results. 

An alternate risk ratio that indicates a markedly different LEA population from the state 

population suggests the disproportionate representation of a certain racial group. In these 

cases, states and LEAs still have the responsibility to identify and address the issue.   

States may exclude an LEA from the disproportionality data if the LEA has had 

“reasonable” progress in decreasing risk ratios (34 C.F.R. §300.647). Thus, a state report 

does not have to include an LEA with a disproportionality rate above the risk ratio 

threshold if it has shown reasonable progress. Reasonable progress indicates that the LEA 

must have had a decreasing risk ratio or alternate risk ratio for 2 consecutive years. The 

flexibility of reasonable progress enables LEAs to continue implementing policies and 

procedures successful for reducing and eliminating significant disproportionality (34 

C.F.R. §300.647(d)(2).  
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The Equity is IDEA rule appeared to be a positive step in addressing 

disproportionality in special education. However, states may present their data in a way 

that does not provide a clear picture of the issue. Furthermore, this policy has lacked 

success because U.S. Department of Education officials, under the Trump 

Administration, sought to delay the rule’s compliance date from July 1, 2018, to July 1, 

2020. The delay would have also resulted in a postponed compliance date for including 

children ages 3–5 in the significant disproportionality analyses for July 1, 2020, to July 1, 

2022 (Assistance to States for the Education of Children with Disabilities, 2016). The 

delayed compliance dates would have given states more time to examine the issue 

through their own policies and procedures and adequately implement policy changes, 

interventions, and transformational strategies to address the disproportionate 

representation of minority students in special education. However, on March 7, 2019, a 

federal judge vacated the delay regulation, stating that government officials had failed to 

provide a reasonable explanation and consider the costs to children, their parents, and 

society (Council of Parent Attorneys and Advocates v. DeVos, 2019).  

State-Level Policies and Practices  

States also implement policies and practices to decrease overrepresentation in 

special education. The federal law has not been an entirely successful means of 

eliminating disproportionality; however, some strategies have had good outcomes for 

addressing the problem. Researchers have explored the success of strategies, such as 

positive behavior supports and interventions (PBIS) within school settings, problem-

solving teams, and the response to intervention (RTI) framework, in addressing 

disproportionality (Sullivan et al., 2009). IDEA only includes RTI and PBIS. However, 
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LEA leaders can use all three strategies to support students who need extra help and 

reduce the number of referrals for special education services (Buffum et al., 2010).  

Positive Behavior Interventions and Support. School leaders can reduce the 

disproportionate number of minority students in special education by ensuring that all 

students have adequate access to the curriculum. Disciplinary consequences such as 

administrative conferences, in-school suspension assignments, bus suspensions, and out-

of-school suspensions result in missed instructional time (Owen et al., 2015). Greenwood 

(1991) indicated that the amount of time spent engaged in academic tasks impacted the 

amount of learning that could occur in the classroom. Additionally, Walker et al. (2004) 

found a positive correlation between the time used to engage in academics and academic 

achievement. Off-task and disruptive behaviors often obstruct a student’s access to the 

curriculum and can affect the learning experience over time, resulting in a special 

education referral. Thus, it is necessary to find evidence-based interventions and 

strategies for improving student behavior in schools.  

PBIS is a successful strategy for reducing problem behavior in schools (Bradshaw 

et al., 2010). In PBIS, elements such as behavior, social competence, decision-making, 

and student achievement are the means used to address problem behaviors that obstruct 

classroom learning (Bradshaw & Pas, 2011). The U.S. Department of Education’s Office 

of Special Education Programs provides funds for the framework to make schools more 

equitable, effective, and efficient. PBIS is a multitiered approach to improving students’ 

socioemotional skills and behaviors at school. Educators can also use the PBIS to help 

minority students and students with disabilities.  
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Prior to PBIS, many school systems used the zero-tolerance policy to address 

problematic behaviors in school (Boccanfuso & Kuhfeld, 2011). However, this policy 

resulted in increased missed instructional time due to antisocial behaviors, out-of-school 

suspensions, and expulsions (Kang-Brown et al., 2013). In addition to those outcomes, 

the zero-tolerance policy also affected the extent to which school staff disciplined 

minority students. Federal government officials sought to mediate the problem by 

including discipline data into the national accountability system in 2001. In addition, the 

U.S. government provided PBIS to reduce discipline infractions and special education 

referrals (McIntosh et al., 2018).  

Muscott et al. (2008) examined the effects of a large-scale implementation of 

PBIS on student discipline and academic achievement. The researchers looked at the 

outcomes of 28 schools and early education programs in the first cohort of the PBIS 

implementation in New Hampshire. The study included one Head Start school, 13 

elementary schools, six middle schools, four high schools, and four multilevel schools 

with PBIS implementation. Muscott et al. measured the fidelity of PBIS implementation 

using the School-Wide Evaluation Tool, finding that 54% of study participants met 

standards within 3 months. In addition, 88% of the participating schools aligned with the 

implementation standard within the second year of the PBIS implementation.  

Muscott et al. (2008) also examined students’ outcomes in the participating 

schools with data on office discipline referrals, in-school suspensions, out-of-school 

suspensions, and academic assessments. The researchers found that proper PBIS 

implementation in the participating schools led to a 6,010 decrease in office discipline 

referrals and a 1,032 decrease in suspension. Muscott et al. identified the most notable 
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results in middle and high schools. Decreasing the number of office discipline referrals 

and suspensions also resulted in decreased missed instructional time. According to the 

authors, the school staff recovered 864 days of teaching, 1,701 days of learning, and 571 

days of leadership. Due to increased instructional time, 73% of the schools in the cohort 

showed gains in math, and 41% showed improved reading achievement, suggesting that 

PBIS is an effective means of improving student outcomes. However, not every student 

can experience the benefits of a PBIS intervention, and therefore, some students may 

need more individual support with the problem-solving model.  

Problem-Solving Teams. Some LEAs have attempted to combat the issue of 

disproportionality with the problem-solving model. According to Ogonosky (2009), the 

prereferral phase is part of the overall model. Prereferral consists of providing a student 

with interventions to close the gap in general education before referring the student for 

special education services. The 2004 reauthorization of IDEA presented the process as 

early intervening services, requiring LEAs to provide support for any student having 

academic or behavioral difficulties (Brown-Chidsey & Steege, 2011). States implemented 

the problem-solving model to improve teacher effectiveness and provide additional 

support for students struggling with various subjects (Bahr & Kovaleski, 2006; Graden et 

al., 1985; Newton et al., 2012).  

Problem-solving teams (PSTs) are multidisciplinary groups that address the needs 

of the students not progressing in the general education curriculum (Burns et al., 2005). 

Scholars have referred to PSTs using various terms, such as prereferral intervention 

teams, child study teams, teacher assistance teams, and student assistance teams. The 

introduction of PSTs in the field of education became popular because of the numerous 
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people with inappropriate identification for special education services (Kovaleski, 2002). 

In the problem-solving process, school staff assess students within the classroom to find 

deficit areas and compare their performance to their peers. Teachers and other school 

staff gather the results of universal screeners, benchmarks, and curriculum-based 

measures to determine which students need extra support. However, the universal 

screenings, benchmarks, and curriculum-based measures used in this process are often 

narrow measures that are not culturally sound (Ogonosky, 2009). In other words, 

assessments might be discriminatory based on language, gender, and ethnic or cultural 

background. After identifying an at-risk student, the PST members must analyze why the 

problem occurs; design and implement appropriate interventions, accommodations, and 

modifications; and evaluate the outcomes.  

Research has shown the benefits of the PST process; however, LEAs may not 

consistently implement the process as intended. Sometimes, errors in implementing the 

model can result in the over-identification of minority students in special education 

(Burns et al., 2005). Burns and Symington (2002) conducted a meta-analysis to determine 

the effectiveness of prereferral intervention teams and their outcomes. Despite gathering 

72 relevant articles, the researchers included only nine in their analysis. Burns and 

Symington found that prereferral intervention teams produced improved outcomes for 

children. For example, the teams correlated with increased time for tasks, improved task 

completion, and fewer academic and behavioral difficulties among students. In addition 

to student outcomes, the prereferral intervention teams also addressed systemic issues, 

resulting in fewer special education referrals and placements and more consultations by 

school psychologists.  
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Burns and Symington (2002) also looked at effect size to determine the magnitude 

of the effectiveness of the prereferral intervention teams. They found that most scholars 

had used Cohen’s d to measure effect size. The researchers then averaged and reported 

the effect sizes. The authors found strong effects for both student and systemic outcomes; 

however, they also identified differences in the mean effect sizes of university- and 

school-based teams. Omitting the outliers, Burns and Symington found that teams in the 

university setting had a mean effect size of 1.32, whereas the field-based teams’ mean 

effect size was .54. They hypothesized that this outcome occurred due to the inconsistent 

implementation of prereferral teams in school-based settings. The extant research aligned 

with their hypothesis, as the literature has shown that the lack of appropriate and 

consistent implementation in schools is a significant barrier to successful outcomes 

(Kovaleski et al., 1999; Rosenfield et al., 2018; Telzrow et al., 2000).  

Another barrier to the positive outcomes of PSTs is a lack of administrative 

support. Administrative support is a vital component of the problem-solving model 

(Kruger et al., 1995; Rafoth & Foriska, 2006). However, there is no clear definition for 

“administrative support” (Yoon & Gilchrist, 2003). In addition, much of the research has 

focused on administrative support for school principals and has not addressed other 

administrators, such as district leaders.  

Response to Intervention. The 2004 reauthorization of IDEA required states to 

help struggling learners with a process based on the child’s response to scientific, 

research-based interventions. The law also mandated the use of evidence-based 

instructional practices to enhance the curriculum and provide extra support for learners 

struggling in school (Robins & Antrim, 2012). Although IDEA included a mandate for 
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evidence-based practices, it did not indicate how educators should implement those 

practices; therefore, service delivery models differ by LEA. Most schools use the 

problem-solving model, a process in which educators examine the cause of the student’s 

problem, implement an intervention, monitor the student’s progress, and make 

educational decisions based on the student’s growth (Bradshaw & Pas, 2011).  

The RTI framework is a way to layer support based on individual students’ needs. 

The framework has three essential tiers of support: primary, secondary, and tertiary 

(McInerney & Elledge, 2013). The first tier of the model focuses on core instruction 

(Robins & Antrim, 2012). School staff move students to the second tier when they need 

more targeted instructional strategies. Educators can use these strategies in addition to the 

core curriculum and deliver them in a small-group setting. Only 20% of students should 

be in the second tier (Robins & Antrim, 2012). The last tier consists of the most intensive 

intervention, with students receiving the core curriculum, small-group interventions, and 

individualized one-on-one support. The last tier should contain only 5% of a school’s 

student population.  

Implementing RTI with fidelity can enable students can get help early in their 

school careers. In theory, the model is a way to address disproportionality and reduce the 

number of referrals to and evaluations for special education. However, researchers have 

conducted little scholarly inquiry to empirically support this claim (McInerney & 

Elledge, 2013; VanDerHeyden et al., 2007).  

Overall, national, state, and local governments have strategies for reducing 

disproportionality in schools. Despite the strategies’ success in decreasing the 

overrepresentation and underrepresentation of minority students, they have not eliminated 
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the problem. Thus, there is a need for more research to determine which strategies and 

interventions transformative leaders use to reduce and eliminate disproportionality in 

their LEAs.  

School and District Policies and Practices  

 In addition to state policies, LEAs can implement other practices to combat the 

overrepresentation of minority students in special education. This section presents 

strategies for addressing minority students’ overrepresentation in special education, such 

as offering effective professional development opportunities, revising traditional 

assessment practices, and promoting family involvement.  

Professional Development Opportunities. Teachers play an essential role in 

providing adequate instruction, closing the achievement gap, and reducing the number of 

minority students receiving special education services (Hawkins, 2010). Effective 

professional development opportunities for teachers and staff within educational systems 

are ways to improve student performance (Quint, 2011) and decrease minority 

representation in special education (Hawkins, 2010). Professional development consists 

of a formal or informal meeting of professional individuals for the purpose of improving 

skills or gaining knowledge of a particular area (Guskey & Yoon, 2009). Additionally, 

Yoon et al. (2007) found that educators who received considerable professional 

development (approximately 50 hours or more) improved students’ academic 

achievement by about 20 percentile points.  

The research has shown the importance of professional development; however, it 

has also indicated the ineffectiveness of most professional development sessions 

(Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; Mizell et al., 2011; Yoon et al., 2007). Although almost 
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90% of educators say that they have participated in some type of professional 

development, most do not consider the training helpful or useful for their daily jobs 

(Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). Darling-Hammond et al. (2009) posited that educators 

might not find professional development useful because it occurs in a workshop. The 

authors indicated that workshops have only a small effect on student achievement and 

educator practice because they often last for less than a day; focus on separate, disjointed 

topics; and require teachers to figure how to apply the newly learned knowledge.  

Yoon et al. (2007) analyzed 1,300 studies on professional development and found 

that intensive and lengthy (14 hours or more) professional development had the most 

influence on student achievement; in contrast,  sessions shorter than 14 hours did not 

affect student achievement. Unfortunately, most of the professional development sessions 

provided in schools are less than 14 hours, and shorter sessions are not effective for 

improving student achievement or changing teacher practices. Only 10% of teachers 

practice the skills they have learned in a professional development workshop, perhaps 

because only minimal time spent in professional development workshops is productive 

(Bush, 1984; Gulamhussein, 2013).  

 LEAs can improve professional learning by understanding the characteristics of 

effective professional development. Guskey and Yoon (2009) reported that successful 

professional development opportunities include workshops, outside experts, structured 

time, follow-ups, careful adaptation, and relevant content. Other key components of an 

effective professional development plan include ongoing opportunities delivered in the 

context of the teacher’s subject area and peer coaching. Teachers who embrace effective 

professional development opportunities can better engage students in the learning process 
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and produce better student achievement outcomes (Quint, 2011; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). 

Effective professional development opportunities also enable teachers to feel more stable 

within their work environments, resulting in less turnover (Duze & Ogbah, 2013). 

Decreased turnover rates enable schools to provide students with more experienced 

teachers who practice proven pedagogy.  

Providing effective professional development opportunities is an important 

strategy. However, development alone is not sufficient to change educators‘ cultural 

deficit thinking. Professional development may be a way to expose ineffective practices, 

but it is not a way to fix or change an educator’s beliefs (Ahram et al., 2011; Tillema, 

1995; Wilkinson et al., 2017). However, educators can change their practices by training 

culturally responsive teaching techniques (Griner & Stewart, 2013). Providing 

professional development opportunities and changing educational practices are just two 

of the ways LEAs can address the issue of disproportionality.  

Salend et al. (2002) explored additional options for addressing disproportionality, 

such as revising assessment practices and promoting family involvement. The following 

sections present these strategies in more detail.  

Revising Traditional Assessment Practices. Many assessments and assessment 

practices for identifying students for special education could be biased. Therefore, instead 

of using the traditional models, IEP teams making eligibility decisions can rely on 

assessments with less bias to gain more reliable and accurate information on students. 

Such assessments include curriculum-based measures, classroom formative and 

summative assessments, and other performance-based assignments. Evaluation teams can 

use these methods to evaluate students and monitor their performance over time rather 
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than just one testing session. Teams can also conduct item analyses on an array of 

different tasks to assess students’ strengths and weaknesses. Additionally, the assessment 

team can use classroom- and curriculum-based measures to compare the student to 

classroom peers rather than national standardized testing norms. Such comparison 

enables a focus on the classroom or instructional variables with a role in the student’s 

performance. For example, the statistic that 80% of the students in one classroom 

performed poorly on a formative assessment suggests an issue with instruction and that 

the teacher should reteach the curriculum objectives.  

Educators must address instructional issues. Providing a student in need with an 

IEP under IDEA requires that an eligibility team determine that the student has received 

adequate instruction in reading and math and has proficient English skills. Therefore, 

assessors must use a variety of assessments to understand the whole student. Assessors 

should not apply culturally biased or heavily language-based assessments for students 

from linguistically diverse backgrounds due to the confounding variables that may affect 

student performance. Additionally, assessors can better understand students’ backgrounds 

by soliciting family input and engaging families in the referral and identification process.  

Increase Family Engagement and Involvement. Family members are essential 

for helping other school stakeholders understand students’ backgrounds, strengths, and 

weaknesses. Families should also be part of the assessment teams that identify students 

for special education. Therefore, family members play a vital role in developing 

successful and effective IEPs. Parental involvement in children’s education is a way to 

not only improve students’ attitudes toward school but decrease absences, increase 

homework completion, and improve academic outcomes for students with and without 
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disabilities (Dearing et al., 2006; Hill & Tyson, 2009; Stoddard et al., 2011). However, 

many families may experience challenges in their ability to actively participate in their 

children’s educations and schools.  

Williams and Sanchez (2013) explored the barriers that parents of minority 

students face to involvement in their children’s education by conducting in-depth 

interviews with 15 parents and 10 school staff members. During the interviews, the 

researchers asked 19 questions about the participants’ backgrounds and views on parent 

involvement, home-school interactions, and the strengths and weaknesses of home-school 

communication. Williams and Sanchez analyzed the data with an inductive approach and 

recorded, transcribed, coded, and evaluated the interviews using trustworthiness 

techniques (e.g., prolonged engagement, peer debriefing, journaling, and member 

checking). The findings showed that time poverty, a lack of physical access, a lack of 

financial resources, and a lack of awareness of school policies and information were 

barriers to parental involvement in children’s education. In other words, many families 

may be unable to be active participants in their children’s lives at school due to a lack of 

time to commit to education; work and school schedule differences; the inability to 

physically get to the school due to transportation; the inability to pay for transportation 

and childcare services to attend events; and a lack of knowledge about school policies, 

events, expectations, and procedures.  

School staff and administrators must understand the barriers to parental 

involvement and the needs of families who would like to get involved in supporting their 

children at school but cannot do so due to situational factors (Suizzo et al., 2014). 

Understanding situational factors is necessary; however, awareness alone is insufficient 
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to promote parental involvement. Trust is also an important factor in establishing home-

school partnerships and improving home-school communication (Adams et al., 2009). 

School and district administrators can also build trust with families by supporting family 

advocacy; learning about differences in cultures, values, and perspectives; and offering 

flexible, comprehensive, and culturally sensitive supports. However, to do so, schools 

must have effective educational leaders who advocate for all students, especially those 

with disabilities and a history of marginalization. 

Factors Contributing to Disproportionate Representation in Special Education 

Students identified as having disabilities often have poorer academic outcomes in 

school and poorer social outcomes after graduation (Harry & Klingner, 2006; Nadel et 

al., 2003; Quinn et al., 2001; U.S. Department of Education, 2010). Despite the negative 

outcomes, LEAs have continued to overidentify minority students for special education 

services compared to students of other races. Therefore, disproportionality in special 

education remains a critical issue. As a result, researchers have examined the factors that 

contribute to disproportionate representation, such as poverty, deficit thinking, and the 

eligibility process.  

Poverty 

Poverty alone does not cause academic and social problems at school. Instead, 

poverty is a complex issue in which internal and external factors have more of an effect 

on minority students than their majority counterparts (Ryan, 2013). Jordan (2005) 

identified poverty as one of the biggest predictors of academic and social failure in 

students. Children who live in poverty often have less access to resources and experience 

more safety issues and overcrowded classrooms; in contrast, middle-class students rarely 
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have these experiences. Furthermore, Ryan (2013) posited that external factors, such as a 

lack of adequate access to food and proper living arrangements, may correlate with 

disorders that may require students to receive special education services. Oswald et al. 

(2002) stated that the overrepresentation of minority students in special education could 

occur because many minority students have different exposure to outside resources, such 

as health, community, and financial resources.  

While all of the aforementioned factors may contribute to the identification of a 

child for special education services, it can be a challenge to determine the most critical 

components to children and their success. Various variables, such as malnutrition, poor 

prenatal care, poor family health, homelessness, and overall deprivation, can affect a 

child at different critical periods throughout development (Groce et al., 2014; Larson, 

2007; Wheeler, 2013; Zima et al., 1997). Nevertheless, researchers have shown that all 

the variables associated with poverty can influence a child’s development and school 

achievement (Engle & Black, 2008).  

Researchers have also explored the effects of poverty on Black students (Skiba et 

al., 2005). Artiles et al. (2010) argued that poverty often has a negative effect on school 

achievement, which can then result in referrals to special education. The authors also 

speculated that students with poor living conditions and exposure to poverty might 

experience more stressors and adverse childhood experiences resulting in developmental 

deficits.  

However, other research has suggested that poverty does not heavily correlate 

with special education identification. For example, Wiley et al. (2013) posited that if 

poverty were a factor in the overidentification of minority students in special education, 
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then Hispanic students should not be underrepresented in the emotional disability 

category, as an abundance of Hispanic students live in poverty across the United STates. 

A focus on poverty may present overly simplistic ideas on the role of poverty in special 

education identification.  

Kincaid and Sullivan (2017) examined how student socioeconomic status (SES) 

and school SES are predictors of the likelihood of identification as disabled. The 

researchers used the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-Kindergarten Cohort data, 

which contained information of 21,000 students who entered kindergarten in 1998 in 

1,591 schools across the nation. However, for this study, the researchers only used a 

sample of third-grade students with demographic data, for a total sample size of 8,500 

students. Kincaid and Sullivan used various models to analyze the data and found that 

neither student SES variables (e.g., parental educational attainment, prestige, and income) 

nor aggregated school SES variables were predictors of identification as having a 

disability. However, Kincaid and Sullivan did find that higher parental education 

negatively correlated with students’ identification of having high-incidence disabilities.  

Of the approximately seven million children who receive special education 

services, about 29% live in poverty. In addition, approximately 64% of students who 

receive special education services live with families with incomes of or less than $50,000 

a year (Wagner et al., 2002). More recent data have shown that 21% of students served 

under IDEA in kindergarten through eighth grade live in poverty, a rate higher than the 

16% of students who live in poverty in the general student population (Pasachoff, 2011). 

Moreover, the gap widens as students get older. Approximately 37% of high school 
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students with disabilities live in households with family incomes of $25,000 or less, 

compared to 21% of high school students who do not receive special education services.  

Children living in poverty are more likely to be identified as having disabilities 

and to attend schools that provide services to low-income families and thus have fewer 

resources (Koseki, 2017). Schools with fewer resources and lower budgets often hire 

teachers inexperienced and out of their fields who lack adequate certification and degrees 

(Peske & Haycock, 2006). Therefore, disproportionality could be a systemic problem. 

Thus, special education leaders and policymakers must create systems or fix the existing 

procedures (such as the eligibility process) to appropriately identify students with 

disabilities rather than pinpoint the students struggling because of external circumstances 

that they cannot readily change.  

Deficit Thinking 

The interventions designed and implemented to provide support to struggling 

learners can lack success if school staff do not consider the cultural differences that 

impact students. Additionally, teachers and staff may bring many cultural biases into the 

learning environment (Krummel, 2013). Blanchett (2006) posited that racism and White 

privilege have contributed to the overrepresentation of minority students in special 

education. Blanchett noted that the overrepresentation of minority students in special 

education is not an issue only within special education; it is a societal issue that presents 

within special education. Furthermore, Gay (2002) asserted that certain students might 

have an overrepresentation in special education because 

Some of the attitudes, values, and behaviors that cause students from non-

mainstream racial, ethnic, and cultural groups to be diagnosed and assigned to 
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special education stem from misunderstood incongruencies between their home 

and school cultural standards, rather than some biological malfunctions or 

intellectual limitations. (p. 616) 

The deficit thinking paradigm has enabled and contributed to the failure to serve 

the minority population in the United States. Research has shown that teachers‘ beliefs 

have an important role in student outcomes and how students view their academic 

abilities (Burgess & Greaves, 2013; Dee, 2015; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968). Teachers’ 

beliefs may have a particularly strong impact on students from historically marginalized 

groups, who might have limited exposure to college-educated adults outside of their 

school interactions (Lareau, 2011; Lareau & Weininger, 2008).  

Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968) found that teachers’ expectations of students 

affect academic performance. The researchers provided teachers with false testing 

information to predict the intellectual growth of students. Rosenthal and Jacobson found 

that “when teachers expected that certain children would show greater intellectual 

development, those children did show greater intellectual development” (p. 20). Evidence 

has shown that teachers’ expectations influence student outcomes. Therefore, the impact 

of deficit thinking on disadvantaged and historically marginalized young people is 

troubling. Artiles and Trent (1994) stated, 

A correlation between ethnicity, school failure, and placement in special 

education programs have been reported consistently in the literature. Minority 

students often demonstrate poor educational performance and thus are placed in 

special education programs. This intricate interaction of variables has not yet been 

explained satisfactorily. We speculate, though, that stereotypes about the abilities 
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of children of color are maintained by this correlation, and to some extent 

perpetuate the placement of disproportionate numbers of minority students in 

special education classes. (p. 422) 

In a seminal work, Valencia (1997) explained that deficit thinking has contributed 

to the continuation of the widespread failure among students of color and students from 

poor backgrounds. Valencia stated, “Students who fail in school do so because of alleged 

internal deficiencies socially linked to the youngster—such as familial deficits and 

dysfunctions” (p. xi). Therefore, deficit thinking affects children of color not only in 

society but in their school buildings. The deficit ideology suggests that children from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds have inferior cognitive and language abilities, motivation, 

and self-discipline compared to their peers. Valencia also noted that teachers and 

administrators often assume individuals from low socioeconomic backgrounds fail due to 

innate deficiencies rather than ineffective teaching practices. 

McKenzie and Scheurich (2004) conducted a qualitative study on the perceptions 

and thinking patterns of teachers of racially diverse students in a large urban city of both 

wealthy people and people living in poverty. The researchers interviewed eight White 

teachers, both individually and in group sessions, who discussed their views on why 

students of color had lower performance than their White peers. The teachers also 

completed journals to share during the group sessions, with the researchers taking 

anecdotal notes. McKenzie and Scheurich reviewed all tapes, transcripts, and notes for 

emergent themes, one of which was that the teachers had deficit views.  

McKenzie and Scheurich (2004) found that the teachers in their study often 

thought students had deficits due to the students themselves, their parents, or their 
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communities. The researchers reported that the teachers felt their students came to school 

unprepared, unmotivated to learn, and unaware of appropriate school behavior. 

Additionally, the teachers felt that they could not help students overcome these deficits. 

The researchers provided possible strategies to overcome the deficit thinking trap. 

McKenzie and Scheurich asserted that fixing deficit views requires school staff  

To get to know their students and their students’ families and community on a 

personal level, they need to learn to dignify the culture of their students, and they 

need to actively solicit and incorporate the community into the decision making of 

the school. (pp. 609–610) 

More recently, Boser et al. (2014) found high school teachers felt that students 

who lived in poverty were 53% less likely to graduate from college than their peers who 

did not live in poverty. Specific to race, the participating teachers believed that Black 

students were 47% less likely to earn college degrees than their White counterparts. 

Furthermore, the teachers believed that Hispanic students were 42% less likely to 

graduate from college than their White peers.  

The race of students and their teachers could influence student outcomes. For 

example, students with a teacher of the same race may have more positive outcomes. 

Gershenson et al. (2018) found that Black students randomly assigned to a Black teacher 

in kindergarten or first, second, or third grade were 7% more likely to receive high school 

diplomas and 13% more likely to matriculate to colleges than their peers who attended 

the same school but did not have a Black teacher. The researchers posited that the Black 

teachers act as role models to their Black students, resulting in improved perceptions of 

their academic abilities and increased academic effort. When taken together, the studies 
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presented in this section suggest that the special education disproportionality may result 

from deficit thinking, a lack of same-race role models, victim-blaming, and a lack of 

responsibility for teaching all children.  

The Eligibility Process 

The disability determination process in K–12 education has room for error due to 

a lack of clarity in the definitions of disabilities, such as learning disability and emotional 

disturbance; variability in classroom instruction; the subjective nature of determining low 

achievement; a lack of prereferral interventions’ and inconsistent assessment methods 

and instruments for determining disability eligibility (Harry & Klingner, 2006). 

Currently, the special education eligibility process applies to students showing behavioral 

or academic difficulties in the general education setting. Once school staff identify the 

problem, students may receive interventions in their classrooms. The school staff collect 

data to determine the intervention’s effectiveness,  continuing those with successful 

outcomes and ending the eligibility process. School staff can alter an intervention 

considered unsuccessful in the classroom. If the intervention continues to lack success, 

staff may refer the student for special education.  

The field of education has begun focusing on data-based decisions; however, the 

eligibility process for special education remains subjective (Gottlieb et al., 1994; Hosp & 

Reschly, 2003). Therefore, educators’ perceptions, feelings, and experiences can 

influence whether they refer students to special education. The subjective nature of the 

process could contribute to the overrepresentation of minority students in special 

education, not only because of teacher perceptions but also due to a lack of general 

education interventions for testing and assessing bias during the eligibility process.  
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Tier 1: General Education and Teacher Preparation. U.S. schools have 

markedly different demographics now than in the past. Students in today’s classrooms 

display significant diversity due to different abilities, genders, races, languages, cultures, 

and SES (Planty et al., 2008; Ross & Bell, 2014). Educating students from an array of 

backgrounds has indicated the need for change at all levels of education, particularly at 

the classroom level. However, underfunded schools and schools that provide services for 

students from low-income backgrounds often have teachers new to the field or from 

different fields. Therefore, students in these schools often receive an education of less 

quality because the teachers lack knowledge or practice of pedagogical techniques or 

cultural competence. Not all teachers have received adequate preparation to support the 

needs of diverse groups of students (Bennett, 2013; Brown, 2007). Therefore, many lack 

the cultural knowledge, pedagogical skills, and experiences needed to differentiate 

instruction and provide an appropriate education for students from different backgrounds 

(Bennett, 2013; Brown, 2007; Trumbull & Pacheco, 2005).  

 Teachers with an awareness of students’ academic, behavioral, emotional, or 

physical needs may provide fewer referrals to special education. According to the 

National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher Education, teaching cultural issues and 

diversity during teacher training programs is the key to addressing the needs of all 

students (Krummel, 2013; McHatton et al., 2013; Williams & Glass, 2019). There is a 

crucial need for effective teacher training programs in LEAs with culturally 

heterogeneous educators and students.  

However, educators need more than just an awareness of cultural differences for 

culturally sensitive teaching. Ladson-Billings (2001) stated that an educator in a 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
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culturally competent classroom “understands culture and its role in education, takes 

responsibility for learning about students’ culture and community, uses student culture as 

a basis for learning and promotes a flexible use of students’ local and global culture” (p. 

98). According to Villegas and Lucas (2002), culturally competent teachers have positive 

views of their students, no matter their backgrounds. Culturally competent teachers also 

create equitable change within their classrooms and help make their schools more just for 

all students. In addition, teachers with cultural competency engage students by making 

connections to student communities and designing lessons to build on their students’ 

prior knowledge. 

 Bonner et al. (2018) studied urban teachers’ perspectives of their ability to 

implement culturally responsive teaching (CRT) in their classrooms. The researchers 

asked 430 teachers from three Southern California LEAs to complete a 104-question 

survey. The participants also completed four open-ended sentence stems at the end of the 

survey. The researchers coded the data by creating nodes and subnodes in NVivo 

software, then condensed the response patterns and summarized them into themes.  

Bonner et al. (2018) found that, overall, the teachers in the study understood the 

importance of CRT and felt responsible for their culturally and linguistically diverse 

students. The teachers in the study also considered themselves competent enough to teach 

a multicultural curriculum, communicate with diverse families, and differentiate 

instruction based on culture. Although Bonner et al. found that some teachers feel 

prepared to implement CRT, the researchers only examined self-reported data and did not 

look at how the teachers implemented CRT or if they were successful in doing so.  
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In addition to a lack of cultural competence, inadequate training in pedagogy and 

a lack of experience teaching students with various abilities could result in poor student 

outcomes and more special education referrals. Podell and Soodak (1993) examined the 

influence of teacher efficacy on teacher referral decisions. The authors measured the self-

efficacy of 240 teachers with the Teacher Efficacy Scale and presented the participants 

with a 100-word case study of a third-grade male student. After reading the case study, 

the participants determined if they would refer the boy for special education services or if 

they considered his placement in general education appropriate.  

Podell and Soodak (1993) used univariate analyses to explore the relationship 

between the variables. The findings showed that teachers with high self-efficacy 

considered the regular education placement appropriate for the student; in contrast, 

teachers with low self-efficacy considered placement in general education less 

appropriate. Moreover, the teachers with low self-efficacy were more likely to refer 

students with academic problems to special education. These findings indicate the need to 

hire highly qualified teachers who have cultural competence and confidence in their 

ability to teach all students. Such educators could help ensure that school staff do not 

make misinformed instructional decisions and inappropriate referrals to special 

education. 

Tier 2: Intervention and Referral. Teachers often refer students to special 

education who have insufficient exposure to high-quality interventions that support their 

learning (Donovan & Cross, 2002; Harry & Klingner, 2006). Therefore, some teachers 

may refer students to special education services without providing adequate opportunities 

to succeed in general education. School psychologists are the best people to implement 
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and measure the success of academic and behavioral interventions in general education 

because they have received specialized training on how to do so. The National 

Association of School Psychologists (NASP; 2014) indicated that  

School psychologists provide direct support and interventions to students, consult 

with teachers, families, and other school-employed mental health professionals to 

improve support strategies, work with school administrators to improve school-

wide practices and policies, and collaborate with community providers to 

coordinate needed services. (p. 1) 

School psychologists who can provide these comprehensive services can more 

effectively contribute to the positive outcomes of the students they serve. According to 

Sullivan and Proctor (2016), “From a racial justice perspective, school psychologists’ 

participation in Tier 1 of MTSS may help decrease the overrepresentation of minority 

students in special education by providing primary prevention strategies that help to 

eliminate unnecessary referrals” (p. 284). School psychologists can also improve 

instruction by engaging in teacher consultations; promoting safe school climates for 

students; and fostering parent, school, and community partnerships (NASP, 2010, 2015a).  

NASP (2010) suggests that schools have one school psychologist for every 500 to 

700 students in an LEA. However, the school psychologist-to-student ratio varies by 

state, with an estimated one school psychologist for every 1,381 students in the nation 

(Walcott et al., 2017). The ratio in North Carolina is one school psychologist for every 

2,100 students, which is nearly three times the recommended staffing ratio for 

psychologists providing comprehensive services (North Carolina School Psychology 

Association, 2019). Thus, school psychologists in North Carolina cannot meet the 
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comprehensive needs of their students or schools. LEAs should recruit additional school 

psychologists, so more schools have access to professionals with the knowledge base 

needed to implement interventions effectively, appropriately, and efficiently. An 

improved school psychologist-student ratio could be a way to help school staff make 

fewer special education referrals, so fewer students go through the evaluation process and 

face exposure to test and assessor bias.  

Tier 3: Test and Assessor Bias. The assessments used to identify students for 

special education services could have a biased nature, a phenomenon known as test or 

item bias. Test bias is the “invalidity or a systematic error in how a test measures people 

within a particular group” (Camilli & Shepard, 1994, p. 8). According to Urbina (2014), a 

test has bias when the scores result in the underestimation or overestimation of the 

participants’ performance based on group membership. Test bias is an important issue 

due to the high-stakes nature of assessing students for disabilities and the impact of 

inappropriate identification on their lives.  

California educators have recognized the potential effects of test bias on 

identifying minority students for special education. In the 1970s, a judge prohibited using 

IQ tests to identify Black students as mentally retarded (Larry P. v. Riles, 495 F. Supp. 

926 (N.D. Cal. 1979)). The judge described the IQ tests as biased based on race and 

culture. In addition, the judge noted that IQ tests contributed to the overrepresentation of 

Black students in receiving referrals for special education and special education 

classrooms.  

Many state leaders still allow psychologists to administer IQ tests to Black 

students despite the Larry P. v. Riles ruling (Larry P., 495 F. Supp 926). Thus, 
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researchers have continued to examine the potential bias of assessments. For example, 

Scheiber (2017) examined whether the Kaufman Assessment Battery for Children-

Second Edition (KABC-II), a widely used cognitive assessment for estimating reading, 

math, and writing, showed bias. The researcher compared the results of the KABC-II 

with the results of the Kaufman Test of Educational Achievement-Second Edition 

(KTEA-II). Scheiber used the five Catell-Horn-Carroll cognitive factors (short-term 

memory, long-term memory, visual processing, fluid reasoning, and crystallized ability) 

to determine if the KABC resulted in over- or underpredictions of the reading, math, and 

writing skills of 2,001 White, Black, and Hispanic students in Grades 1–12.  

Scheiber (2017) used structural equation modeling to explore the accuracy of the 

predictions across ethnic groups. The researcher found no slope bias based on ethnicity, 

which showed that ethnicity did not have an effect on the size of the correlation 

coefficients when using the Catell-Horn-Carroll factors to predict achievement in 

reading, math, and writing. However, the author did find intercept bias, as the KABC-II 

resulted in the overprediction of Black and Hispanic achievement in reading, writing, and 

math. In other words, KABC resulted in inflated cognitive scores for Black and Hispanic 

students. Assessor bias could be a possible explanation for this overprediction.  

Assessor bias is the variance in test scores that occurs due to errors by the person 

administering or scoring the assessment (McDermott et al., 2014). Assessor bias may 

occur when a test administrator deviates from the standardized protocol or when a breach 

in protocol occurs, such as providing more or less time; answering a student’s question; 

ignoring certain directions, rules, prompts, or queries; or scoring too leniently or too 

harshly (giving too little or too much credit).  
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McDermott et al. (2014) examined Full-Scale IQ scores, factors index scores, and 

subtest scores of the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children-IV (WISC-IV) to 

determine if a variance in scores existed between children or between psychologists. The 

authors used assessment results from 2,783 students and 448 psychologists from two 

LEAs in the Southwest United States. After collecting the data, McDermott et al. 

conducted unconditional hierarchical linear modeling to analyze the variance between 

psychologists and children. The researchers found “significant and nontrivial” (p. 210) 

assessor bias for the overall Full-Scale IQ and the Verbal Comprehension Index scores. 

The results showed that how the psychologist administered the assessment had an effect 

on the scores.  

Therefore, test administration and assessor bias could contribute to 

disproportionality due to the deficit thinking and bias pervasive throughout the education 

field and society. Students who exhibit significant discrepancies in their cognitive ability 

and academic achievement may not have the same outcomes as students at the cusp of 

receiving special education services. However, students who receive special education 

services due to assessor bias on test scores may experience negative outcomes. Therefore, 

psychologists and test administrators must strive to avoid breaking standardization. 

Although the eligibility process is mandated by IDEA, factors such as poverty, deficit 

thinking, bias, and a lack of teacher preparation could influence whether a student 

receives special education services. Court justices have sought to address the potential 

causes of disproportionality by setting precedents through various cases, policies, and 

practices (e.g., regulations, procedures, and interventions) at the federal, state, and local 

levels.  
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Leadership for Special Education 

Lashley and Boscardin (2003) stated, “Special education administration is located 

at the intersection of the disciplines of special education, general education, and 

educational administration” (p. 4). Crockett (2007) further explained that “instead of 

being practiced at the crossroads where these disciplines intersect and continue on in 

different directions, the practice of special education administration might be described as 

occurring at the interface where these disciplines overlap” (p. 140). Early in the history of 

special education, many educators considered students with disabilities burdensome. 

Schools did not know how to educate students with disabilities and did not believe they 

should receive an education with their typically developing peers. This mindset resulted 

in the split between special education and general education programs and produced the 

need for more personnel and research in the field (Lashley, 2007). Historically, research 

in the field of education has explored topics such as legal issues, funding, personnel 

shortages, in-service training, and instructional strategies (Boscardin, 2004). These are 

important topics to discuss; however, there is a need for empirical exploration into other 

important topics.  

Crockett et al. (2009) stated, “The special education administrative knowledge 

base is informed primarily by theoretical or interpretive professional commentary rather 

than by data-based research studies that could guide effective leadership practice” (p. 65). 

Crockett et al. reviewed 474 abstracts of empirical studies or professional commentaries 

published from 1970 to 2009 on special education leadership/administration to determine 

how scholars have conceptualized the field of special education administration and 

leadership over time. Crockett et al. sought to “identify and discuss conceptual themes 
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and historical trends in this literature that reflect the influence of policy and professional 

practice over four decades” (p. 56). The authors found that the most popular topic of the 

474 articles was personnel training and development (n = 89). Researchers examined 

personnel training and development more heavily in the 1970s and 1980s than in recent 

times. In the 1990s and 2000s, the literature focused on law and policy as the second 

most-discussed topic in the field. Other popular themes included learning environments 

and accountability for student learning.  

Crockett et al. (2009) found that as the field of special education leadership 

emerged in the 1970s, most of the literature focused on gaining a professional status and 

establishing the roles and responsibilities of special education administrators. However, 

expansions in the field resulted in a push for educators to take responsibility for educating 

all students. Therefore, researchers between 2000 and 2009 began to explore topics such 

as school improvement, inclusion, professional development, teacher recruitment, teacher 

retention, differentiated instruction, and social justice.  

Roles and Responsibilities 

Schools and districts for special education have an abundance of responsibilities, 

such as setting goals, implementing policies appropriately, and ensuring that students 

receive adequate preparation for life after graduation. In addition, they must maintain and 

improve student achievement and provide an equitable education to all students. 

Educators have the responsibility to foster the success of all students, no matter their 

ability; therefore, educating students with disabilities is now a growing concern for 

schools. Limited and outdated literature exists on the role of leaders of special education. 

This section presents the empirical research on the topic since its inception. However, the 
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literature review showed a gap in what special education leaders do and their roles in 

overseeing equity for all students. Newman published the first empirical article about 

special education administrators in 1970.  

Newman (1970) conducted a survey to explore the tasks and duties of special 

education administrators. Newman used Urwick’s POSDCORB theory, which includes 

seven types of administrative activities (planning, organizing, staffing, directing, 

coordinating, reporting, and budgeting), to explore the functions with the most relevance 

to the role of special education administrators. The researcher distributed the survey to 

100 LEAs but used only 59 in the data analysis. Ranking of the different functions had 

significance for four of the seven different areas the participants ranked as most 

important. Under the planning category, the participants described developing policies as 

the most important for their role. The secondary and tertiary responsibilities included 

organizing and directing, and the participants rated coordinating as the least significant 

function. The results showed that many special education leaders feel responsible for 

making, proposing, and implementing important policies to make positive changes for 

students with disabilities.  

Burrello et al. (1992) examined the roles of instructional leaders in special 

education. The researchers stated, “Leaders of special education should be competent as 

policy planners, rule and regulation interpreters, monitors, and facilitators of building 

based activity, with principals assuming the daily implementation and operational aspects 

of any school program” (p. 20). Research has also shown that the role of special 

education leaders varies greatly depending on the LEA. Leaders in special education have 

responsibilities at both the school and district levels. School- and district-level leaders are 
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responsible for creating, implementing, monitoring, and evaluating special education 

policies and practices within the LEA (Bays & Crockett, 2007; Breton & Donaldson, 

1991; Coladarci & Breton, 1997). The role of special education directors has varied over 

time, but implementing policies, creating effective plans, and implementing programs 

have remained vital to the position since its inception in the 1970s. School- and district-

level practitioners must remain aware of the multiple facets of educating students with 

disabilities. Thus, educators across LEAs must know about special education law and 

policies, the changing diversity of student populations, the intensive assessment process, 

and the best ways to improve student achievement outcomes. Additionally, due to the 

ever-changing nature of special education, administrators and practitioners must stay up 

to date on new practices and changes within the field. 

Special Education Leadership Frameworks 

Special education leadership is multifaceted; therefore, researchers have created 

several frameworks to show the important aspects of the position. Crockett (2002) 

developed a star model in which each point displays a component, as follows:  

• Ethical practice: Ensure universal educational access and accountability. 

Leaders advocate for informed decisions based on the benefits for the child 

and push for full educational opportunities for every learner.  

• Individual considerations: Address individuality and exceptionality in 

learning. Leaders must attend to the specialized needs of students with 

disabilities and provide specialized instruction to meet those needs.  
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• Equity under law: Provide an appropriate education through equitable public 

policies. Leaders must commit to benefitting individual children through law, 

finances, and policies.  

• Effective programming: Provide individualized programming designed to 

enhance student performance. Leaders must ensure students receive 

programming to improve student outcomes by setting high expectations, 

supporting evidence-based strategies, and supervising instructional programs.  

• Establish productive partnerships. Leaders must communicate, negotiate, and 

build relationships to benefit students with disabilities and their 

families. (p.163) 

Chalfant and Van Dusen Pysh (2007) introduced another leadership for special 

education framework. Although similar to Crockett’s (2002) star model, Chalfant and 

Van Dusen Pysh expanded their model to include assessments, collaboration with 

families, culturally responsive education, and technology use. The framework contains 

the following competencies: 

• Knowledge about evidence-based practices for the identification, assessment, 

special education teaching methods, and delivery of service systems 

• Skills in leadership and management with a base in legal foundations of 

special education, policy development and analysis, and personnel 

development.  

• Effective communication and collaboration with school faculty, community 

groups, and families in decision-making and mediating conflicts 
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• Knowledge about and skills for providing culturally responsive education to 

culturally and linguistically diverse learners 

• Proficient use of technology that collects and analyzes data and information 

for determining student and program outcomes. (p. 7)  

Togneri and Anderson (2003) examined five school districts in their quest to 

improve student achievement. The goal of the study was to determine the key factors in 

improving an entire school district. The districts in the study were high-poverty districts 

with a rise in poverty, increasing students who were English language learners, and 

growing diversity in student racial and ethnic makeup. Districts in Texas, California, 

Maryland, Minnesota, and Rhode Island were representative of a cross-section of 

demographics. The districts had all shown improvement in student academic 

achievement, as indicated by longitudinal increases in test scores across races, grades, 

and subjects.  

Togneri and Anderson (2003) collected data via interviews with key informants, 

focus groups with stakeholders, observations of professional development sessions, a 

review of district documents, and an examination of field notes. The findings showed 

seven factors effective for improvement: 

• Acknowledging poor performance and seeking solutions, 

• Using a systemwide approach to improve instruction, 

• Instilling visions that focused on student learning and guided instructional 

improvement, 

• Making decisions based on data, not instinct, 
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• Adopting new approaches to professional development that involved a 

coherent, district-organized set of strategies to improve instruction, 

• Redefining leadership roles, and 

• Committing to sustaining reform over the long haul. (pp. 4–-5)  

Togneri and Anderson provided in-depth recommendations for several stakeholders, 

including district personnel. Suggestions included that leaders collaborate with other 

stakeholders, ensure adequate resources are available, make improving instruction the 

guide for decision-making, inspire leadership at all levels, take a systematic approach, 

and identify the needs of teachers within the district.  

 When reviewed together, Chalfant and Van Dusen Pysh’s (2007) and Crockett’s 

(2002) frameworks show that the special education leaders at both the school and district 

level must provide guidance to ensure compliance with federal and state mandates and 

influence decisions about policies, practices, and procedures affecting students with 

disabilities. Special education leaders must also facilitate collaboration among school-

level staff, district-level staff, and community partners to create and implement policies 

to address the various needs of the diverse population. These authors’ are among the 

competencies published in the professional standards for leaders of special education.  

Professional Standards for Special Education Leaders 

Researchers have highlighted the importance of articulating the standards for 

special education administrators. The Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) provided a 

set of professional standards for guiding special education leaders in their practice, 

developed with the help of Boscardin et al. (2009). Boscardin et al. used an integrative 

approach to explore the knowledge and skills special education leaders need to lead 
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effectively in their position. The researchers reviewed published literature, asked 

stakeholders to rank-order statements about their knowledge and skills with the Q-sort 

method, and administered a Likert-scale survey to stakeholders.  

Boscardin et al. (2009) triangulated the data and found important practice 

domains useful for special education leadership preparation programs, state departments 

of education, and LEAs. The standards of the CEC’s Advanced Knowledge and Skills for 

Administrators of Special Education include leadership and policy, program development 

and organization, research and inquiry, evaluation, professional development and ethical 

practice, and collaboration. CEC provided updated standards in 2015, as follows:  

● Standard 1: Assessment 

● Standard 2: Curricular content knowledge 

● Standard 3: Programs, services, and outcomes 

● Standard 4: Research and inquiry 

● Standard 5: Leadership and policy 

● Standard 6: Professional and ethical practice 

● Standard 7: Collaboration 

The standards indicate that leaders of special education must advocate for policies to 

support all students and improve the practices, procedures, and policies related to special 

education.  

Special education leaders should also provide professional development 

opportunities to improve student outcomes, use researched-based practices in their work, 

protect the legal rights of students with disabilities, measure and evaluate teacher and 

program effectiveness, and collaborate with others within and outside of their LEAs 
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(CEC, 2009, 2015). Whether special education administrators advocate for equity in 

education or seek to improve the outcomes of students with disabilities, these standards 

provide a tangible resource and a foundational base for their actions (Boscardin et al., 

2009).  

School and district leaders are uniquely positioned within their LEAs to make 

equitable change through planning, policies, practices, and collaborations. Researchers 

have studied the disproportionate representation of minority students for decades. 

However, little research has focused on school and district leaders’ role in reducing and 

eliminating disproportionality.  

Inferences From the Literature 

This literature review focused on various topics about disproportionality in special 

education. The review commenced with a historical account of how the U.S. school 

system has provided an education to students with disabilities and minority students. The 

historical overview showed the long history of educational inequality for both 

populations. At one time, students with disabilities and minority students did not receive 

the FAPE they deserved. This history of inequity in education has resulted in present-day 

problems, such as the disproportionate representation of minority students in special 

education.  

The literature has shown that educators have overidentified minority students for 

special education for many years. Disproportionate representation in special education is 

a problem because students who receive special education services often miss instruction. 

In addition, teachers may not hold students with disabilities to the same standards or 

provide the same opportunities as their typically developing peers. Furthermore, students 
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identified as having disabilities often have poorer outcomes later in life than students not 

identified as having disabilities. The goal of the IDEA is to address this problem. The 

IDEA requires states to monitor their special education representation and impose 

consequences for LEAs with significant disproportionality.  

Despite the research, the IDEA, and other implemented policies (i.e., RTI and 

PBIS), minority students remain overrepresented in special education. Researchers have 

yet to explore the school- and district-level policies, practices, and procedures 

implemented to directly combat disproportionality. In addition, limited research has 

addressed leadership within special education.  

Scholars have researched leaders’ role in making change for social justice by 

being transformative leaders. However, there is a lack of research on how leaders use 

their roles to influence school and LEA policies and practices. Thus, the purpose of this 

study was to fill the gap in the literature and explore how school and district special 

education leaders can impact disproportionality and make education more equitable for 

minority students in their LEAs.  

 Theoretical Lens Perspective  

Researchers have discussed social justice and transformative leadership in 

educational leadership literature for many years. The topics of tracking, equity, 

separation, inclusion, and disproportionality have increased in popularity. Therefore, it is 

no surprise that leaders strive to combat these topics. The country’s increasing diversity 

indicates that schools need transformative leaders who lead with social justice and strive 

to create more equitable learning environments.  
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Social Justice Leadership Theory 

Leadership for social justice is a framework in which leaders use cultural 

competency and consciousness to improve racial and social inequities in schools 

(Kearney & Herrington, 2010). Social justice leadership is an extension of the concept of 

transformational leadership, as social justice leaders must understand the inequity faced 

by those marginalized while understanding the need for shared beliefs, a common vision, 

and collaborative decisions (Theoharis, 2007). School and district leaders can use social 

justice leadership theory to improve practices and equity in schools by first recognizing 

unequal actions and seeking to make positive changes (Gaetane et al., 2009).  

Social justice leadership theory is a relatively new framework in education. 

Conducting this study required understanding how researchers have defined the social 

justice leadership theory, its tenets, and how leaders put the theory into practice. In 

looking at the origins of the words “justice” and “social,” Shoho et al. (2005) determined 

that social justice means “being fair to one’s companions” (pp. 48–49). Although Shoho 

et al. proposed that leaders for social justice should put group outcomes above individual 

interests, they noted that this definition does not address human needs. For example, 

putting others’ interests above one’s own does not align with Maslow’s hierarchy of 

needs. Similarly, Turhan (2010) stated that social justice is “characterized as fighting and 

altering institutionalized inequities, discrimination, and injustices that benefit few 

students and harm many more” (p. 1360). Dantley and Tillman (2006) stated, 

“Leadership for social justice investigates and poses solutions for issues that generate and 

reproduce societal inequities” (p. 17). Thus, scholars have presented the various 

meanings and definitions of social justice. However, different researchers have discussed 
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similar key components of social justice, including fighting injustice and inequity to 

educate all students. 

Theorists have not yet established a standard definition for social justice. 

However, a framework exists that theorists and practitioners can use in their work. 

Theoharis (2009) identified the seven key tenets of the social justice theory:  

• Acquire broad reconceptualized consciousness/knowledge/skill base 

• Possess core leadership traits 

• Advance inclusion, access, and opportunity for all 

• Improve core learning context 

• Create a climate of belonging 

• Raise student achievement 

• Sustain oneself professionally and personally. (pp. 12-13) 

Practitioners can use the tenets of social justice leadership in their work to understand 

how they can be social justice leaders. While helpful, the tenets alone do not provide 

sufficient guidance for leaders striving to practice social justice leadership. Accordingly, 

there is a need for empirical research on the practices of social justice leadership and not 

just the theory (Beachum & McCray, 2010; Kose, 2007; Larson & Murtadha, 2002; 

Theoharis, 2007).  

Studies have tended to focus on principals’ practices and rarely addressed the 

practices of other administrative roles and leaders. For example, Theoharis (2007) studied 

how principals enacted social justice in public schools and the resistance they faced and 

the strategies they used to persevere through obstacles. Theoharis conducted the study to 

inform leaders wishing to help marginalized students. The participants included seven 
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principals from three Midwestern U.S. states and four metropolitan areas who identified 

themselves as instructional leaders who fought for equity and social justice. Two 

principals worked in high schools, two worked in middle schools, and three led 

elementary schools.  

Theoharis (2007) collected data through interviews, finding that the principals 

who led for social justice worked to improve student achievement, restructure their 

schools, increase staff capacity, and improve school climate and community involvement. 

The principals in the study noted that they faced resistance from within the school, 

community, and LEA while striving to make changes for social justice. The principals 

persevered through the resistance by using proactive and coping strategies, such as 

communicating effectively and engaging in physical and mindful activities.  

In Theoharis’s (2007) study, social justice leaders were the people in the school 

system who worked to make equitable education accessible to all students, no matter their 

race, ability, gender, or sexual orientation. Social justice leaders create equal 

opportunities for every student as they work to be activists and pioneers within their 

LEAs. However, effective social justice leadership requires identifying the successful 

transformative practices useful for helping students. The following section presents the 

transformative leadership theory and its practices.  

Transformative Leadership Theory 

In addition to social justice leadership, this study required exploring other theories 

useful for informing practice and achieving equitable change. The transactional, 

authoritarian, transformational, path-goal, and servant leadership theories all focus on the 

relationship between the leader and others within the organization and how leaders and 
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followers work together to make organizational improvements (Northouse, 2018). These 

leadership theories can be effective strategies for certain situations.  

However, these theories do not address the other factors or individuals outside the 

organization. For example, transformational leadership can be helpful for making 

equitable change because it focuses on values such as equality, justice, and liberty. 

However, transformation leadership theory has a limited scope because it only addresses 

what occurs inside an organization for optimum efficiency.  

The transformative leadership theory is an extension of the transformational 

leadership theory. Transformative leaders take a broader perspective of what occurs 

inside and outside of their organizations to address systemic inequities and their effects 

on their organizations. Therefore, leaders could link transformative leadership to equity 

and social justice.  

 Shields (2010) sought to conceptualize transformative leadership in an 

educational context. Shields differentiated transformative leadership from transactional 

and transformational by showing the differences between the three leadership theories. 

According to Shields, transactional leaders understand the importance of “immediate 

cooperation through mutual agreement and benefit” (p. 563). Shields also noted that 

transformational leaders recognize the importance of “organizational culture, setting 

direction, developing people, redesigning the organization, and managing the 

instructional program” (p. 563). Transformative leaders understand the need for 

“deconstruction and reconstruction of social-cultural knowledge frameworks that 

generate inequity, acknowledging power and privilege, and dialectic between individual 

and social” (p. 563). Shields also stated,  
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It is not simply the task of the educational leader to ensure that all students 

succeed in tasks associated with learning the formal curriculum and 

demonstrating that learning on norm referenced standardized tests; it is the 

essential work of the educational leader to create learning contexts or 

communities in which social, political, and cultural capital is enhanced in such a 

way as to provide equity of opportunity for students as they take their place as 

contributing members of society. (p. 572) 

Furthermore, Shields and Warke (2010) posited that transformative leadership is an 

approach for using power to dismantle the systemic inequities supported by social and 

political factors.  

Thus, transformative leaders must understand the social context within their 

school systems and the larger social context outside of the systems. Leaders who 

recognize social contexts can create more equitable and inclusive learning environments 

for all students. Therefore, transformative leaders not only improve academic outcomes 

for students but strive to achieve a more socially just educational system for the students 

historically marginalized.  

Shields (2010) explored how school leaders used transformative leadership in 

their roles to make equitable changes. The researcher used backward mapping to study 

the practices of two principals who led schools with increasing minority populations. The 

two principals in the study successfully improved student achievement based on adequate 

yearly progress data. From their actions, Shields developed the seven themes for 

transformative leadership: “balancing critique and promise; effecting deep and equitable 

change; creating new knowledge frameworks; acknowledging power and privilege; 
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emphasizing both private and public good; focusing on liberation, democracy, equity, and 

justice; and demonstrating moral courage and activism” (p. 573).  

Shields (2012) revised the original themes and published the eight key tenets of 

transformative leadership: 

• The mandate to effect deep and equitable change, 

• The need to deconstruct and reconstruct knowledge frameworks that 

perpetuate inequity and injustice 

• A focus on emancipation, democracy, equity, and justice 

• The need to address the inequitable distribution of power 

• An emphasis on both private and public (individual and collective) good 

• An emphasis on interdependence, interconnectedness, and global awareness 

• The necessity of balancing critique with promise 

• The call to exhibit moral courage. (p. 21) 

Shields argued that using these tenets could enable leaders to make meaningful changes 

in the lives of many students. Van Oord (2013) sought to understand how to translate 

transformative leadership into practice by developing a five-step process that 

transformative leaders can use to help make decisions, as follows: “(1) the evaluation of 

current practice; (2) deliberation on how to improve; (3) the drafting of a development 

plan; (4) dialogue with all stakeholders; and (5) the decision-making” (p. 430).  

Overall, the research has shown that social justice leadership and transformative 

leadership are intertwined and interrelated. The transformative leadership theory aligns 

with the work of leaders for social justice, who strive to ensure that each student in the 
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nation can receive a FAPE. Therefore, these theories were the conceptual frameworks 

used for this study.  

Conceptual Framework 

This study’s conceptual framework consisted of the overall problem, its 

contributing factors, the social justice leadership and transformative leadership theories, 

school and district practices, and the role of school and district leaders. Figure 1 shows 

the study’s conceptual framework and hierarchical approach to achieving equity.  

Figure 1 

Conceptual Framework 

 

The base of the triangle shows the factors that contribute to disproportionality in 

special education identification (i.e., poverty, deficit thinking, and the eligibility process). 

These factors add to the overall problem of disproportionality in special education 
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identification. Higher up toward a more equitable education, the triangle presents the 

leadership theories and practices contributing to equitable changes within a school and 

district. The tenets of social justice leadership are:  

• Acquire broad reconceptualized consciousness/knowledge/skill base 

• Possess core leadership traits 

• Advance inclusion, access, and opportunity for all 

• Raise student achievement 

The tenets of the transformative leadership theory are: 

• The mandate to effect deep and equitable change 

• The need to deconstruct and reconstruct knowledge frameworks that 

perpetuate inequity and injustice 

• The call to exhibit moral courage 

School and district leaders who review and revise their practices with social justice 

leadership and transformative leadership in mind can foster equitable education and 

reduce or eliminate the disproportionality in special education identification.  

The arrows in each section of the triangle show actions school and district leaders 

can take to minimize disproportionality. The first step in improving the problem is 

acknowledging that it exists and identifying any contributing factors. The second step 

consists of defining leadership roles, instilling visions for improvement, and 

implementing a systems-wide approach to improvement.  

School and district leaders should take these actions into consideration with the 

social justice leadership and transformative leadership theory. School and district leaders 

who make the necessary role, vision, and system changes can effect real change in school 
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and district practices for professional development and data-based decision-making. After 

that, schools and school districts must commit to sustaining the reform and providing an 

equitable education for all students.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

Overview 

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), “Research focused on discovery, 

insight, and understanding from the perspectives of those being studied offers the greatest 

promise of making a difference in people’s lives” (p.1). Merriam and Tisdell also 

asserted that qualitative research is the best way to gain an understanding of participants’ 

perspectives. Therefore, the goal of this qualitative social constructivism epistemology 

study was to explore the role of school and district leaders of special education in 

reducing and eliminating the overrepresentation of minority students in special education. 

This study focused on the perceived actions useful for addressing disproportionate 

representation and the causes of the issue at the school and district levels.  

Scholars have studied disproportionality for years, but little empirical research has 

focused on the topic. Students identified as having disabilities often face negative 

outcomes in adulthood. Therefore, the overidentification of minority students for special 

education is both an educational and a societal issue. Therefore, a need exists for more 

empirical exploration into the cause of disproportionality. This study contributed to the 

limited empirical literature on this topic via interviews with school and district leaders 

and document analysis, with subsequent transcribing, coding, and analyzing the gathered 

data to address the study’s purpose and research questions.  

Purpose and Research Questions 

The current literature on minority disproportionality in special education and 

special education leadership has indicated the need for more research in these areas. The 

literature review found gaps in how special education leaders reduce and eliminate 
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disproportionality. Therefore, this study was the means used to explore the leadership 

practices that school and district leaders use to address the disproportionate 

representation of minority students in special education and the perceived causes of the 

issue. The study had the following research questions:  

RQ1. How do school and district leaders describe district-level leadership 

practices that decrease and eliminate the disproportionate representation of minority 

students in special education? 

RQ2. How do school and district leaders describe school-level leadership 

practices that decrease and eliminate the disproportionate representation of minority 

students in special education?  

RQ3. What factors do school and district leaders perceive to influence the 

disproportionate representation of minority students in special education? 

The purpose of the research questions was to explore the practices leaders use to 

address disproportionality, focusing on the perceived causes. The remaining sections of 

this chapter present the study’s epistemology, research design, participant selection, data 

collection procedures, and data analysis procedures. Because the researcher was an 

instrument, this chapter also includes a subjectivity statement. Additional considerations 

are the ethical considerations for human research and the trustworthiness techniques used 

during data collection and analysis.  

Epistemology and Theoretical Perspective  

According to Crotty (1998), epistemology is “a way of understanding and 

explaining how we know what we know” (p. 12). In this study, constructionism was the 

approach used to understand how individuals interpret their realities. Crotty identified 
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constructionism as “a view that all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality as 

such, is contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and out of interaction 

between human beings and their world and developed and transmitted within an 

essentially social context” (p. 42). Similarly, the goal of qualitative research is to 

understand how people construct and interpret their experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). Therefore, the use of these frameworks in this study provided the opportunity to 

interpret the data and gain insight into how school and district leaders of special 

education interpret, make sense of, and reduce and eliminate the issue of 

disproportionality.  

The literature review in Chapter 2 showed the long-standing battle for equity in 

education for minority students and students with disabilities. The research has shown 

that students who receive special education services often face additional challenges after 

completing their education, and that students who receive special education services are 

more likely to be minorities. Thus, there is a need to examine the phenomenon of 

disproportionality because of student outcomes’ impact on society. For example, students 

who become productive and contributing members of society have decreased societal 

costs in areas such as incarceration, welfare, and crime prevention.  

This study focused on the actions used to decrease the overrepresentation of 

minorities in special education. Therefore, the study provided the opportunity to 

understand how school and district leaders interpret the problem and strive for 

transformative and social justice leadership. Accordingly, the transformative leadership 

theory and social justice leadership theory were the study’s theoretical perspectives. The 

tenets of these two frameworks were the means used to guide the interview questions and 
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understand how leaders of special education work to decrease disproportionality in 

special education.  

Research Design 

This study had a basic interpretive design, which aligned with the social 

constructivism epistemology. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) found the basic interpretive 

design suitable when “researchers are interested in understanding how people interpret 

their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to 

their experiences” (p. 6). The study’s design provided the opportunity to uncover how the 

participants understood their reality of reducing and eliminating disproportionality.  

As the researcher, I was the primary instrument for the data collection and 

analysis. Thus, the basic interpretive design was an appropriate approach to adapt to the 

participants‘ responses and check the accuracy of the interpretation of their responses. In 

addition, the basic interpretive design enabled a thick and rich description of the practices 

that the leaders perceived as useful for reducing and eliminating disproportionality.  

The interviews occurred using a semistructured interview protocol with open-

ended questions (see Appendix B). The study also included a document review of school 

strategic plans, equity plans, and school improvement plans. The documents provided an 

additional layer of support to the information participants shared during the interview 

process.  

Site and Participant Selection  

The study’s site was North Carolina. Although the number of LEAs with 

significant disproportionality in North Carolina has decreased over time, IDEA continues 

to require that all states and LEAs take steps to reduce and prevent the overrepresentation 
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of minorities in special education. The literature review found no evidence that any state 

has had success with eliminating disproportionality. Therefore, North Carolina was the 

site chosen for the study due to easy access to leaders and its proximity to my home. The 

decision to use North Carolina occurred before the COVID-19 outbreak. Despite the 

ability to virtually access leaders from near and far, North Carolina remained the study 

site to progress through the study in a timely manner.  

Recruiting participants required receiving individual approval from LEAs. The 

North Carolina Department of Public Instruction’s (NCDPI) website provided the data 

used to identify the LEAs that fell into one of three categories: those that had received 

warnings for significant disproportionality, those that had previously received warnings 

for but not identification of significant disproportionality, and those that had never 

received warnings or identification of significant disproportionality. The LEA criteria 

provided the opportunity to explore varied experiences between different LEAs. 

However, out of 10 research applications, only three LEAs agreed to participate, all of 

which had received warnings of disproportionality in special education identification for 

the 2018–2019 school year.  

Participant recruitment commenced after receiving LEA approval. Purposeful 

sampling was the approach used recruit participants via the email addresses found on the 

participating LEAs’ websites. According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), “Purposeful 

sample is selected precisely because the researcher wishes to understand the particular in 

depth” (p. 254). All the participants worked in LEAs that had received warnings of 

disproportionality in one of the 13 identifiable categories for the 2018–2019 school year. 

The participants sought for the study included exceptional children directors, principals, 
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assistant principals, and directors of equity. Each participating leader had a role in 

reducing and eliminating disproportionality within their LEAs. 

Data Collection 

For this study, qualitative techniques were the means used to collect and analyze 

the data. The data collection and analysis were simultaneous and ongoing processes 

(Maxwell, 2005). More specifically, Merriam and Tisdell (2016) posited that in 

qualitative research, “Data analysis is best done simultaneously with data collection” (p. 

101). Merriam and Tisdell also stated that “as data are being collected and theoretical 

constructs begin to evolve, the researcher might also look for exceptions (negative case 

selection) or variants (discrepant-case selection) to emerging findings” (p. 49). 

Simultaneously collecting and analyzing the data provided the opportunity to focus on the 

emergent findings and draw conclusions before the end of data collection (Maxwell, 

2005).  

Pilot interviews with school and district personnel not included in the study (i.e., a 

special education teacher and school psychologists) occurred before the data collection 

phase. The goal of the pilot interviews was to ensure the appropriateness of the interview 

protocol for eliciting responses to address the research questions. The interview protocol 

underwent revisions based on the results of the pilot interviews. Table 3 shows the 

alignment between the study’s conceptual framework and interview questions.  
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Table 3 

Alignment Table of Conceptual Framework and Interview Questions 

Theory Constructs/tenets (and 

alignment to the 

research questions) 

Description Interview 

questions 

Social justice 

leadership theory 

Committing to 

sustaining reform (RQs 

1 & 2) 

Commit to sustaining 

reform over the long haul 

22, 23 

Transformative 

leadership theory 

Adopting new 

approaches to 

professional 

development (RQs 1 & 

2) 

Adopt new approaches to 

professional development 

that involve an organized 

set of strategies for 

improvement 

12, 16, 17, 

18, 19, 20 

 Making decisions based 

on data (RQs 1 & 2) 

Make decisions based on 

data, not instinct, opinion, 

or feelings 

12,16,17, 

18, 19, 20 

 Implementing system-

wide approach to 

improvement (RQs 1 & 

2) 

Implement initiatives and 

practices that focus on 

improving the problem 

15, 16, 17, 

18, 19 

 Instilling visions that 

focus on improvement 

(RQs 1 & 2) 

Developing plans and 

visions that focus on 

improving the problem 

15, 16, 17, 

18, 19 

 Defining leadership 

roles (RQs 1 & 2) 

Understand and have 

defined leadership roles 

4, 5 

 Acknowledging 

problems (RQ3) 

Acknowledge problem 

exists and will seek causes 

and solutions 

6, 7, 8, 9, 

10, 11 

 

The data collection commenced with a semistructured interview protocol with open-

ended questions (see Appendix B). The semistructured interviews provided the ability to 

adapt to the participants’ responses. In addition, the open-ended questions enabled the 

participants to share their experiences without any researcher influence.  

Overall, 13 school and district leaders participated in interviews ranging from 33 

to 71 minutes in length, with an average length of 48 minutes. The interviews 

commenced via telephone and video conferencing software based on participants’ 
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comfort level. Data saturation occurred when no new information emerged from 

additional interviews.  

Interviewing lasted 12 months, with the first interview completed in March 2020 

and the last interview completed in March 2021. Data collection was extended due to 

COVID-19 and the inability to recruit LEAs and participants at the beginning of the 

pandemic. All participants agreed to have their interviews recorded with an external 

recorder to capture their responses for verbatim transcription. Each interview recording 

underwent transcription by hand.  

The data collection phase also included a document analysis to explore leadership 

practices and policies for reducing and eliminating disproportionality, with the 

documents requested from participants during the interviews. The participating LEA 

websites were another data source for current policies and practices. However, because 

none of the participants shared documents, analysis included only the documents readily 

accessible to the public via the internet. The search for documents included keywords 

such as special education, equity, mission, strategy, disproportionality, and 

overrepresentation. The documents reviewed included: 

• District mission and values 

• Departmental mission and values  

• District strategic plans  

• District equity plans  

• School improvement plans 

• State disproportionality lists 
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These documents included information on the policies and practices implemented at the 

school and district levels, providing insight into the school and district goals for 

improvement and showcasing the necessary changes. Analyzing the documents and 

interview transcripts enabled the in-depth exploration of the leaders’ experiences and 

practices. 

Data Analysis Procedure  

Data from the transcripts and documents underwent analysis. According to 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016), the purpose of analyzing data is to make sense of them. In 

this study, making meaning occurred by coding the data with themes and categories. The 

theme analysis commenced per Braun and Clarke (2006), who outlined the six steps of 

thematic analysis for coding and analyzing the collected data:  

1. Familiarizing yourself with the data, 

2. Generating initial codes, 

3. Searching for themes, 

4. Reviewing themes, 

5. Defining and naming themes, and  

6. Producing the report. (p. 87) 

Familiarizing Yourself With the Data  

 According to Braun and Clarke (2006), familiarizing with the data consists of 

“transcribing data (if necessary), reading and re-reading the data, [and] noting down 

initial ideas” (p. 87). Familiarizing with the data in this study occurred by completing 

each interview and reading each document in its entirety. This step included transcribing 

the interviews by hand, rereading the collected documents, and completing reflective 
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memos. The process provided the opportunity to become intimately familiar with the 

transcripts and documents.  

Generating Initial Codes 

Braun and Clarke (2006) identified generating initial codes as consisting of 

“coding interesting features of the data in a systematic fashion across the entire data set, 

collating data relevant to each code” (p. 87). The second step of the analysis in this study 

entailed identifying six deductive or a priori codes based on the literature review, 

research questions, and conceptual framework. According to Miles et al. (2014), “One 

method of creating codes is developing a provisional ‘start list’ of codes called deductive 

coding” (p. 80). Table 4 shows the six deductive codes identified before the data analysis 

stage and their connection to the study. The researcher printed and read through the 

documents and transcripts after identifying deductive codes, noting these codes in the 

document margins by hand.  

Table 4 

Deductive Codes  

Deductive codes Relationship to current study 

Educating professionals  From conceptual framework 

● Adopting new approaches to professional 

development  

Cultural awareness bias From literature review 

● Deficit thinking  

Intervention initiatives  From research questions 

● Leadership practices 

Leadership  From theoretical framework 

● SJLT and TLT 

 

The identification and application of inductive codes occurred after manually 

coding the transcripts and documents with the deductive codes. Inductive codes emerge 

during the data collection and analysis (Miles et al., 2014). The computer-assisted 
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qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) Dedoose was the tool used to find the 

deductive codes, keep the data organized, and conduct comparisons across the interview 

transcripts and documents.  

This cycle consisted of creating new codes based on the data and applying them to 

lines and sections in the transcripts and the documents. There were many instances of 

overlapping codes; therefore, some sections had multiple codes applied. Dedoose was 

also the software used to document the memos while coding and exploring the data. 

Memoing commenced to document the various thoughts and realizations that emerged 

from the data, with Dedoose’s memo function used to mark and highlight lines and 

sections imperative for the results section. Fifty-seven codes emerged from the 36 data 

files (i.e., interview transcripts and documents), appearing 951 times in 607 excerpts 

across the data files.  

Searching for Themes 

According to Braun and Clarke (2006), generating initial codes consists of 

“consolidating codes into potential themes, gathering all data relevant to each potential 

theme” (p. 87). Dedoose was the software used after identifying the deductive and 

inductive codes and applying them to the data to ensure the codes identified late in the 

process applied to earlier coded interviews and documents. This phase consisted of 

focusing on the bigger picture and thinking about the broader levels of data coding, fine-

tuning and tweaking the codes to merge them into categories.  

Axial coding (Charmaz, 2014; Strauss & Corbin, 2015) commenced to group or 

categorize similar or related codes and categories. The combination of codes or 

categories with few coded segments related to the study’s research questions occurred if 
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they related to other categories. This phase also consisted of identifying the categories 

that were too large and required division into subsections for better clarity. Each decision 

made during this process occurred based on the study’s purpose and research questions.  

Reviewing Themes  

Theming of the data occurred after sorting and identifying the codes and potential 

themes based on the process by Saldaña (2016). This process entailed using Dedoose to 

group the identified categories into larger themes. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), 

in this phase, researchers refine their “candidate themes” (p. 91). Reviewing themes 

commenced by combining more related categories, with the patterns remaining 

identifiable within each theme after combination. Each theme made sense in relation to 

the subthemes and the codes within them, and the themes accurately reflected the entire 

data set. Thus, each theme adequately addressed the research questions and the purpose 

of the study.  

Defining and Naming Themes 

According to Braun and Clarke (2006), a need exists to “clearly define what your 

themes are and what they are not” (p. 92). The authors also stated, “One test for this is to 

see whether you can describe the scope and content of each theme in a couple of 

sentences.” Defining the themes in this study consisted of ensuring they were not overly 

complex by describing them with a few sentences. This phase also included tweaking and 

renaming the themes to provide greater clarity to the readers and ensure alignment with 

the research questions and study purpose.  



 

95 

 

Producing the Report 

The last step in the data analysis process was producing the report. According to 

Braun and Clarke (2006),  

The task of the write-up of a thematic analysis, whether it is for publication or for 

a research assignment or dissertation, is to tell the complicated story of your data 

in a way which convinces the reader of the merit and validity of your analysis. (p. 

93)  

Chapter Four presents the write-up of the study’s findings, with each section introducing 

a theme or subtheme. The sections present claims or statements, followed by vivid data 

extracts and supporting evidence. Lastly, the sections contain interpretations of the 

meanings and how they relate to the study’s framework.  

Researcher Bias and Subjectivity Statement  

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) posited that, in an interview, “Both parties bring 

biases, predispositions, attitudes, and physical characteristics that affect the interaction 

and the data elicited. A skilled interviewer accounts for these factors in order to evaluate 

the data being obtained” (p. 130). Therefore, researcher bias could have affected the 

collection and interpretation of the data. I was the instrument for data collection and 

analysis; therefore, I needed to reflect on my own bias. I remained cognizant that my 

experiences as a minority student, a student identified as an exceptional child, and as a 

school psychologist for a public school system have impacted me.  

 When I was in kindergarten, a school psychologist assessed me to determine if I 

was gifted. During this process, my mother had to strongly advocate on my behalf 

because the school leaders did not think I would qualify for the gifted program, despite 
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reading the newspaper in kindergarten. In this sense, I have been a victim of deficit 

thinking. My experiences eventually caused me to become a school psychologist to 

advocate for exceptional children and research the topic of this study. In addition to my 

firsthand experiences with identification as an exceptional student, I have frequently been 

a member of IEP teams for minority students identified as having disabilities. I clearly 

noticed the phenomenon of disproportionality in my role as a school psychologist. 

Overall, my experiences have influenced my knowledge of the identification process and 

my views on this topic. However, as the researcher, I addressed my bias in the study and 

strove to keep my distance from the work. Seidman (2006) stated, 

Interviewers must not only identify their connection with the subject of the 

interview; they must affirm that their interest in the subject reflects a real desire to 

know what is going on, to understand the experience. If, in fact, interviewers are 

so intimately connected to the subject of inquiry that they really do not feel 

perplexed, and what they are really hoping to do is corroborate their own 

experience, they will not have enough distance from the subject to interview 

effectively. The questions will not be real; that is, they will not be questions to 

which the interviewers do not already have the answers. (p. 32)  

Reflective journaling was the strategy used to decrease the effect of personal bias. 

After each interview, I used reflective journaling to anecdotally describe the interview, 

recount an interpretation of the participant’s responses, and document any information 

potentially not included in the recording. The journal entries included the context of each 

interview (i.e., time, location, and interview format), key takeaways, and any necessary 

changes to the interview protocol based on the participants’ responses. Reflecting in this 
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manner provided the opportunity to become aware of personal bias and manage its 

influence on data collection and analysis.  

Trustworthiness Techniques  

This study entailed the use of trustworthiness techniques to address validity and 

bias. According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), internal validity in qualitative research is 

credibility, and external validity is transferability. Therefore, this study occurred with 

consideration of reliability and objectivity in terms of dependability and confirmability. 

Conducting a high-quality study required addressing these components. The following 

section presents the trustworthiness techniques used for this study. 

Triangulation 

Triangulation was the strategy used in this study to increase credibility. According 

to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), “Though qualitative researchers can never capture an 

objective ‘truth’ or ‘reality,’ there are a number of strategies that you as a qualitative 

researcher can use to increase the ‘credibility’ of your findings” (p. 244). Credibility 

requires establishing the believability of the results of a study. The goal of qualitative 

research is to describe a particular phenomenon by exploring the participants’ lived 

experiences, which requires credible data.  

In this study, the data triangulation occurred by recruiting and interviewing 

participants of different levels. For example, school and district leaders with various 

influences and power to make policy and procedural changes engaged in interviews. The 

participants also had different experiences and educational backgrounds. Data 

triangulation allowed the exploration and analysis of different voices and perspectives in 

this study.  
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Method triangulation also occurred in this study. In addition to the interviews 

with 13 participants of various levels, the study included a document review of 23 

school- and district-level documents from the participating districts. All the documents 

and interview transcripts underwent coding and analysis in connection to the 

disproportionate representation of minority students in special education.  

Member checking was another strategy used to increase the credibility of this 

research. The participants received their interview transcripts to check for accuracy and 

truthfulness. In addition, during the interviews, I summarized their responses and asked 

for feedback to correct any misinterpretations.  

Thick, Rich Descriptions 

Transferability in qualitative research is similar to generalizability in qualitative 

research. Transferability indicates the degree of generalizability of a study’s results to 

other participants or settings. In this study, transferability occurred by providing thick, 

rich descriptions of the 13 participants’ perspectives and experiences. In addition, thick, 

rich descriptions provided context to the documents so the readers could discern the 

transferability of the results to their settings. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) noted, “When 

rich, thick description is used as a strategy to enable transferability, it refers to a 

description of the setting and participants of the study, as well as a detailed description of 

the findings with adequate evidence presented” (p. 257).  

This study also included a maximum variation within the sample. Patton (2005) 

stated that maximum variation sampling consists of “purposefully picking a wide range 

of cases to get variation on dimensions of interest” (p. 243). In this study, the participants 
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worked at LEAs with varying demographics and had varying years of experience, 

cultural backgrounds, and titles.  

Peer Debriefing and Member Checking  

Peer debriefing includes “discussions with colleagues regarding the process of 

study, the congruency of emerging findings with the raw data, and tentative 

interpretations” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 259). In this study, peer debriefing 

commenced by collaborating and meeting with the dissertation director via telephone. 

The dissertation director critically reviewed and examined the methods used and 

provided feedback to make better and more informed choices for the data collection and 

analysis procedures. In addition, the director reviewed all the data excerpts and evaluated 

the trustworthiness of the study. 

Member checking also enabled the participants to review their transcripts. The 

goal of member checking was to validate the participants’ responses and ensure they felt 

adequately represented in the transcripts. Maxwell (2005) described member checking as 

The single most important way of ruling out the possibility of misinterpreting the 

meaning of what participants say and do and the perspective they have on what is 

going on, as well as being an important way of identifying your biases and 

misunderstandings of what you observed. (p. 111)  

Reflective Journaling 

Data collection entailed using steps to minimize researcher bias, with reflective 

journaling used after conducting and transcribing each interview. The journal entries 

included personal thoughts, feelings, and observations about the conversation. Memoing 

also occurred within Dedoose software to address personal biases and assumptions. 
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Journaling and memoing were the strategies used to remain reflective during the data 

collection and analysis processes.  

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions 

Conducting this study required approval from the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) at The George Washington University. The IRB provided approval for research 

with human subjects. The receipt of IRB approval occurred before recruiting a 

nonvulnerable population for the study. The data collected did not contain sensitive 

information; therefore, the study had minimal risks associated with participation. The 

participants received an informed consent document via email. 

The participants‘ identities and LEA affiliations remained confidential for 

decreased exposure to possible risks. Pseudonyms were also the means used to protect the 

participants’ identities when storing and reporting the data. The deletion of all audio files 

occurred after the transcription of the interview recordings. This study did not include 

any of the participants’ personal data or protected health information. I redacted all the 

identifying information collected and transcribed (e.g., names, schools, and LEAs) for the 

study and treated it as confidential. The participants did not receive compensation. 

Furthermore, the study did not present any conflicts of interest to the participants, the 

participating LEAs, the researcher, The George Washington University, or the NCDPI. 

Conclusion  

Chapter Three presented the research design and data collection and analysis 

methods. The purpose of this interpretive study was to explore the practices that school 

and district leaders perceived as useful for decreasing or eliminating disproportionality in 

special education identification. Another goal was to identify the participants’ 
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perspectives of the causes of disproportionate representation in special education. 

Fulfilling the purpose entailed conducting 13 interviews and analyzing the documents 

from each participating LEA. All participants consented to having their interviews 

recorded and transcribed. Systematic analysis of the data commenced with Braun and 

Clarke’s (2006) six-phase method. The themes that emerged from the data aligned with 

the study’s research questions and purpose. 

Additionally, there were trustworthiness techniques used to ensure the reliability 

and validity of the study. The trustworthiness strategies included triangulation; maximum 

variation; thick, rich descriptions; peer debriefing; member checking; and reflective 

journaling. Lastly, there were steps taken to protect the participants‘ privacy and 

confidentiality. The study occurred per the IRB-approved research protocol. The 

following chapter presents the last phase of the thematic analysis and the study’s results.  
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Chapter Four: Results 

Overview  

The purpose of this study was to explore the leadership practices and the role of 

school and district leaders in decreasing and eliminating the disproportionate 

representation of minority students in special education. This research included the voices 

of leaders as they conceptualized the factors they believed contributed to the issue. The 

findings presented in this chapter provide a better understanding to scholars and 

practitioners of how leaders work toward a more equitable education for all students. 

More specifically, the findings could contribute to the everyday practices of the school 

and district leaders who make educational decisions affecting minority students while 

they are enrolled in public school and years after graduation.  

The basic interpretive design was the approach used to explore leadership 

practices for reducing and eliminating disproportionality (Merriam, 2009). Thirteen 

semistructured interviews occurred with school and district leaders from three public 

school districts in North Carolina. The study also included a document review on the 

practices the schools used to decrease and eliminate the disproportionate representation 

of minority students in special education. The qualitative methodology provided the 

opportunity to hear, share, and explore the participants’ voices and experiences. In 

contrast to a quantitative design, qualitative methodology enabled the in-depth 

exploration needed to address the study’s aims. Three central research questions that 

aligned with the study’s aim and purpose and data collection and analysis. 
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RQ1. How do school and district leaders describe the district-level leadership 

practices that decrease and eliminate the disproportionate representation of minority 

students in special education? 

RQ2. How do school and district leaders describe the school-level leadership 

practices that decrease and eliminate the disproportionate representation of minority 

students in special education?  

RQ3. What factors do school and district leaders perceive influence the 

disproportionate representation of minority students in special education? 

The theoretical framework for this study included two leadership theories that, 

together, could contribute to the change needed to provide all students with a more 

equitable education. Leaders could use the social justice leadership theory (Theoharis, 

2007) and transformative leadership theory (Shields, 2012) in unison to make decisions 

about school and district policies, practices, and procedures to address disproportionality 

in special education. Moreover, the central tenets of the two theories suggest that 

mandating a deep and equitable change in school systems requires schools and districts to 

understand the inequity within the system and their roles in influencing change toward 

equitable education.  

The conceptual framework included both the social justice leadership and 

transformative leadership theories. The conceptual framework was the hierarchical nature 

of achieving equitable change and showed the steps leaders must take before they change 

policies, practices, and procedures. Leaders can foster equitable systems by implementing 

changes based on the data throughout the school or district. System-wide and data-based 

changes may be more sustainable over time.  
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This chapter presents the study’s participants and the three school districts in 

which they worked. The chapter also includes summaries of the themes that emerged 

from the interviews and document review. Lastly, the chapter presents the study’s 

findings organized by theme, providing insight into the practices school and district 

leaders perceived as influential in decreasing and eliminating disproportionality in special 

education. The participating leaders also discussed their perceptions of the contributing 

factors to disproportionate representation. The findings for Research Questions 1 and 2 

related to the leadership practices that emerged as themes throughout the participants’ 

responses at the school and district levels. The results for Research Question 3 addressed 

the factors the leaders perceived as influencing disproportionality. Each section contains 

excerpts of the participants’ responses to show their experiences and perspectives. There 

is also a brief discussion on how each theme relates to the study’s research questions, 

framework, and purpose.  

Participants  

Recruiting and interviewing the participants required receiving approval from the 

school districts. Contact and requests for research approval from 10 districts resulted in 

three North Carolina districts providing permission to participate. All participating school 

districts had received warnings from NCDPI in the 2018–2019 school year about the risk 

of significant disproportionality in future years. This section presents the demographics 

of each district in the study and summaries of the participants’ backgrounds (see Tables 5 

and 6 for the demographics). The subsequent section presents the findings of the study.  
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District 1: Alpha Public Schools  

Alpha Public Schools provides educational services to over 12,000 students (pre-

K–12) in the Piedmont region of North Carolina. The school district is situated between 

three major state universities and has a median household income of $67,663. The 

district’s 20 schools provide services for over 1,300 students with disabilities, and only 

5% percent of families live below the poverty level. The district primarily consists of 

White students (50.9%), followed by Hispanic (16.8%) and Asian students (14.2%). 

Black students comprise 11.1% of the population, while multiracial (6.8%), American 

Indian (0.2%), and Pacific Islander (0.0%) students collectively make up less than 10% of 

the population. Three Alpha Public Schools employees participated in the study: Dina, 

Brianna, and Leroy.   

District 2: Beta Public Schools  

Beta Public Schools is a district in Eastern North Carolina’s Coastal Plains. The 

district provides services for more than 37,000 students within 46 schools and has a 

median household income of $56,842. Beta Public Schools enrolls almost 6,000 students 

with disabilities, and approximately 16% of families live below the poverty level. The 

district primarily consists of White students (54.2%), followed by Hispanic (24.6%) and 

Black students (15.8%). Multiracial (4.2%), Asian (0.8%), American Indian (0.3%), and 

Pacific Islander (0.1%) students comprise less than 6% of the population, collectively. 

The study included three employees of Beta Public Schools: Cynthia, Denise, and Alexis.    

District 3: Gamma Public Schools  

Gamma Public Schools is another district in Eastern North Carolina’s Coastal 

Plains region. The district has approximately 23,900 enrolled students, over 3,000 of 
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whom receive special education services. The median household income is $44,315. 

Gamma Public Schools consists of 38 individual school buildings, and 25.1% of families 

live below the poverty level. The student population is primarily Black (45.8%), followed 

by White (35.8) and Hispanic (11.9%). Multiracial (4.5%), Asian (1.6%), American 

Indian (0.2%), and Pacific Islander (0.1%) students combined comprise less than 7% of 

the population. The study included seven employees of Gamma Public Schools: Jeff, 

Sharon, Allie, Willie, Terry, Alice, and Laurel.  

Participant recruitment commenced via email after receiving district approval 

from the three school districts. In total, 13 leaders with various titles and backgrounds 

agreed to participate, nine women and four men. The study only included Black (n = 7) 

and White (n = 6) leaders; there were no Hispanic, Asian, American Indian, or Pacific 

Islander participants. Ten of the participants leaders in the Coastal Plains region of North 

Carolina, while three worked in the Piedmont region. Eight were school-level leaders, 

and five were district-level leaders. The participants’ job titles included Special 

Education Facilitator (n = 1), School Psychologist (n = 3), Chief of Equity, Information, 

and Student Services (n = 1), Executive Director of Equity (n = 2), Director of Equity (n 

= 1), Special Education Director (n = 1), Assistant Principal (n = 3), and Principal (n = 1). 

Most of the participants had served in their current roles for 2 to 4 years, although two 

had worked in their positions for 6 to 7 years, and one school-level leader had been in her 

role for 15 years.  

The goal of this study was to focus on leaders of special education; however, four 

of the participants held leadership roles focused on equity, which was appropriate due to 

the topic’s unique intersectionality between equity and special education. Although 
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leaders in equity departments do not solely focus on special education identification, they 

play an essential role in decreasing and eliminating the disproportionate representation of 

minority students in special education. District-level equity leaders (i.e., Director Of 

Equity; Chief of Equity, Information, and Student Services; and Executive Director of 

Equity) often collaborate with district-level special education leaders (i.e., Special 

Education Director) when problems occur and upon the creation of new policies and 

procedures. In some cases, equity specialists work at the school level with IEP teams and 

other administrators to navigate equity issues, such as discipline disproportionality, 

within school buildings. Therefore, the study included equity leaders as leaders for 

special education, as well as the leaders with many roles and responsibilities in addition 

to special education (i.e., principals and assistant principals).  



 

108 

 

Table 5 

Participant Demographics 

Name District Race Sex Leader 

type 

(school or 

district) 

Title Years 

in 

current 

position 

Dina Alpha Black Female School Special Education 

Facilitator 

15 

Brianna Alpha White Female School School Psychologist 4 

Cynthia Beta Black Female District Chief of Equity, 

Information, & 

Student Services 

2 

Denise Beta Black Female District Executive Director of 

Equity 

2 

Leroy Alpha Black Male District Executive Director of 

Equity 

2 

Alexis Beta White Female District Special Education 

Director 

4 

Jeff Gamma Black Male School School Psychologist 7 

Sharon Gamma Black Female School Assistant Principal 4 

Allie Gamma White Female School School Psychologist 6 

Willie Gamma White Male School Assistant Principal 2 

Troy Gamma Black Male School Assistant Principal 2 

Alice Gamma White Female School Principal 3 

Laurel Gamma  White Female District Director of Equity 2 
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Table 6 

District Demographics 

District Locale District 

size 

Median 

household 

income 

Total 

students 

Total 

schools 

Students 

with IEPs 

Families 

below 

poverty 

level 

White Black Hispanic Multi-

racial 

Asian Native 

American 

Pacific 

Islander 

Alpha City Small $67,663 12,426 20 1,339 5 50.9 11.1 16.8 6.8 14.2 0.2 0 

Beta Rural Fringe $56,842 37,295 46 5,908 16.6 54.2 15.8 24.6 4.2 0.8 0.3 0.1 

Gamma City Small $44,315 23,975 38 3,013 25.1 35.8 45.8 11.9 4.5 1.6 0.2 0.1 

Note. Information from the National Center for Education Statistics. 
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Emergent Themes and Findings  

Thirteen interviews and 23 document reviews produced four major themes on the 

leadership practices useful for reducing and eliminating the disproportionate 

representation of minority students in special education (i.e., Research Questions 1 and 

2). In addition to the initial four, one addtional theme emerged on the factors school 

leaders perceived influential for the issue (i.e., Research Question 3). Overall, the themes 

suggested that both school and district leaders play a role in fixing policies, practices, and 

procedures for decreasing the effect of the systemic inequities causing the 

overidentification of minority students in special education.  

Of the five total themes, four focused on the leadership practices and actions 

leaders should take to decrease disproportionality and provide a more equitable 

education. All four leadership practices apply at both the school and district levels, except 

for the allocation of human and monetary resources, which was a finding for district-level 

but not the school-level leadership. The fifth theme focused on the leaders’ perceptions of 

the factors with an influence on disproportionality and related to Research Question 3.  

Table 7 provides an overview of the research questions, the themes and 

subthemes, and their connection to the study’s conceptual framework. Following the 

table is a discussion of the findings and analyses. The section includes details about each 

theme and each leader’s voice to show the school and district leaders’ perceptions of the 

issue.
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Table 7 

Overview of the Findings 

Research questions Themes/subthemes Connection to conceptual framework 

RQ1: How do 

school and district 

leaders describe 

district-level 

leadership practices 

that decrease and 

eliminate the 

disproportionate 

representation of 

minority students in 

special education? 

Theme 1: Raise awareness 

Subthemes 

• Understanding the issue  

• Targeted interventions  

• Conversations 

• Acknowledging problems 

• Adopting new approaches to professional 

development  

• Instilling visions that focus on improvement 

Theme 2: Provide professional development  

Subthemes 

• Lack of knowledge and cultural awareness 

• Effective professional development 

• Adopting new approaches to professional 

development  

• Instilling visions that focus on improvement 

• implementing system-wide approach to 

improvement  

• Committing to sustaining reform 

Theme 3: Make data-based decisions 

Subthemes 

• Data collection tools and techniques 

• Identifying students for special education 

• Making decisions based on data 

• Implementing system-wide approach to 

improvement 

Theme 4: Find and allocate resources • Defining leadership roles  

• Committing to sustaining reform 
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Research questions Themes/subthemes Connection to conceptual framework 

RQ2: How do 

school and district 

leaders describe 

school-level 

leadership practices 

that decrease and 

eliminate the 

disproportionate 

representation of 

minority students in 

special education? 

Theme 1: Raise awareness 

Subthemes 

• Understanding the issue  

• Targeted interventions  

• Conversations 

• Acknowledging problems 

• Adopting new approaches to professional 

development  

• Instilling visions that focus on improvement 

Theme 2: Provide professional development  

Subthemes 

• Lack of knowledge and cultural awareness 

• Effective professional development 

• Adopting new approaches to professional 

development  

• Defining leadership roles  

• Implementing system-wide approach to 

improvement  

• Committing to sustaining reform 

Theme 3: Make data-based decisions 

Subthemes 

• Data collection tools and techniques 

• Identifying students for special education 

• Defining leadership roles  

• Making decisions based on data 

• Implementing system-wide approach to 

improvement 

RQ3: What factors 

do school and 

district leaders 

perceive to 

influence the 

disproportionate 

representation of 

minority students in 

special education? 

Theme 5: Historical systemic inequities 

Subthemes 

• School readiness  

• Access to resources  

• Biological and environmental factors 

• Misunderstanding and bias in education 

• Acknowledging problems 

 

Note. Themes 1, 2, and 3 related to Research Questions 1 and 2, Theme 4 related only to Research Question 1 (i.e. district-level 

leadership), and Theme 5 related only to Research Question 3. 
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Theme 1: Leaders Raise Awareness  

This study’s conceptual framework indicates that the first step toward equitable 

education is to acknowledge that problems exist and seek causes and solutions. 

Therefore, the interview portion of data collection consisted of exploring the participants’ 

awareness of the disproportionality issue. The participants shared their perceptions about 

the role of school and district leaders in raising awareness about the disproportionate 

representation of minority students in special education. Many of the interviewed leaders 

understood the definition of disproportionality. The participants often noted that they 

immediately thought of Black male students upon hearing the terms “disproportionality” 

or “overrepresentation.” This finding showed that participants had a baseline 

understanding of this issue and understood the affected population. However, the 

participants struggled to probe the issue when asked to identify the categories and 

disproportionality within their districts. Moreover, many participants realized their lack 

of awareness was a concern and shared information about the importance of school and 

district leaders in bringing awareness to this issue.  

Cynthia said, “I’ve learned in leadership positions and as a leader that you cannot 

expect anything to be successful if you do not take the time to educate and raise 

awareness about the need for such things.” Laurel, a director of equity (district leader), 

said, “I’ve been working with [redacted middle school]. We had our third session with 

them on Monday, and what we’re trying to do in all of this is [to] build awareness 

because I think that’s the first piece.” Sharon, an assistant principal (school leader), said,  

District leadership definitely has to keep the staff aware of state changes and 

mandates and expectations. They have to make sure that they’re communicating 
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with school leadership, as well as to the leadership of those departments, and 

trickling down [communication] to teachers and other building-level personnel.  

The interview questions not only focused on the participants’ knowledge of their 

district’s circumstances regarding disproportionality but were a mechanism for bringing 

awareness to the issue. The participants realized they did not have as much knowledge 

about the topic as they wanted, and many shared their thoughts about how to increase 

awareness at the school and district levels. A school leader, Troy, shared his view about 

the need for more awareness of disproportionality and the identification and eligibility 

process for the students suspected of needing special education services. He said,  

I think I play a huge role, even in just making sure that I’m aware and that I first 

understand the policies and understand all the identification and [the] things in 

between IEPs and all that. It’s a lot to know, so for me, I know I play a huge role, 

but I also know that I have to understand that information in particular and 

understand the entire process of what it takes to get a student into special 

education and what it takes to get a student out of it.  

Jeff summed up the role of leadership in bringing awareness when he stated,  

I think that it’s [the leader’s] role to disseminate information that is proactive and 

help parents and community members understand what special education is for, 

what the different areas [of special education] are, what the different areas of 

eligibility are, and what these types of deficits look like and their application for 

future outcomes. I think that the superintendent really should be forthright [about] 

telling the community and parents and service providers and everyone around the 

area what [special education] looks like from an educational standpoint and the 
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implications of special education classes. Then, you [can] get down to more of the 

school-level leadership, and they [should] have the same responsibilities to bring 

awareness and educate people.  

The need to recognize problems aligned with the study’s conceptual framework, 

which showed the need for leaders to acknowledge the problems with special education 

identification. However, acknowledging problems and raising awareness are just the first 

steps. Leaders must also strive to make changes and improve problems once they become 

aware of them. Leaders can use the tenets of both social justice leadership and 

transformative leadership in their work to raise awareness and understanding. The 

following sections provide evidence of the participants’ understanding of the issue and 

their knowledge of the targeted interventions for disproportionality in their districts. The 

following sections also address how conversations at the school and district levels are a 

way to raise awareness.  

Understanding the Issue 

Understanding the issue of disproportionality is one of the first steps in decreasing 

and eliminating overrepresentation in special education. The participants explored their 

understanding of disproportionality in the interviews, describing their understanding of 

disproportionality and what it meant to them. Most of the participants had baseline 

knowledge of disproportionality and the student populations affected by 

disproportionality.  

Dina, a special education facilitator (school leader), said, “What comes to mind 

for me is making sure that we’re not over-identifying a certain population. For instance, 

[we need to] make sure we’re not over-identifying young African American boys as 
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students with exceptional disabilities.” Cynthia, the Chief of Equity, Information, and 

Student Services (district leader) for the Beta School District, said, “The first thing that 

comes to mind are Black males [and how] they’re being misunderstood or mistreated.”  

Leroy, an executive director of equity (district leader), shared that he thought that 

disproportionality had the most effect on “Black and Brown boys. I mean, that’s who we 

are overrepresenting. That’s the disproportionality in education in special education; it’s 

generally our Black and Brown boys.” Alice, a principal (school leader), said, “Well, we 

have had conversations about African American males being referred more. We also 

talked about that with discipline data too, but a lot of the disproportionality has been 

focused on our male students and our African American students.”  

Despite having a basic understanding of disproportionate representation and the 

populations affected, many participants could not give detailed information about the 

effects of disproportionality on their schools or districts. Although they correctly guessed 

that their school district had trouble with the overrepresentation of minority students in 

special education, most appeared unaware of the identification category for the 

overrepresentation of minority students. Brianna (school leader), a school psychologist, 

explained, 

I don’t know if we were on a warning list about it, but [we had a lot of] African 

American boys labeled as “serious emotional disabled.” I haven’t heard as much 

about that this school year. I don’t know if it’s called a warning or whatever, but 

they’re watching our numbers for students who are identified as having autism 

and, I think, other health impairments (OHIs)? But again, I’m limited to just the 

information that we’re given at the staff meetings or what’s being told to our 
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administrators at our building levels. So, the input isn’t as transparent as you 

would think it is—you have to look for it yourself. 

When asked about disproportionality in her district, Denise, an executive director 

for equity (district leader), said, “I was trying to think if we had [disproportionality]. I 

think there might have been a little bit, but I can’t recall much of it.” Alice shared, “I’m 

not sure. We’ve had conversations about it, but when it comes to being disproportionate, 

I’m not sure if we really are.” Laurel, a director of equity (district leader), said, “I would 

imagine we do have an issue with [disproportionality], but I do not know.”  

Jeff, a school psychologist (school leader), said,  

Well, when [disproportionality] happened before, I think it was for LD and 

autism, and maybe even OHIs. I don’t think [we have disproportionality for] 

autism so much now. I’m not really sure, but I think that LDs and OHIs, and 

IDMI would be the three main areas that are over-identified. 

The participants’ lack of knowledge about individual district disproportionality was a 

concerning finding.  

All the leaders who participated in this study had a role in reducing or eliminating 

overrepresentation in special education, and all worked in districts that had received state 

warnings about disproportionality. However, many appeared unaware of the categories 

where disproportionality existed in their district. The participants believed in the 

importance of raising awareness; however, many had only a baseline knowledge of the 

problem. These findings suggest that leaders who do not know the details about the 

problem of disproportionality in their districts cannot begin to make improvements or 

changes or implement targeted interventions.  
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Targeted Interventions 

An awareness of disproportionality and who it affects is vital for school and 

district leaders striving to reduce and eliminate disproportionality. However, leaders must 

also be aware of the initiatives and interventions already implemented in their districts so 

they can understand how to move forward and recognize successful and unsuccessful 

strategies for solving the problem. Most of the school and district leaders interviewed in 

this study lacked an awareness of the targeted interventions implemented in their districts 

or school buildings. When asked if their schools or districts had targeted interventions, 

Allie, a school psychologist (school leader) for Gamma Public Schools, said, “Not that 

I’m aware of”; Willie, an assistant principal (school leader), said, “No, not that I know 

of”; Sharon responded, “No, not that I know”; and Laurel said, “I don’t know, but I 

should know.”  

A document review commenced for the school- and district-level documents to 

explore which districts lacked interventions and which districts had interventions about 

which the participants’ lacked awareness. The documents, including the school 

improvement plans and strategic plans, did not indicate the strategies used to reduce and 

eliminate disproportionality in special education. Instead, many of the documents focused 

on disproportionality in disciplinary measures. For example, Alpha Public Schools had 

documents on all the district’s elementary school improvement plans (SIPs). Within the 

SIPs, each school had a goal that aligned with targeted interventions for reducing 

discipline disproportionality. One SIP included the following language:  

Restorative practices will be fully implemented with restorative circles and 

restorative discipline in all classrooms. The number of students with repeat ODRs 
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will decrease. The disproportionality of referrals will be addressed. Additional 

Tier II and Tier III supports will be offered for students.  

Another school goal was, “Racial disproportionality within ODR data will be eliminated, 

with each subgroup being as likely as white students to receive one or more ODRs.” 

Alpha Public Schools’ SIPs included the goal of bringing an awareness of 

disproportionality in discipline to school and district leaders by “revis[ing] the existing 

Student Code of Conduct so that it is a restorative process that reduces discipline 

disproportionality.” The goal of the documents was to bring awareness to the school-to-

prison pipeline and unfair discipline practices in the school building. However, none of 

the reviewed documents focused on the “school-to-poverty” pipeline that exists when 

educators overidentify minority students for special education services. In addition, the 

document review found that while all the districts in the study had equity departments 

and had received warnings about disproportionate representation in special education 

from the NCDPI, school and district leaders sought to bring awareness to discipline 

issues rather than the issue with special education long-persistent in school systems.  

The documents showed no evidence of targeted interventions for 

disproportionality in any LEA, which aligned with the finding that participants lacked 

knowledge about the details of the issue. The participants had little or no knowledge 

about disproportionality issues within their districts and the targeted interventions used to 

decrease or eliminate them. This finding suggests that many of the leaders worked in 

schools and districts that failed to acknowledge the problem of disproportionality. 

Acknowledgment of the problem was the first step in this study’s conceptual framework. 

However, many participants realized they needed more information about 
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disproportionality in special education. In addition, they reported the need for more 

conversations to raise awareness.   

Most of the participants in this study lacked awareness of their districts’ standing 

with disproportionality. Alexis (Special Education Director) was the only participant who 

could share information about her district’s circumstances. Alexis described some of the 

important conversations and targeted interventions implemented at the district level to 

reduce disproportionality. She noted that leaders must have deep conversations with 

parents at the school level to gain an awareness of students’ backgrounds and home lives:  

When I took this role 4 years ago, we were on the disproportionality list for 

identifying Black males in the area of SED, as well as [for having] 

disproportionate [numbers of] Black males with discipline and suspensions. I 

came in, and I made it a priority to provide professional development to all of our 

teams, specifically our school psychologists, because they’re in the schools 

helping lead with interventions and working day-to-day with teachers. We first 

started with an internal audit and identified all of our students in the area of SED. 

We focused on internal audits for students in the area of SED and identified what 

tools we were utilizing. We looked at their social developmental history forms, 

and we found that we needed to make some adjustments there and start having 

some different conversations and deeper conversations with parents.  

Conversations  

Many of the participants described conversations with educators and leaders 

within the school system as essential for bringing awareness to the issue. They believed 

that conversations were the first step of creating change. The theme of conversations 
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aligned with this study’s framework, which indicated that leaders must also instill visions 

focused on improvement. Effectively utilizing conversations to decrease and eliminate 

overrepresentation in special education requires leaders to lead with social justice in mind 

to transform existing structures.  

Troy, an assistant principal (school leader), said, “I think conversations are the 

first step [in] attempting to bring change. I don’t know if it actually does bring about 

change because sometimes we have conversations, and nothing happens.” Brianna stated,  

Visibility is so limited. If it’s not a huge issue, we don’t hear about it. So, 

increasing the conversations around these topics and making people aware and 

having conversations about things [and] problem-solving meetings [are] key. 

Other participants discussed how leaders should use conversations to raise awareness and 

educate others and instill equity into larger visions for improvement. Leaders must have 

the moral courage to bring equity to the forefront of conversations as they work to 

advance inclusion, access, and opportunity for all.  

The participants also discussed school and district leaders’ role in using 

conversations to make impactful and meaningful change. Cynthia stated,  

I would say leaders need to just, very simply, make equity a part of the 

conversation, and I know that’s not a procedure. It’s a practice, but it’s huge. It’s 

a huge step for us. So, if we bring [equity] to the forefront and make it part of our 

conversations, then those who are very interested in seeing a change will [also] 

begin to talk that same talk, bring it forward, and ask for help.  

Leroy, the executive director of equity for his district, provided a specific example 

of the programming created in his district to bring equity to the forefront of 
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conversations. The goal of the programs was not only to acknowledge problems and 

bring awareness but also to instill visions across the district and provide new professional 

development opportunities to educators during the COVID-19 pandemic. Leroy said,  

We have this thing we’ve recently started with COVID-19 called “Coffee and 

Equity.” Every Wednesday morning, from 9 a.m. to 10 a.m., anyone in the district 

can join us for a conversation [about] equity. We use videos as part of the 

conversation, and [for] the last 4 weeks, we’ve been [using] America to Me, 

which is a documentary series on Starz, and breaking into affinity groups.  

Leroy went on to say that although the district had a platform for conversations to occur 

through this new professional development session, getting people to attend was an issue:  

Out of 1,200 district employees, we have roughly averaged 60 to 70 people every 

Wednesday. When you think about 60 to 70 people every Wednesday morning for 

an event that’s definitely not mandatory, you’re like, “Okay, that’s cool. We got 

[a] pretty decent little number.” But when you remember our total population and 

run it against the 1,200 people we have in our district, we’re not even at 10% 

[attendance].  

Attendance for professional development sessions appeared to be a problem 

across LEAs. This finding about attendance is related to a subtheme presented later in 

this chapter. The participants believed that school and district leaders should make 

professional development mandatory to increase attendance. The section about 

professional development provides more details about this finding.  
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Laurel described the need for professional development about how to have tough 

conversations with people in professional environments. She provided an example of how 

the leaders in her district helped foster communication:  

We’ve got one training, called Harvesting Diversity, [on] how [to] have hard 

conversations about all of these topics. How do you talk with people that think 

completely differently from you, in a way where we can talk because we want 

them to have those tough conversations? 

Leaders must have tough conversations with educators and stakeholders within 

the school system (e.g., teachers, IEP team members, school board members). However, 

leaders must also have real, authentic, and difficult conversations with other stakeholders, 

including parents and community members. Leaders need moral courage and the desire to 

improve opportunities for all to engage in tough and authentic conversations. Alice, a 

school leader, shared, 

I think my role is to have very real authentic conversations with our support team 

and our district-level leadership and then [to] collaborate with other departments 

so that we can [provide] all our stakeholders, including parents, teachers, 

principals, [and] even students, [with] the education they need and the supports 

they need. 

According to Cynthia, conversations are a way to bring awareness and instill 

visions at the school, district, and community levels and make initiatives more 

sustainable. She posited that having conversations and working with people outside the 

school district could be a useful strategy for instilling a common vision and helping 

people in the community understand the importance of equity. Cynthia said,  
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I’m also concurrently working with people within and without the school system 

to build advocacy for [equity] work and the importance of this work. I think that’s 

the way to sustain it. [We need to] have conversations with people in the 

community because the school system serves the community just by virtue of the 

fact that we educate the people who will be living in the community and making 

decisions and moving throughout this nation and this world. And so, I have 

actually been working with the town of [redacted] on their equity initiative. 

We’ve been having conversations with organizations and [the] leadership [of] 

other organizations, like the Partnership for Children [and] the Chamber of 

Commerce, and just spreading the word about equity and why it’s so important 

and how it can shift the very nature of how we move about in our daily lives. 

The data presented in this section showed the importance of raising awareness of 

disproportionality at both the school and district levels. The participants shared their 

knowledge of disproportionality in their districts and indicated the need for more 

conversations on the issue within and outside the districts. The participants described 

conversations as a tool for increasing awareness. They suggested using conversations in 

conjunction with other professional development sessions and in collaboration with other 

stakeholders, such as parents and community members, to improve equity.  

Summary of Raising Awareness 

Overall, the participants understood the importance of raising awareness of 

disproportionality in the school system and the community. They described raising 

awareness as the first step in making a change within the school system. The participants 

believed that school and district leaders could begin to reduce and eliminate 
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disproportionality in school by raising awareness about the issue. However, many of the 

school leaders in this study were unaware of their district’s identification as at risk for 

significant disproportionality.  

Moreover, the participants who deemed their district at risk could not identify 

which eligibility category required monitoring for minority overidentification for special 

education. Although the participants had little knowledge of disproportionality, many 

shared that it was both the school and district leaders’ role to raise awareness through 

conversations with all stakeholders. However, the participants indicated raising 

awareness required more than having the necessary conversations, as many thought 

professional development was paramount.  

Theme 2: Leaders Provide Effective Professional Development  

The participants described school and district leaders as responsible for educating 

and providing adequate professional development to school system personnel. Some 

suggested that many teachers lacked the essential elements of educating youth. The 

participants shared that it is the leader’s responsibility to educate teachers and other 

personnel to decrease the lack of knowledge pervasive in the school system. The leaders 

described the need to make professional development sessions engaging, mandatory, and 

ongoing, with more information about cultural awareness. 

The idea that leaders must provide professional development aligned with several 

tenets of the conceptual framework. Providing adequate professional development could 

be the key to eliminating and decreasing disproportionate representation in special 

education. The study’s framework suggests that school and district leaders should adopt 

new approaches to professional development and implement system-wide approaches to 
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improving and sustaining reform. Increasing cultural awareness and professional 

development opportunities so educators can learn how to support students from diverse 

backgrounds could create a climate of belonging (i.e., social justice leadership). 

Professional development sessions could also enable school staff to acquire broad 

reconceptualized consciousness, knowledge, and skills (i.e., social justice leadership) and 

deconstruct and reconstruct the knowledge frameworks that contribute to inequity (i.e., 

transformative leadership).  

Lack of Knowledge and Cultural Awareness 

In this study, the participants, particularly the school-level leaders, expressed 

concern about the lack of knowledge in their buildings. The teachers often came from 

very different backgrounds than their students and lacked knowledge about how to 

communicate, connect, and build relationships with students. Unprepared teachers 

contribute to the overrepresentation of minority students in special education. However, 

school and district leaders can address such concerns through teacher preparation 

programs and professional development opportunities. 

Identifying a gap in knowledge is an important step in addressing a lack of 

knowledge and cultural awareness. However, school and district leaders must also 

determine where gaps in knowledge and awareness exist. Sharon, a school-level leader, 

stated,  

There is a lack of understanding of the culture, a lack of building relationships 

and rapport with the students and families, a lack of communication with the 

families, [and] a lack of trying to figure out what is going on and the causes of a 
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student’s struggle. Maybe [there is] just a lack, period. Maybe [teachers] don’t 

even know they’re supposed to be doing that.  

Leaders who can pinpoint gaps can provide targeted professional development to 

close them. Sharon indicated the need for professional development for culture, rapport- 

and relationship-building, and communication. However, some participants felt that 

general education teachers needed more knowledge about special education and 

disabilities. 

When asked about the knowledge needed by educators to adequately fulfill the 

duties of their position, Dina, a special education facilitator, shared:  

I think you need to be knowledgeable about culture, be knowledgeable about 

ways to identify children, be knowledgeable about that child’s background, [and] 

how he’s performing. Are there any dynamics that are factored into why the child 

is struggling? For instance, you may have a child [who’s] struggling because they 

missed the first period. Math is the first period. And so, they’re struggling in 

math.  

But because they’re struggling with math, it leads the teacher to believe 

that [the student] has a math disability, when really that’s not it. The student 

actually may be missing first-period math because they’re dropping their sister or 

brother off at school, and, therefore, they’re always late for school. And then, with 

that being said, it’s not that [the student has] a disability [but] just [that they] have 

not had the instruction.  
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Jeff believed there was a disconnect between the knowledge of regular education 

teachers and special education teachers. Therefore, Jeff suggested that professional 

development could be a way to bridge the gap between the two disciplines:  

Well, I think, ultimately, the biggest thing is that regular education teachers don’t 

understand what special education looks like, [while] special education teachers 

understand what regular education looks like. It’s important to increase that 

understanding so that they can meet somewhere in the middle. 

Tony also believed that many general education teachers did not understand how 

and when to differentiate instruction for students with behavior problems or other 

difficulties. He stated,  

I think also there [is a] lack of teacher understanding [of] our students. Just 

because a kid acts out in class doesn’t necessarily mean he should be referred to 

the SPED teacher for services. What I’ve seen is that a lot of kids may have 

behavior issues because they don’t understand what you’re talking about in class. 

So, as a teacher, what am I doing to differentiate [instruction] or to get them to 

understand, especially if the kid is already coming to school [at] a lower level 

than the average student? 

The participants suggested that leaders had a role in closing these gaps. However, 

some recommended holding institutions of higher learning accountable, even before 

future educators graduate from their programs. Troy, a school leader, stated, “Being a 

leader, we have to scale back and say, ‘Okay, we have to reteach our teachers, before 

they can actually teach our students.’ That’s a lot to ask, but that’s what we have to do.”  

Similarly, Sharon said,  



 

129 

 

There’s no class in teaching school that says, “This is how you build relationships 

with your students. This is how you teach, [and] if you don’t do this from Day 1 

when you get a difficult student, this is going to be your saving grace. Or, if you 

don’t do this, you’re doomed.” Nobody says that to them. [Teachers] don’t learn 

that until they walk into those four walls.  

So, I would say it has a lot to do with just the lack of knowledge that the 

[teachers are] not taught or given. You really have to understand how to do your 

job [through a] trial-by-fire experience, but there are some things [that teachers] 

kind of just need to be told and forewarned about. It needs to be a part of their 

curriculum. I don’t know what’s in the curriculum, but that [essential knowledge] 

is missing.  

Many participants believed that teachers might play the most crucial role in 

addressing disproportionate representation. The participants shared that teachers must 

know how to teach and build connections with students from different cultures. Some of 

the leaders suggested raising cultural awareness through professional development. 

Alexis, a special education director, stated,  

A classroom teacher’s training and awareness and [lack of] familiarity with 

students and their backgrounds play a big role. We don’t see a whole lot of initial 

identification in the area of SED for high school. We start to see it in third [and] 

fourth grade and then through middle school. There’s so much going on with a 

student during that age, that it really goes back to teacher training and equipping 

teachers with what they need to serve students [from] varying cultures. 
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Dina, a school leader, she felt it was the responsibility of district leaders to 

provide the needed culture awareness training: 

I think for district leadership, it’s just training. It is providing training to staff so 

that they’re culturally aware [of] many different cultures, [and] not just the 

African American culture but all cultures [for] diversity. [Leaders should] teach 

teachers how to teach different students with different needs.  

Troy said,  

You basically have to reteach [the teachers]. The teachers need to relearn certain 

things. [They need to] relearn how to reach students [who] may come from 

poverty. [They must learn] not [to] automatically assume that because a student 

can’t answer this question or can’t do something else, they need to go to the 

SPED teacher. Leaders have to reteach [so] teachers [can] relearn the cultural 

aspect of working with students.  

In addition to the participants’ responses, some of the reviewed documents 

indicated the need for professional development and training on cultural awareness. The 

documents provided further evidence of the need for cultural awareness of diverse 

populations in the school system. Alpha Public Schools’ Equity Plan indicated that 

“through Project [redacted], teachers and support staff are required to engage in 

professional learning aligned with four Core Professional Competencies: Data literacy, 

Instruction, Content, and Diverse Populations.” Some documents showed the need for 

cultural awareness and the actions taken to improve cultural awareness across the district.  
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The participants in this study also discused the initiatives implemented in their 

districts to increase cultural awareness. Laurel shared that her district (Gamma Public 

Schools) had begun providing training to one middle school as a starting point:  

We’re using Zaretta Hammond’s [book], Responsive Teaching and the Brain, as a 

guide, and we’re taking middle school teachers through their culture. Just like, 

“Okay, this is in your culture, [and] this is your culture.” They’re kind of digging 

through [questions like], “What is my deep culture? What is my shallow culture? 

What is my surface culture? And how do [those cultures] impact how I interact 

with others?”  

We’re talking about [the teachers’] unwritten rules that they don’t tell 

people about. And when people violate them, that’s when they start feeling some 

kind of way and acting some kind of way, whether it’s their students or their 

colleagues. We haven’t just shifted in the sense of getting them to [consider] 

social justice [when] looking at their students, but we’re really having them dig 

deep into themselves, which is cool, and they are into it.  

Beta Public Schools offered monthly modules focused on equity for increased 

cultural awareness. Cynthia said,  

We provide a 45- to 90-minute module on equity, and we have a plan [for] 

working through different topics. We’ve delved into recruitment and retention, 

we’ve delved into race, and we’re working on cultural awareness, [which are] all 

of the pieces under that big umbrella of cultural proficiency in equity. We’ve 

developed modules with our committee, and everyone has a part, even if it means 

[being a] timekeeper.  
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In addition to face-to-face and in-person training, Alpha Public Schools provided 

staff with courses on working with diverse populations and increasing cultural awareness. 

The Equity Plan for Alpha Public Schools indicated: 

Although there are several available courses related to Diverse Populations, three 

of the required courses specifically align with Equity Plan objectives. Culturally 

Responsive Instruction (EQY 101) is required for all teachers and support staff. 

Culturally Responsive Instruction is a pedagogy that recognizes the importance of 

including students’ cultural references in all aspects of learning. Building upon 

the work of Gloria Ladson-Billings, EQY 101 will provide teachers with skills to 

address the racial disparities in education and explore specific strategies, 

including 19 Strategies for CRT. 

Leroy provided additional details on the professional development Alpha Public 

Schools provided for staff. Leroy shared that follow-up is an often forgotten but 

important part of professional development:  

I truthfully believe that it’s imperative to have great leadership in the building 

because of follow-through. Do you provide professional development that shows 

how to give more culturally relevant lessons [and] explains why we make more 

culturally relevant lessons [and] how to discuss race and class [and] how to have 

an equitable classroom? It comes down to our principals having these 

conversations regularly to ensure that their staff [is] doing it.  

Leroy reported that his district had building-level equity specialists at each school who 

provided on-the-spot support to teachers and administrators. The equity specialists also 
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offered follow-up support after the personnel attended the professional development 

sessions. Leroy said,  

My team and I have done over 40 professional development opportunities from 

August to March of this year, and we’ve reached about 1,300 certificates. We do 

micro-courses every Tuesday. The [courses] are on each Tuesday and are a 90-

minute session that looks at cultural relevance. Folks can sign up for that one. 

Other topics are how to talk about race, how to have an equitable classroom, [and] 

how to build social justice in your curriculum.  

On a Saturday, we brought Beyond Diversity in, which is a Courageous 

Conversation. They’ve had sessions, and we’ve trained our leadership. All of our 

leadership have gone through Beyond Diversity and Racial Equity Institute and 

started another session called LEAD about how we lead a district more equitably. 

Now we have coffee and equity [and] professional development.  

We also have two courses: Equity 101 and Equity 102. Equity 101 is 

around the history of race. Equity 102 is [about] gender, gender identity, gender 

expression, [and] LGBTQIA. And all our beginning teachers have gone through 

Equity 101, [which] was something we started this year.  

We have sort of a montage of courses that are offered. However, the 

average professionals aren’t doing the follow-up. It’s just one and done. So, the 

theme for us is to follow up with staff [who] come to professional development 

and offer support to engage and push them in their practices so they have more 

tools in their toolbox. 
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The participants acknowledged the gaps in knowledge and identified where the 

gaps existed, and provided targeted professional development to address these issues. The 

participating LEA leaders strove to find new approaches to professional development, 

which aligned with the tenet of professional development in this study’s framework. The 

participants reported that their district provided new approaches to professional 

development, such as monthly modules, district courses, and training on diversity and 

students of different backgrounds. Furthermore, the district leaders wrote these practices 

into their district policies and plans to commit to sustaining reform, implementing 

system-wide change, and instilling a vision focused on improvement. The provision of 

professional development opportunities is a key leadership practice; however, districts 

must also provide these sessions in practical ways. The participants shared their thoughts 

on the role of a leader in providing effective professional development sessions.  

 Effective Professional Development 

Many participants believed it was the leader’s responsibility to educate and 

provide professional development. Alice stated, “The role of the district is to keep 

reviewing and collecting the data and then providing [professional development] on what 

they found or [the] issues they see.” As indicated, leaders can offer professional 

development via various modalities. However, the participants suggested making 

professional development opportunities ongoing, engaging, and mandatory.  

Leroy, a district leader, reported that leaders must focus on providing professional 

development opportunities for personnel. He said, “Our focus is obviously around 

professional development, so we continue to search for and find professional 

development activities, create our own professional development opportunities, and bring 
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in consultants [for] professional development.” Alice considered district-wide 

professional development necessary but insufficient as a sole strategy for addressing the 

lack of knowledge. She stated, “I’ll do professional development if it’s something that’s 

given to me from the district to do. But I really think [there’s] more [of a need to] educate 

our teachers through conversations and [on] instructional practices and grade-level 

learning communities.” Overall, the participants reported the need for professional 

development with the following elements at both the school and district levels. 

Ongoing. The participants emphasized the need for continuous professional 

development for personnel. Many suggested that effective professional development 

consists of more than a “one-and-done” workshop or lecture by a guest speaker. A SIP 

from Alpha Public Schools indicated, “The LEA/School provides all staff with high-

quality, ongoing, job-embedded, and differentiated professional development.” 

Therefore, the SIP suggests the responsibility for professional development exists at both 

the school and district levels. Alice, a school principal, said,  

In order to be effective, it definitely would have to have ongoing professional 

development. I think one thing that we in education [have] in general is PD, [and 

we say, “Alright, got [to] do it that it this year.” I think the key [to success] would 

be ongoing professional development and training. Continuous [training] would 

be the main thing. 

Allie, a school psychologist, shared:  

I think that training [should] be ongoing, with specific tools built-in, like fidelity 

checks and [the] next steps outlined, and then they would have to kind of bring it 

back the next time. We’re not just talking about [professional development] as [a] 
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one-time thing that we’re doing. We’re developing this throughout the whole 

school year.  

I think a good place to do [professional development] would probably be 

[in] professional learning communities. They [should] bring it to their grade level 

once a month or whatever to talk about the practices and how things are going and 

what they’ve learned. I think that [type of professional development] would have 

to be something ongoing and in a small group. 

Brianna, a school psychologist, also indicated the need for ongoing professional 

development. However, she felt that, realistically, the leaders in her district could not 

provide ongoing development. She said,  

I would like to think that [professional development would] be organized. [It 

should be] a situation that would include more than one PowerPoint. [Professional 

development should] be part of [the[ normal processes and [the] things that are 

discussed in the school buildings. [However], what I think would actually happen 

is [that] it would be a rushed and thrown-together training that we [are] told to do 

and a one-and-done situation. 

Dina was a bit more optimistic, noting that Alpha Public Schools had provided the 

needed professional development consistently. She stated,  

The [district is] providing professional development, so it’s something that’s 

happening on a consistent basis. I think we’re having that conversation more and 

more. So, yes, I think it is ongoing professional development, but it’s also getting 

that information [and] bringing it back to school and being that person [that] 

makes a difference. 
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Laurel shared the importance of prioritizing professional development, offering it 

not only for compliance reasons but to foster a deep understanding and change beliefs 

and behaviors. She said,  

I think, in general, if something’s a priority, then we have to make it a priority. It 

can’t be mentioned at a meeting in June and then just checked [on] in 

December—it’s got to be something that we’re continuously working on and 

talking about, and not just in a compliance manner, but in a deeper learning, 

understanding sort of manner.  

Engaging. The participants also described the need to make professional 

development engaging. Troy shared that professional development sessions in his district 

tended to consist of lectures and PowerPoint presentations, which he often found boring 

and ineffective. He said, “I need them to be more hands-on [with professional 

development]. I need for them to be a little bit more engaging to keep my attention.” 

Willie, a school leader, also described the need for effective and interactive professional 

development:  

I don’t think [professional development] needs to be anything that I can read for 

myself. I cannot stand to be made to go to a meeting, where you could [have just] 

sent me that PowerPoint, [and] I would [have] learned just as much. I think 

[professional development] needs to be interactive, [which], I think, would be 

hard in a large setting. I think it would need to be a small group, [for a] more 

intimate and engaging [experience]. 

Cynthia said she developed district professional development sessions with 

activities to keep the participants engaged:  
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[The professional development] always [includes] a hands-on activity so we’re 

not talking heads for 45 to 90 minutes. This year, we wrapped it up with a two-

part panel of the principal’s peers, [which] was a talking head, but it was 

interactive. It was a Q&A. We’ve put a lot of effort and time into those monthly 

modules. Now, we’re working on a 10-hour course that we are going to offer for 

credit to our staff.  

Mandatory. Some of the participants suggested improving the effectiveness of 

professional development by making attendance mandatory. Required attendance would 

enable everyone to learn together and from one another. Willie stated,  

[Professional development] would have to be mandatory attendance. Like, I 

wouldn’t get to them 100% of the time because, personally, I am much farther 

ahead of the game than most people are. But then, if you’re way behind the game, 

you don’t see it as important, so you wouldn’t go either. [Without mandatory 

attendance], only those people who are just serious would go, and people who 

need it [might not] go. 

Troy posited that his district needed not only mandatory professional development 

but more on special education and disproportionate representation for new leaders and 

teachers. He said,  

We don’t get much mandatory PD on this subject, so I think maybe [we should] 

do something three times out the year to keep it refreshed. We do get PD [at] the 

beginning of the year, but [it’s] just the basics. [However], I would say [we need] 

more professional development, especially for new leaders like myself and a little 

bit more professional development that’s required.  
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Alice had mixed feelings about required professional development sessions. She 

stated,  

Mandatory [professional development] would mean they had to do it. The other 

side of it is you want people who want to do it. You want people who want to 

learn about it and know that it’s wrong, whatever it is, but you probably would 

have to make [professional development for it] mandatory, just so that everybody 

is educated about it. 

The findings indicate wide knowledge gaps in various areas within school 

systems. Higher education institutions should address some of those gaps; however, the 

reality is that school leaders must fill those gaps when they hire professionals. Therefore, 

a need exists for leaders to provide effective professional development opportunities. 

According to the participants, leaders can improve the effectiveness of professional 

development by making it ongoing, engaging, and mandatory.  

Summary of Providing Effective Professional Development 

Providing effective professional development was a leadership practice that 

emerged as a theme in the current study. The participants considered professional 

development a strategy for increasing awareness of the disproportionate representation of 

minority students in special education and closing the knowledge gaps related to the 

issue. The findings suggest that professional development could increase awareness and 

knowledge of the diverse cultures and unconscious bias in the school system. The 

participants noted that cultural knowledge was only one of many prevalent gaps, with 

others including building relationships, understanding special education policies and 

practices, and working with students with disabilities. The participants suggested that 
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providing effective professional development for these areas could be a way to decrease 

and eliminate disproportionality in special education identification. Furthermore, the 

participants described the need to improve the effectiveness of professional development 

by making it engaging, mandatory, and ongoing. The findings suggest that leaders must 

provide more effective professional development based on the school system’s needs.  

Theme 3: Leaders Collect Data and Use It to Make Decisions  

The participants reported that both school and district leaders have a role in 

collecting and analyzing data on the disproportionate representation of minority students 

in special education. In addition, leaders must apply what they have learned to make data-

based decisions. Data-based decision-making at the school and district levels could be an 

important strategy for decreasing overrepresentation in special education. No matter the 

level, leaders should use data from various sources to make decisions about practices, 

policies, procedures, and special education identification.  

Theme 3 also aligned with the study’s conceptual framework tenet of data-based 

decisions. Additionally, making data-based decisions at a system level enables 

implementing a system-wide approach to improvement. Leaders who make these 

decisions can improve the core learning context and student achievement, which are 

tenets of the social justice leadership theory. However, making data-based decisions 

requires that leaders understand how to collect data and techniques for analysis.  

Data Collection Tools and Techniques  

Collecting data is an essential process in any field. In education, collecting and 

using data can enable leaders to make meaningful changes within their schools and 

districts. Laurel noted the need to examine all data types at the district level. However, 
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she also described the importance of examining school building data to make the right 

decisions for particular issues: 

We got to take in all the data [and] look at the numbers. I think we also have to 

look at the qualitative data and hear what people are saying, what they’re 

noticing, what’s working, and what’s not working—that sort of thing. I think each 

individual school will also have some things that they are digging into because 

each school is different. [The issues of [a] middle school and the issues of [an] 

elementary school are two completely different things [because] they are two 

completely different schools. 

Many of the participants discussed their roles in decreasing and eliminating 

disproportionality. School- and district-level participants shared that collecting and 

analyzing data was part of the leader’s role. The documents reviewed also showed the 

importance of using data to positively impact students. Alpha Public Schools’ strategic 

plan presented the goal to “build a data-driven culture to inform instruction at the teacher, 

Professional Learning Community (PLC), school and District levels to positively impact 

students.” Similarly, the Executive Director for Equity of Alpha Public Schools, Leroy, 

discussed his role in reducing disproportionate representation in special education with 

policies and procedures, saying,  

I don’t play a role in the identification process at the school level. What I do play 

a role in is to make sure that we don’t over-identify students of color. The Racial 

Equity Impact Assessment helps us as we’re making policies and procedures, so 

we can be sure that we’re not just identifying students of color because there [are] 

other mitigating factors, right? 
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For example, if a student doesn’t follow teacher pleasing behavior, they 

[say the student] has to be EC. Well, no, they could also identify AIG as well. So, 

my role in that isn’t necessarily the identification process, but kind of reviewing 

the disproportionality numbers of the students [who] are AIG or EC versus AIG 

for our Black and Brown kids. I work with the Executive Director of EC [for] to 

make sure that they’re putting policies and procedures in place to kind of mitigate 

the overidentification.  

Leroy was one of two leaders who discussed using assessments to collect data and 

make policies and procedure decisions. Leaders can use assessments to facilitate data 

collection and analysis. In addition to using assessments to inform practices, leaders can 

also use them to present data to the school board and other stakeholders. Leroy used the 

Racial Equity Impact Assessment (REIA) in his role, a tool he described as useful for 

creating a plan or policy. He shared that the tool could enable leaders to identify the 

stakeholders affected by a particular decision and make more equitable decisions. He 

stated,  

The Racial Equity Impact Assessment is a tool of Race Forward. It’s 12 questions 

or 10 questions that you ask before you create any plan or any policy or any sort 

of implementation [in] your school or district. It begins with asking, “Who are the 

stakeholders [who] are [the] most adversely affected by this?” It allows you to 

make sure that as you’re creating a plan—well, hopefully before you create the 

plan, not after.  

But as you’re creating your plan, your policy, your rules, [or] whatever it 

is that you are being equitable [about], you [have to ensure you’re] not creating a 
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barrier without even understanding how the barrier can be in place. So, the 

[REIA] causes you to look at ratings and ask questions. It’s just 10 questions that 

you ask and you answer. You walk through it and have some really strong 

conversations around it, and it helps [you] to understand and hopefully remove 

barriers.  

Regarding disproportionality, the REIA could be a valuable tool as leaders work 

to create policies and practices for special education referrals. The leaders in this study 

used the tool to identify some stakeholders related to special education (e.g., Black male 

students). However, leaders could use the tool to identify additional stakeholders or to 

reform problematic and inequitable practices related to special education identification.  

Although Leroy considered the REIA useful, he cautioned that it was just a data 

collection tool; leaders should not expect the REIA to solve all their dilemmas. Leroy 

said,  

We’re in a system that is built off of racism. So, unless we deconstruct the whole 

system and start the whole country over or restart, some of the stuff is going to sit. 

But how can we at least minimize it and look to destroy some of the barriers? The 

REIA is a great tool to use, [but] I always tell people don’t think it’s going to 

solve all your problems in one fell swoop. It’s just one tool.  

An equity audit is another tool to assess equity within a school or district. The 

leaders of Alpha Public Schools used equity audits, and the Gamma Public Schools 

leaders had begun exploring the use of these audits. Laurel explained that equity audits 

enabled educators to bring together different sources of information to address inequities 

at the school, district, and classroom levels. She said,  
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Basically, [an equity audit] is pulling data, but not just the normal data. I mean, 

the trainers were talking about some unique data that I never even thought about. 

But yeah, it’s just all like all this data. [The data] helps you know what to look 

for, and it’s like we can do it at the district level [and] school level and even teach 

our teachers how to do it at their classroom level. So, they would be asking 

themselves, “What does it look like to do an equity audit in my classroom?” 

Leroy said his team used equity audits to identify and remove barriers:  

The equity specialists conducted an equity audit that allowed them to get sort of a 

quick snapshot of which classrooms have inequities. The inequities were based 

off of the 27 equitable classroom audit checklist. From there, the [specialists] met 

with [the] principals, and that became part of the school improvement plan. 

No other participants discussed the tools they used to collect data. However, many 

shared more information about how they used data to make school and district decisions. 

Using data to make decisions is the key to decreasing and eliminating disproportionality 

in special education identification. Data provide the opportunity to make informed 

decisions and identify problem areas requiring attention.  

In addition to the NCDPI data, district leaders also collect data not related to 

using an assessment tool. The leaders in the study shared that they had a role in collecting 

data and using it to improve student outcomes and meet student needs. Cynthia said, 

From an information services standpoint, [we] use the data that we have to make 

sure that our students, and our staff for that matter, get their needs met. If we are 

aware of something or if the data [are] showing us something, then we use that 



 

145 

 

data to create or propose various policies, practices, or initiatives [to] correct or 

improve what we’re doing on behalf of students. 

According to the participants, the leader’s role is not only to collect data within 

the school or district but also to make others aware of the implications of the data and use 

the data to make decisions and raise awareness. Some participants suggested educating 

school personnel on the importance of making data-based decisions to reduce 

disproportionality. Cynthia said,  

I think that the role that I play is ensuring that I do my homework and the research 

[so I can] bring data to the forefront. If I do the homework as the leader or work 

with others to bring the numbers to light, then that’s the first part of that battle. I 

bring the information to light and then very intentionally and methodically 

suggest or propose a way of resolving or improving the situation.  

Alice said,  

I think that my biggest role is to educate them that an issue is there and that we all 

have to be cognizant of it so they [can] understand why data-driven discussions 

are important. [It’s] not just what I feel or what I think—here’s what the data say. 

I think a lot of it is just embedding that idea in them and driving that data 

decision-making. 

Troy shared,  

I think the first step is just to show the data and explain it to all teachers and all 

staff so they can see it. And then, [you have to] get the teachers to understand it. I 

would probably ask teachers why they think the number is like it is so that we can 

get their input [so they can] know and own that they are a part of the problem.  
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All the participants agreed that leaders could use the school and district data from 

various sources in a multitude of ways. The participants also indicated the need to use 

data to guide decisions, raise awareness of issues, and inform stakeholders about new 

policies and practices. Overall, the findings suggest that leaders make data-based 

decisions to improve outcomes, access, and equity. Leaders can also use data in the 

special education eligibility process.  

Identifying Students for Special Education 

The participants in the study indicated that data has a significant role in 

identifying the students with disabilities who need special education services. IEP teams 

must use and review the data to understand the identification process and ask the right 

questions. Dina said,  

First, everyone needs to understand what the proposed disability is, and then from 

that point, meet [to] go over relevant data [to] determine if, based on the relevant 

data, the child needs specialized instruction. So, does the [child] need support? Is 

there a disability? Is the disability what we think may [be] impacting them in the 

educational setting [and] causing them to need specialized instruction? 

Jeff emphasized the importance of looking at the data before referring a student 

for special education services. He said,  

Prior to a referral, [we] really [need to] just look at all the data [and] what types of 

things we [should] be doing to ensure that kids get what they need. In the event 

[of] a referral, [we must] try to make certain [it’s an] appropriate referral. So, 

really, we’re doing a lot more now in terms of working with folks [for] 
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intervention development. [We’re] trying to evaluate universal screening data [to] 

get people up to date with evaluating the information that we have access to.  

Leaders should use multiple forms of data during the special education referral 

and identification process to make decisions about special education at the school level. 

According to Jeff, “Once we get to a point where we focus more heavily on the 

classroom data, behavioral data, all that stuff, then we’ll be a lot better at identifying 

which kids truly need special education and which ones don’t.” Regarding the use of 

multiple sources of data, Brianna shared: 

Some students may just need several sources of data, such as an educational and 

medical evaluation from their physicians. Other students may [need] a lot more 

effort and time [for] their evaluation process, which would maybe involve the 

occupational therapist, speech therapist, [and] physical therapist if there are motor 

or speech concerns. We would give [a] cognitive or psychological assessment, as 

well as look at their independence levels through an adaptive behavior scale. [We 

would also assess] their concerns with behaviors related to autism.  

Many participants described the importance of collaborating with other 

professionals both inside and outside of their departments to gain data from multiple 

sources. Collaboration is necessary at school-level IEP meetings. However, collaboration 

must also occur when reviewing the data and discussing policies and practices at the 

district level.  

Gamma Public Schools’ document on the rights of students with disabilities 

indicated the need for a collaborative approach for students. The document stated, “The 

board encourages parents, guardians, surrogate parents, custodians, eligible students, and 
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school employees to work cooperatively to ensure that the special needs of students are 

met.” Beta Public Schools’ strategic plan also addressed collaboration and data-based 

decision-making, indicating that staff must “maintain a climate of collaboration through 

Professional Learning Communities (PLC) where staff analyze student data, are 

encouraged to take risks, share successes/failures, and explore new practices in order to 

improve student learning and achievement.” The document analysis showed that districts 

require leaders and educators to collaborate and use data to improve student achievement.  

Jeff explained that he collaborated with other IEP team members at the school 

level. He described collaboration as key to ensuring appropriate interpretations of the 

data:  

I can explain my evaluation results when we’ve done an evaluation, but, 

ultimately, when we pull up that worksheet, I’m going to say, “Hey, here’s what 

the criteria is, [and] here’s what my assessment data says. Now, let’s talk about 

some of the things that we’ve seen in the classroom setting or [heard from] parent 

reports.” Once we put it together, I ask, “Hey, does this all make sense as it relates 

to special education? Do we actually feel like these data suggest that this kid’s 

educational performance is being impacted to the degree that they require 

specially designed instruction?”  

I think my evaluations are important, but the worksheets are ultimately the 

thing that guides the team. I do ask for feedback from the team when I talk about 

eligibility. In my district, the school psychologist typically goes through eligibility 

worksheets and everything. But, I have to ask them like, “Do we all agree on this? 

Does this make sense?” And so, I think that we really have to guide our practice 
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in that way because it takes the school psychologist out of the driver’s seat as the 

person who’s just deciding for the team and gives everybody an opportunity to 

have feedback and determine whether or not we feel like this student meets the 

criteria and needs special education. 

Jeff said he liked to hear everyone’s opinion; however, he felt that part of his role 

in collaborating was to base decisions on data, not just opinions. Sharon also discussed 

the need to work as a team to make decisions based on data and not personal biases:  

I think administrators need to first attend the meetings. I’m not the assigned 

administrator, but we do have an assigned administrator. That’s one thing—you 

shouldn’t be holding those meetings without an administrator there. That is the 

expectation, actually, [to have] an administrator there.  

That administrator needs to have their own biases in check and be aware 

of their own life stuff so that [it] is not playing a role in influencing decisions or 

what they say or do. But again, it’s a team, so it’s not one person’s decision. 

That’s important—you can give your input, but it’s going to be based on data—

that’s the key—not just on my opinion or what I think or what I saw. [We] just 

[need to] work as a team to make those decisions.  

When asked about her role in making policies and procedural changes, Alexis, a 

special education director, said she collaborated with other departments in the school 

district:  

We collaborate. Our department, I always say, is like the crab [because] we touch 

every other department within our county. I do not sit on the policy and 

procedures committee, but what happens a lot of times [with] our policies and 
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procedures [is that] our school board policies can be adjusted based on situations 

that come up or new guidelines that happened or new data collected. I specifically 

don’t serve in that role, but I certainly provide feedback related to discipline and 

disciplining students with special needs [and] identifying students with special 

needs and making sure that all of our policies support our students with 

disabilities.  

In addition to policies and procedures, Alexis worked with others to secure funding and 

grants to provide district personnel with access to resources outside of the district. She 

said,  

When collaborating, we are scheduling professional development. And then, 

there’s the director of equity and myself. We serve on a committee that writes 

grants and tries [to] bring funding, professional development, and outside 

resources into our district for our teachers. This year, we have been awarded a 

grant, and so we will be afforded the opportunity to join a panel in Raleigh 

[where] lots of different districts [are] coming together to share their experiences 

so that we can continuously grow every day. 

The participants mentioned the importance of funding and resources several times 

throughout the interviews; therefore, this topic was the last theme that emerged for 

Research Questions 1 and 2.  

Summary of Collecting Data and Making Data-Based Decisions 

The participants believed that collecting and analyzing data was an important 

leadership practice for decreasing the overrepresentation of minority students in special 

education. School- and district-level leaders should collect, make sense of, and use data 
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to make decisions about various policies, practices, and procedures and share their 

findings with others. Some participants highlighted the need to use assessment tools and 

internal audits to collect data. They also indicated the importance of seeking data outside 

of traditional sources at the school and district levels.  

Teams should also use data when identifying students for special education. Many 

participants indicated the need for more than just an opinion about whether a student 

needs special education; teachers and other IEP team members must have evidence to 

support their views. Leaders can support their claims by having knowledge in various 

areas; thus, they must analyze data and know about child development and special 

education policy. Although it was not unlikely for the leaders to work alone, the 

participants emphasized the need for collaboration when making data-based decisions 

and striving for system-wide improvement.  

Theme 4: District Leaders Find and Allocate Human and Monetary Resources 

Finding human and monetary resources emerged as a theme in a few interviews. 

Monetary and human resources are important in sustaining change and providing school 

leaders with the necessary tools. This theme related to the tenets of the study’s 

framework: the leader’s commitment to sustaining and defining leadership roles. Leaders 

who allocate human and fiscal resources show a commitment to improvement. All the 

districts in this study had newly created equity departments focused on creating and 

defining leadership roles and showed a commitment to improving equity over time.  

Alice, a school principal, said, “behind everything is money” to refer to the 

importance of money and financial support in providing minority students with a more 
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equitable education. The participants understood the importance of adequate resources 

when trying to make changes. Laurel stated,  

To do this work well, we have to invest time, money, and resources into people 

and to schools that can help spread the work. It’s not enough to make it 

mandatory because that’s when it becomes a checkbox; instead, we need time, 

people and money. 

There was no emphasis on the money or budgeting needed at the school level. 

However, one participant considered the decisions school leaders have to make when 

there is insufficient district funding to address their schools’ needs. Additionally, each 

participating district had newly created departments focused on equity, albeit with 

different structures due to funding, access to resources, and the availability of human 

resources.  

Multiple participants discussed the need for funds to hire staff. The participants 

described hiring staff to fill vacant positions, how the districts provided the needed staff 

to schools (i.e., facility teacher and multicollaborative teacher roles), and creating 

departments to focus on equity. Alpha Public Schools had only recently created Leroy’s 

department. He said, “This office just got built in July. We’ve been rocking since July 

2019 to March 2020 [and] really coming to the game. We had to create all of these 

microcourses organically and follow up on them.” Leroy continued,  

A lot of my work really does revolve around being a different department to 

ensure that we are removing [barriers to] equity. My team, more day to day, is 

focused on being in schools directly [and] providing support, so there are equity 
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specialists in every school. There are four equity specialists, two elementary, one 

middle, and one high school, and they go to the schools every day.  

In addition to Leroy’s role as Executive Director for Equity, the district leaders 

hired four equity specialists and one parent engagement specialist to work toward the 

department’s mission to “eliminate inequities by disrupting systems that have historically 

marginalized students through student empowerment and district support.” The 

department also had equity coaches, school-level professionals who work closely with 

each district-level equity specialist.  

Other human resources for Alpha Public Schools included an Equity Advisory 

Council (EAC) and Special Needs Advisory Council (SNAC). Leroy explained,  

EAC, which is our Equity Advisory Council, [is] made up of parents, community 

members, students, and staff of the different schools. Their day-to-day [work] is 

very, very up in the air. It just varies on what projects they are working towards. 

But at the end of the day, it’s about removing barriers for all students, including 

LGBTQIA [students], students with disabilities, economically disadvantaged 

[students], [and] students of color sort of across the board.  

We also have SNAC, the Special Needs Advisory Council. We have some 

members of our EAC who [have] joined [the] SNAC to make sure we’re having 

those conversations around that as well. A lot of our equity specialists are in the 

schools, so they may be involved with some of the IEP meetings to ensure that 

we’re not over-identifying students of color as well. We discuss professional 

training and also file a review. 

Cynthia shared how Beta Public Schools had created her department in July 2019:  
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Our department was created, and we had to make something of it. Now that 

wasn’t hard because, as I said, every team lead that I have is a rock star. And so, it 

was just a matter, from a management standpoint, of letting them know what our 

objective and our vision [were] and to work on [them] together.  

Cynthia led her department as the Chief of Equity, Information, and Student Services and 

supervised three other individuals: the Executive Director of Equity, the Executive 

Director of Information Services, and the Executive Director of Student Services. The 

district also had a Cultural Proficiency and Diversity Awareness Committee, known 

simply as the Equity Committee. According to departmental documentation, “The Office 

of Equity was established in July 2019 to advance the district’s commitment to fairness 

and impartiality by strategically aligning district policies and practices with overall 

goals.” Regarding the Equity Committee, the document indicates,  

The Equity Committee is a diverse group of educators, administrators, and staff 

from every department in the district working cohesively to ensure each student 

and staff member is receiving equitable treatment. The committee meets monthly 

to discuss and develop professional development and other district programming 

that serves to build a culture of equity, tolerance, and inclusiveness. Members are 

committed to contributing to the district’s mission of practicing fairness and 

impartiality through regular attendance, education, and a willingness to increase 

their personal awareness of equity issues. The committee is a collaborative whose 

specific role is to provide professional development for the district’s principal 

leadership and central office staff, propose strategically aligned district policies 
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and practices, and facilitate short- and long-range equity goals that will impact 

student achievement. 

In addition to the Equity Committee, Cynthia described the benefits of having 

other human capital and resources for her department’s mission of providing an equitable 

education for all students. She said, “We didn’t want to move too quickly, but we 

[wanted] to create a Community Equity Advisory Council. However, we wanted to get 

our ducks in a row internally first.” Laurel also spoke about using human capital at 

Gamma Public Schools, explaining how she needed people to help make data-based 

decisions:  

Each school is going to have an equity team, and they’re going to have coleaders. 

The principal has to be one of the coleaders because we need principals on board 

for sure. We provide training for the principals. The other person is going to be 

their coleader. The [other coleader is] is another non-administrative person in the 

building; it could be a teacher, a counselor, [or] a classified position —it could be 

anybody that the principal wants. Then, we’re saying that the school [should] 

choose three to five other teachers to be on the equity team. Our equity partners 

are going to get a lot of training on several things.  

We’ll be meeting with our equity partners in our school, and I think they 

are like liaisons to what’s going on in these schools. The district team and Equity 

Council will [consist] of administrators [and] district-level people, teachers, [and] 

classified employees [for] a mixture [who] will help us make decisions. I think 

they will also be liaisons [for] what’s going on.  
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The participants also shared the importance of securing monetary resources. The 

Beta Public Schools district strategic plan indicated an intention to designate federal and 

state funding initiatives. According to the document, “Federal and state supplemental 

funding is consistently designated to support initiatives that advance the district’s 

strategic plan and to improve student achievement.”  

Alexis shared that, in her role, she worked to secure, receive, manage, and budget 

her funding for the special education department of Beta Public Schools. She discussed 

how funding indicated her staff’s access to the resources needed for compliance with 

federal laws, saying,  

My responsibilities are to write, manage, and budget all of our grants and funding. 

[For] my district, that’s a little bit over $30 million in grants and C funding. And 

then, of course, I also complete observations for my department. We have, within 

our department, 146 individuals [whom] I supervise and complete observations 

for. And then, of course, [I handle] any compliance concerns. Currently, for the 

last 3 years, we have not had a compliance specialist due to a lack of funding. So, 

in my role, I’m also dealing with any litigations [or] lawsuits and meeting at 

schools with attorneys; different things like that.  

Sharon said her district leaders had invested money into positions that were 

district priorities. She suggested that district leaders invest more money into prioritizing 

and sustaining initiatives for decreasing the disproportionate representation of minority 

students in special education:  
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They may need to invest some money into [sustaining initiatives]. I’ll give you an 

example. The [district leaders] invested money in these positions [of] the facility 

teacher and multi-collaborative teachers, and I mean, they got like 30% increases.  

So, because you have to put your money where your mouth is, maybe they 

could do that in order to sustain [initiatives]. [They could] create a committee or 

staff [to] have this department that’s pretty much committed to teacher 

development, beginning teacher development, staff training, and stuff like that. 

But [funding] might need to be a part of it. 

So, what could the district do as an initiative? Maybe [they could] devote a 

person or two in order to do this in collaboration with special education. 

[However], they’ve got to be willing to pay for it. They have got to put some 

money up to get some folks that are motivated to stay around and to make sure 

that the turnover in that area is not going to be so high that they can’t sustain it.  

Sharon felt that funding was not only a district-level issue but also a state issue. She said, 

The [leaders have] got to value teachers a little bit more on [the] state level and 

pay these teachers a little bit more so they can retain them so they can do 

something. It’s not just the district [because] the district doesn’t have control over 

the state budget. The [district leaders] can only do what they do locally.  

So, I can’t just say that’s a district thing. The district can do only so much. 

That support may only last for about a couple of years, 3 years or so, because 

these FT and MCT positions, this is the third year, and they’re up. So, from this 

point on, principals have to decide whether or not they’re going to spend their 

money in their budgets to keep these positions around.  
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Summary of Find and Allocate Human and Monetary Resources 

The fourth leadership practice important for decreasing disproportionality in 

special education is obtaining and allocating resources, including human and monetary 

capital. However, this theme only applies to district-level leadership. According to the 

participants, leaders need funding to implement and support new initiatives. Funding 

provides the resources needed to hire for new positions (e.g., equity specialists), maintain 

the needed positions (e.g., special education facilitators), create space for new 

departments (e.g., equity departments), and conduct professional development sessions 

for special education and equity. Providing funding for these resources could also be a 

way to sustain new initiatives over time. District leaders should strive to acquire and 

provide adequate funding, indicating to school leaders the expectation for changes in data 

and the need to prioritize taking action. Schools also require human capital. Many of the 

districts in this study had equity departments and provided additional staff members to 

overcome inequalities in society and education. 

Theme 5: Historical Systemic Inequities Contribute to Disproportionality   

This section addresses the third research question: What factors do school and 

district leaders perceive influence the disproportionate representation of minority students 

in special education? Rather than directly asking participants about systemic inequities, I 

asked about the factors they believed contributed to the disproportionate representation of 

minority students in special education. The participants reported that contributing factors 

to disproportionality existed outside of the school system were historically systemic 

issues in the United States. This theme related to the acknowledging problems tenet of 

the study’s conceptual framework 
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Leroy stated,  

I hate to sound so theoretical, but it’s the system and structure that we have. It’s 

the system. I mean, when we think about how the system was created, it was 

designed with us in mind to fail. The invasion of the Black community was not 

just for a war on drugs or war against crime. It was also to dismantle our 

education system. So, it’s been a history of this creation. 

Like Leroy, Sharon also felt that disproportionality was a cause rooted in history. 

However, she also felt that some progress in the field had occurred to address the issue:  

I want to say a lot of [disproportionality] is historical. This is not something that’s 

new; this dates back to the ’80s and ’90s and 2000s. At that time, you didn’t need 

all this data. You didn’t need to go through a tiered process to have a student 

labeled. You almost didn’t even need the parents’ consent, especially if they 

weren’t involved. There were very [few] guidelines that you were held 

accountable for or that you had to adhere to.  

A lot of it is historical. Just recently, within the last 10 to maybe 15 years, 

your feet were really held to the fire, and schools and districts had to start coming 

up with plans in order for this overrepresentation to be limited. That’s partially 

why the tier practice [is] in place. We have to go through ABCDEFG steps before 

we can just say that this kid needs to be labeled as a special education student. A 

lot of it is historical, and it took a lot of systematic change in order to put some 

things in place so that you could not just so easily label a kid as needing special 

education services. 
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Some families didn’t have access to a great education. We’re here in the 

South, so you have a lot of families [who] had grandparents [who] worked out in 

the field. A lot of them weren’t allowed to go to school. Some of them didn’t 

learn how to read, and if they did, they [were] probably not reading past a fourth-

grade level.  

Then you have that next generation, [who didn’t have] the importance and 

the value of education taught to them. That next generation, they might have 

made it through eighth grade or high school, but college—forget about it, that 

wasn’t even an option. They were just trying to survive. And now we [at the 

school] have their kids, so the value of education and not being taught—those 

things are being passed down. 

School Readiness 

Disproportionality continues to be an issue even though many school and district 

leaders have begun implementing initiatives and making more data-based decisions. In 

addition to the historical roots of the problem, many participants described the systemic 

inequities in society that have existed for decades. Some discussed the lack of school 

readiness, suggesting that some of their students began school without proper exposure to 

education. Alexis said,  

If a student comes to kindergarten and [doesn’t] know their letters and can’t 

identify letter sounds, they’re already so far behind. That’s where those 

interventions are going to come into place. It doesn’t mean that a student has a 

disability; it may mean that they haven’t been exposed [to learning] or, because of 

their experiences, just didn’t have the foundation. 



 

161 

 

A lack of exposure to school and learning can also occur due to parents’ and other 

family members’ limited education. Willie said,  

[Some students] haven’t had school exposure, and then they get school exposure, 

and then they’re behind, and then they say, “Well, let’s do 8 weeks of Tier 1.” So, 

there’s just a long process for the students who maybe don’t have someone in 

their corner who isn’t as knowledgeable. 

Brianna added the importance of having someone at home who can assist students 

as they try to prepare for school:  

I think it’s where that student comes from and how that student grew up because 

if that student doesn’t have support at home [for] learning, there’s only so much 

learning that can occur in the school system. Like our kindergarten students—

kindergarten is a perfect example. You have some students, no matter what 

population they come from, [who] know their ABCs, can identify some sight 

words, [and] know shapes and colors. They can identify some numbers, [and] 

they can write their name, potentially. And then, you have some students who 

come in and cannot say their ABCs and don’t know how to appropriately hold a 

pencil. And so, [students’] early learning environment and the things that they’re 

exposed to, even the amount of language that is used in a home, can greatly 

impact the level to which [students] come to school ready to learn. 

Similarly, Sharon said,  

A lot of it is just based on where we are [and] where we grew up. What we see is 

what we do. Some kids don’t have that exposure. You don’t have [all] parents 
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taking the time to read to their kids. I would say, [it] just depends on family 

history and what those parents and grandparents were exposed to and raised [in].  

You have to [also consider that] we have a lot of grandparents [who] are 

raising the kids we’re teaching now. A lot of [those grandparents] don’t have 

college experience and background knowledge. And the technology—they don’t 

have it, and they’re not exposed [to it]. We know that exposure comes with who 

you are and what you know, and a lot of our students don’t have the information. 

Two of the participants described exposure and readiness to learn as contributing 

factors to the overrepresentation of minority students in special education. However, they 

added that the curriculum does not always match students’ developmental levels, 

especially in kindergarten. Alexis said, “I think what happens, just being very candid, is 

as the standards and the expectations for kindergarteners [change], we see more students 

falling behind.” Jeff suggested,  

We can look at it like [this]: kids who come maybe haven’t had preschool, but, 

naturally, they’re going to come into kindergarten. Some of them know how to 

behave, but some kids don’t understand the structure of school or that you take 

directions from your teacher because she’s the adult or he’s the adult, or whatever 

the case may be. Those types of factors certainly influence how well a kid does.  

Jeff went on to say that the curriculum was also a part of the issue: 

We have this curriculum that’s not developmentally appropriate for kids. What’s 

going to end up happening is you’re going to have kids who are in that class 

[who] are acting out because they’re not prepared to learn [and] not [because] 

they can’t learn. You can’t have Johnny in there tantruming every day, so these 
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are the kids getting referred; they [are the] kids who are coming from 

impoverished backgrounds or low SES situations and things like that. 

It doesn’t make sense to have kindergarten kids come in [and] expecting 

[them] to know all their letters and all their sounds and numbers because every 

kid doesn’t go to preschool. And then, you have kids who are coming in who 

haven’t had the background experience or who haven’t seen a book [and] kids 

who haven’t interacted with other kids. You can’t really assess how much the kid 

knows because they’re not prepared to learn. 

All those things really contribute to disproportionality, [especially] if you 

think about what types of kids are [getting referred]. I mean, they’re low SES, like 

[from] poor families [and] stuff. I know that you know, African American kids 

and males and stuff very much relate to a big group that’s disproportionately 

represented.  

Access to Resources 

In addition to a lack of exposure and readiness for school, the participants 

believed the lack of access to resources outside the school building contributed to the 

overrepresentation of minority students in special education. The participants felt that 

families who could provide enrichment opportunities, such as tutoring and extra support, 

were less likely to have students referred for special education services. Dina said, 

I think people [who] have the resources are able to get the additional help that’s 

needed if their child does have a disability, per se. Some parents have money 

[and] can send their children to the [redacted] center so they can get the extra 

support they need. You [also] have some parents [who] are economically 
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challenged [who] don’t know what to do for their child. They don’t have that 

extra money to go out and get tutors or send their children to another learning 

environment.  

Dina had observed how students from low-income families could access only the 

resources available to them at school, while other students had additional learning 

opportunities after school and during school breaks. She said,  

I do see it play out to where children of families that do have the means are able 

to get additional help outside of school, whereas [for the] children who are 

economically disadvantaged, the only hope they have [is] what’s offered in 

school. Kids [who] aren’t economically as disadvantaged get a double dose: they 

get help at school, and then their parents have enough money to get them help 

outside of school.  

The result of that is that those students with disabilities [from higher-

income families] tend to exit EC services quicker because they regain their skills. 

So, when speaking about academics, [those students] have that extra firepower, 

whereas a child [who] doesn’t have the extra money doesn’t get anything extra 

outside of school. He has to get it in school, or that’s it.  

Then you think about over the summer, [how] students with money can do 

things over the summer [and] have that opportunity. Then you have kids [who] 

don’t have money over the summer—they’re losing knowledge. Every kid loses 

skills over the summer or over a long break. You just lose the skill, [and] then you 

come back to school, and it’s expected that within a certain amount of time, 

you’re going to recuperate the skill. 
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Well, for kids who have a hard time recuperating the skills or [have] some 

disabilities, [if], over the summer, [they have] parents with money, they are 

constantly educating them. They’re constantly getting them in an environment 

where they’re educated, where they’re keeping up with their skills. Kids [who] 

come from economically challenged families don’t have opportunities to do that.  

Allie also noted that students from lower-income families had less access to 

resources and support at home than students from more affluent families. However, she 

felt there was no way for the IEP team members to explore the issue for each student. She 

said,  

There is that correlation between lower socioeconomic status and how it translates 

to less influence on academics in the home, [fewer] books to be read, [and] less 

support [for] academics in general, maybe because of working parents [or] bad 

experiences with the school system in the past with the parents. I think [students’] 

socioeconomic status is supposed to be ruled out as a reason for their disability. 

However, in reality, I don’t think that we’re able to pick apart things like that. We 

are supposed to be able to say, “Well, that’s not a factor,” but I think that we 

pretty much just rule that out because there’s no formal way of saying, “Oh, well, 

if this [student] wasn’t poor, then they wouldn’t have this problem.”  

Biological and Environmental Factors  

Beyond the influence of access and readiness on the overrepresentation of 

minority students in special education, the participants discussed biological and 

environmental factors. The leaders described the biological and environmental factors of 

heredity, traumatic experiences, and maternal care. Leroy said,  
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I’ll be honest: educational disproportionalities begin from childbirth, just [based 

on] the treatment our mothers receive [and] the treatment Black and Brown 

parents receive from health care. I say that [because] when we get [their students] 

into the classrooms, it’s seen there as well. 

Brianna also felt that students’ experiences outside the womb impacted their 

success. She said,  

Biological changes that may have happened in the womb are huge factors. [The] 

things that kids are experiencing are huge factors. [For example, for] attendance, 

we wouldn’t expect an elementary student to be responsible enough to keep up 

with their attendance and wake themselves up using an alarm clock and hold 

themselves accountable for making sure that they catch the bus and eat breakfast 

and prepare to return [home]. Our younger students really fall fully on the parents 

[for care]. [However], we have students [who] come from a very different 

environment, as far as parental support and resources [go]. I think when you are 

looking at disproportionality, a huge part is making sure that you’re not labeling a 

child as disabled when there are other factors that have to be considered.  

Sharon posited that heredity and trauma could also contribute to the 

overrepresentation of minority students in special education:  

Some of the things that we’re seeing are hereditary. If a student is learning 

disabled, that’s hereditary, and you may have a parent [who] is learning disabled. 

[The parent might] not even technically know they’re learning disabled or they’re 

illiterate or something of that nature. 
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Some of the factors could be trauma [because] a lot of our kids have 

experienced some type of trauma, whether it be sexual, physical, or mental abuse. 

They may have seen it in the home, which could happen in any family, no matter 

[the] color. And in my experience, students experiencing a lot of trauma, in turn, 

act out or exhibit and display some undesirable behavior.  

Brianna discussed exposure and skin color:  

I mean, you can’t control what color your skin is when you’re born. That’s not 

inherently going to change anything about you. It’s what you’re exposed to, 

maybe, as a result of [skin color], and the stereotypes that others may have of you, 

as a result of that.  

Misunderstandings and Bias in Education 

Many participants believed that teachers play a huge role in the 

overrepresentation of minority students in special education. Cynthia said,  

Educators are people who have the power. [They may] not understand that they 

have the power [or realize] the time it takes to get to know students as human 

beings. It really is the obligation [of educators] to get to know students so they are 

given a fighting chance and the benefit of the doubt. 

Leroy remarked, “Teachers play a huge role. Students are identified by teachers. 

Teachers identify, and teachers are full of biases.” The participants described the bias 

they saw in some educators in school buildings and classrooms. Laurel said, “I think 

there’s bias in everything that we do. I just think we’re humans, and we’re biased. I think 

we all have biases just flat out. I mean, we just do.” Cynthia noted, “That’s part of the 
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bias. I think that people who know a student’s economic status, for example, can tend to 

be biased about that and about their capacities or their behaviors, even.” Brianna stated,  

Teachers play a huge role, and it may not be as much what the student looks like 

as what the student may act like or what the teacher knows about the parent 

because, sometimes, when teachers come to a problem-solving meeting, they say, 

“I don’t know what to do with this student,” even though we may go into the 

classroom to observe that student and you have three others [who] are doing the 

exact same thing. I think that, sometimes, teachers, although they’re not meaning 

to, single students out. That also impacts their relationship with that student, 

which could be a missed opportunity to develop a positive relationship to really 

change that child’s outcome. 

Brianna also described how bias was not only in individual classrooms among teachers, 

but also in school buildings with school leadership. She said,  

Building-level administrators also can become biased against specific students. If 

they’re a frequent flyer kid and the teacher just writes that student up, it can very 

easily turn into, “I just can’t deal with this kid; they need to go to X, Y, and Z 

program or they can’t stay in this building,” which is not fair to that student 

because what have we really done to look at the issues that they’re having to 

remediate those issues and help them be [a] more successful student and person?  

Allie also addressed bias and said,  

There may be biases, like the teacher may have biases that they’ve never 

addressed in terms of expectations of certain groups of students. [Teachers may] 

associate certain groups with students with low SES [or think] the parent doesn’t 
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value education or whatever, so [they] don’t expect [the students] to do X, Y or Z. 

So, honestly, I think it has a huge role to play in terms of referring kids. 

Alice described unconscious bias: 

There are just biases that people may not consciously know that they have or 

recognize. I do think that it is easier for people to see a Black male student who’s 

coming from a broken home or whatever he’s got going on poverty, [and] things 

like that. [A teacher] has different male students, for example, [but one] has a 

mama who complains all the time. The [students] may have similar behaviors, but 

[the one with the complaining parent] gets placed quicker in special education. 

Alice also suggested that leaders should engage in selective hiring to account for 

unconscious bias and emphasized the importance of making data-based decisions:  

I think it kind of goes [back to] the teacher [who] has identified biases that they 

don’t realize. I do think that can play a role. I can say it also goes back to a 

leader’s hiring process, too. I’m very particular, and I don’t necessarily [ask] 

social justice questions [in interviews] or anything like that, but I do try to feel out 

[by asking] like, “What kind of clientele have you taught before? What are you 

passionate about? What are your ideas on classroom management? How would 

you handle situations?” I give them scenarios based on different things, so I try to 

feel that out.  

If teachers have biases, it’s going to be harder. I think they’ll be quicker to 

refer for evaluation. I will say that I’m grateful that I have some young teachers 

who are just learning the process, but we have focused on the data piece and how 
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that has eliminated the bias part. If you don’t have the data to support it, you can’t 

just tell me a student needs special education. 

Leroy agreed that teachers sometimes enter the profession with biases and 

falsehoods that they carry into their classrooms. He said,  

We validate teachers’ opinions of our Black and Brown students because we have 

this false perception that every teacher is in the field to help students. Now, I do 

think that most of our teachers come to education to help students, but that 

doesn’t mean they’re equipped to help all students. I was a lateral entry teacher, 

so I did not go through what I call the White dead man’s educational structure. I 

only know what I learned through my interactions in practice in my career and in 

my life.  

So, you have some teachers [who] come in with all these falsehoods of 

what a student should be. When [those expectations] are not met, instead of 

reflecting on the teacher, [they say] something is wrong with the student. REI 

groundwater training talks about how we try to fix fish instead of fixing the water 

that our fish are swimming in. 

Some participants felt that bias and a lack of cultural understanding contributed to 

the issue of disproportionality. When asked about the teacher’s role, Jeff stated,  

If a teacher wants a kid to be identified, they’ll come up with all the reasons why 

they need to be. Traditionally speaking, Black people have been looked at in the 

past as being more feral and aggressive. Basically, you can have a minority 

person and a White person do the same behavior, but the White person’s 

[behavior] may be interpreted as a mental health issue versus a Black person’s 
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[behavior] being interpreted as innate aggression or maladaptive behavior and 

stuff.  

I think that there is a certain facet of that [bias]; however, I don’t think, in 

most people’s minds, that necessarily is it. I just think that in some people’s 

situations, they’re like, “Man, I can’t deal with this behavior. I don’t know how to 

address it, and I think that this kid is purposely being rude or defiant.” That’s not 

always the case [about perceived willful behavior]. Being able to understand what 

types of things trigger these types of behavior and stuff is important. It’s a 

disparity there, and people don’t understand [it], and I think that contributes to it, 

too.  

Willie stated, “The first thing that comes to mind is SED and misunderstanding 

culture, which, in turn, identifies more students of color [as having] an emotional 

disability rather than just being misunderstood.” Denise shared that misunderstanding 

contributed to the problem. She said, “I don’t even think it’s bias. It’s not knowing. There 

are certain things that are built-in, and we don’t know until we accept the fact that 

everybody has bias. We have to break through that bias.”  

Cynthia said, “I think it’s cultural. It is bias, but it’s also cultural. It’s implicit 

bias. I think that is the largest contributor.” Dina said, “It’s lack of knowledge and not 

being culturally aware. That’s why there’s such a big push now for cultural awareness 

because it’s not understanding the culture. You’re not reacting off of knowledge; you’re 

reacting off of pure emotion.”  

Dina further explained how cultural misunderstandings could influence whether a 

teacher refers and identifies a student as requiring special education services. She stated,  
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I think it’s who the classroom teacher is referring to for an evaluation. Classroom 

teachers play a part because they’re sending specific types of students for 

evaluation. They’re recommending certain types of students [for special 

education]. You may have two students [who] exhibit the same behavior, but 

because one is from another background, that may cause a referral [for that child]. 

I think some teachers have a difficult time relating to kids outside [of] their 

culture. And so, some of the things that a student may say or do, [teachers may 

find] be offensive, [although the behavior] isn’t really intended to be offensive. 

It’s just the nature of the beast.  

For instance, you have some African American kids [who] yell, or their 

voices [are] loud. And so, as a teacher, you’re like, “Why are you so loud?” 

Studies have shown that in households where there are academic challenges, kids 

tend to watch TV a lot [instead of] going outside because of the violence or 

something they might encounter. Well then, knowing that, when they have 

conversations at home, they’re trying to talk over the TV, and you may have 

several kids in the house; so then, the projection of their voice continues even in 

school. So, it’s not the child being disrespectful or hyper. That [just may be] the 

way they communicate because that’s how they communicate at home in given 

circumstances.  

In addition to acknowledging that bias exists, some participants had ideas about 

how to overcome and decrease the bias in school buildings and classrooms, including 

training and education on becoming aware of personal biases. Troy said,  
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The first thing [teachers] need to be taught is how to understand the students they 

are teaching. That’s where we come in. We’re knocking down implicit biases and 

other types of biases or racial undertones that they may have that they may not be 

aware of. So, once you are aware of them, then you notice them and can do 

something about them.  

Sharon said,  

When teachers start in the district, they go through a beginning teacher 

orientation. Special education teachers go through an orientation that’s more 

geared toward special education, but you don’t really see regular education 

teachers going through that. They’re learning once they get into the school about 

the problem-solving process and intervention.  

Maybe there could be some beginning teacher training on working with 

that population of students. It [could be] a standard [for] their evaluation. I just 

think that maybe they should want to educate them just on that process. Maybe 

take a survey of [teachers’ thoughts] and misconceptions and dispel them through 

some training. 

Summary of Historical and Systemic Inequities 

The goal of this study was to explore the participants’ perspectives of the factors 

in the disproportionate representation of minority students in special education. The 

participants discussed different factors that could contribute to the likelihood of educators 

identifying minority students as needing special education services. Among the factors 

identified were school readiness, access to resources, biological and environmental 

factors, and cultural misunderstandings and teacher bias.  
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The factors related to systemic issues remain within society. Most of the factors 

identified in the study were not problems rooted within the school system but inequities 

with a long history in the United States. Unfortunately, many factors were not school 

system policies, practices, or procedures that leaders can readily change. However, 

leaders striving to make change happen must know the causes of the issue.  

Conclusion 

This chapter presented the findings of this qualitative study on how to reduce and 

eliminate the disproportionate representation of minority students in special education. 

The chapter included the results of analyzing the semistructured interviews and school 

and district documents. Five themes emerged from the data related to the research 

questions and provided guidance for each section. The first four themes focused on the 

leadership practices school and district leaders utilized to enhance minority 

representation. The findings showed that the participating school leaders strove to 

increase awareness, provide professional development, and make data-based decisions. 

The participating district leaders utilized the same practices as school leaders but also 

could find and allocate human and monetary resources to address the overrepresentation 

of minority students. The voices of eight school leaders and five district leaders 

contributed the findings.  

The results showed that raising the awareness of people within the school system 

(e.g., teachers, school board members, IEP team members, and other educators) is the 

responsibility of both school and district leaders. Raising awareness is a twofold process. 

Leaders must increase awareness about the disproportionality issue in their schools and 

districts while simultaneously increasing cultural awareness. Many participants believed 
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that increasing teachers’ cultural awareness was the key to reducing and eliminating 

disproportionality in special education. The participants noted that leaders could improve 

cultural awareness through conversations and effective professional development.  

Professional development was another theme of the study. The participants 

emphasized the importance of professional development and suggested how to make it 

effective. The participants indicated the need for professional development to be 

engaging, ongoing, and mandatory; without these key elements, attempts to provide 

professional development could lack success.  

The participants also believed that both school and district leaders collect and use 

data to make the best decisions for students. According to the participants, leaders must 

make data-based decisions to create and evaluate policies and identify students for special 

education. Leaders make data-based decisions to make strategic changes to provide more 

equitable education to the minority students referred for special education.  

In addition to raising awareness, providing effective professional development for 

school and district employees, and making data-based decisions, district leaders must find 

and allocate resources to reduce and eliminate disproportionality in special education. 

Finding and allocating resources was a theme pertinent to the district leaders but not the 

school leaders. District leaders must strive to find and both human and monetary 

resources. The participants noted the creation of equity departments (human resources) in 

their districts and indicated the need for grants and other funding for district initiatives.  

The last theme in the study related to Research Question 3, which focused on the 

perceived factors influencing the overrepresentation of minority students in special 

education. The results indicate that the systemic factors that have historically been issues 
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in the United States continue to contribute to the overrepresentation of minority students 

in special education. Such factors include school readiness, access to resources, 

biological and environmental factors, and teacher bias and cultural misunderstanding. 

The participants felt that the educators required effective professional development to 

overcome teacher bias and cultural misunderstandings. Overall, the emergent themes 

provided a basis that school and district leaders can use to decrease disproportionality in 

special education. The leadership practices presented in the study could fill the gaps in 

the literature on the issue.  
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Chapter 5: Summary, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Introduction 

The purpose of this basic interpretive interview-based study was to explore the 

leadership practices that school and district leaders perceived as effective for decreasing 

and eliminating the disproportionate representation of minority students in special 

education. The study also addressed the problem’s contributing factors. This chapter 

includes a discussion of the major findings related to the literature on special education 

and educational leadership. This chapter also presents the study’s implications for 

educational leader preparation programs, educational leaders, and policymakers in 

addressing the overrepresentation of minority students in special education. There is a 

discussion of how social justice leadership theory and transformative leadership theory 

relate to overcoming this issue. This chapter also offers the study’s limitations, the areas 

for future research, and a model for schools and districts to follow. The study’s guiding 

research questions were:  

RQ1. How do school and district leaders describe the district-level leadership 

practices that decrease and eliminate the disproportionate representation of minority 

students in special education? 

RQ2. How do school and district leaders describe the school-level leadership 

practices that decrease and eliminate the disproportionate representation of minority 

students in special education?  

RQ3. What factors do school and district leaders perceive influence the 

disproportionate representation of minority students in special education? 
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The leadership practices for decreasing and eliminating the disproportionate 

representation of minority students emerged from the participant responses as four 

themes: (a) leaders raise awareness about the issue of special education disproportionality 

through conversations with educators and school system stakeholders; (b) leaders provide 

effective professional development to school and district educators to increase cultural 

knowledge and decrease bias in the school system; (c) leaders make decisions regarding 

special education policy, practices, and identification based on data; and (d) district 

leaders find and allocate human and monetary resources to make an equitable change for 

the students historically marginalized. Themes 1–3 related to school and district leaders, 

whereas Theme 4 applied only to district leaders.  

The themes pertained to the practices participants perceived as useful for 

decreasing and eliminating minority disproportionality in special education. The 

participants also identified the contributing factors of systemic inequities, such as school 

readiness, access to resources, biological and environmental factors, and bias in 

education. Figure 2 shows the revised conceptual framework for the study.  

Interpretation of the Findings  

Conversations Are Necessary but Not Sufficient 

The findings suggest that leaders have a role in bringing awareness to issues 

within the school system. More specifically, leaders are responsible for making people 

aware of disproportionality as they work to decrease the overrepresentation of minority 

students in special education. The participants in this study perceived that having 

important conversations could bring awareness; however, they deemed conversations 

necessary but insufficient for raising awareness and making changes on their own. This 



 

179 

 

finding aligns with the literature showing that conversations are an important leadership 

tool and practice. However, leaders must do more than foster conversations to bring 

about effective change.  

According to Ford and Ford (1995), “Communication is considered a critical 

element in enabling people to change their attitudes and behaviors, and in their gaining 

ownership of the change” (p. 542). Ford and Ford also said that many change models 

present conversations as only a tool for bringing about change (1995). However, the 

researchers posited that change occurs within the context of effective communication. In 

other words, conversations are an essential means of bringing awareness, and their 

importance does not end once people know about the issue. Effective communication and 

honest conversations should be tools used throughout the change process. Many of the 

participating leaders considered conversations important only in bringing about 

awareness to their subordinates. The participants discussed using conversations to help 

people understand the issue and learn about targeted interventions. However, many did 

not acknowledge the importance of conversations for receiving feedback and input from 

teachers, parents, students, and community members.  

The participants indicated that school and district leaders used conversations to 

give people more information. However, the findings suggest that leaders should consider 

fostering conversations to gain information (i.e., listening) from others within the school 

system. This idea aligns with the literature. For example, Stokes and Carr-Chellman 

(2007) said, “Conversation is horizontal, on a level playing field, where all participants 

communicate with each other” (p. 94). Furthermore, Stokes and Carr-Chellman posited 

that during conversations, “Participants need to set aside their current mindset, be 
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detached from preconceived ideas, layout their thoughts openly for all to contemplate, 

and jointly create a vision of a future system” (p. 95). 

Regarding the framework for this study, the transformative leadership theory was 

evident throughout the data about bringing awareness and having important 

conversations. The theory indicates that leaders must exhibit moral courage to bring 

about change within their school buildings and districts and having conversations to raise 

awareness requires commitment and courage. According to Shields (2010), leaders must 

have “moral courage and the willingness to take risks and to become actively engaged in 

the struggle and challenge of creating schools that are more equitable, inclusive, 

excellent, and socially just” (p. 580). School system members often meet change with 

opposition; therefore, leaders must have the courage to continue engaging in 

conversations when disagreement occurs.  

Social justice leadership theory also applied to the theme of conversations. Social 

justice leadership theory suggests that school and district leaders who raise awareness and 

have courageous conversations can decrease the overrepresentation of minority students 

in special education and make strides in advancing inclusion, access, and opportunities 

for all (Theoharis, 2009). However, transformative leaders for social justice will need to 

understand that conversations and dialogue alone will do nothing to change the status quo 

if leaders are not careful in ensuring that the conversations they lead do not silence the 

marginalized populations they are trying to support. Shields (2004) uses the term 

“pathologies of silence” that she defines as “misguided attempts to act justly, to display 

empathy, and to create democratic and optimistic educational communities (Shields, 

2004, p. 117). She argues that “deliberate interventions of educational leaders to develop 
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meaning that is socially just, build a deeper understanding of dialogue, and help 

educators to critically examine their practices are essential (Shields, 2004, p. 123). 

Professional Development is a Way to Increase Knowledge 

The participants reported that many teachers and educators in their school system 

lacked the cultural knowledge needed to understand students from various backgrounds; 

as such, a lack of cultural knowledge could contribute to teachers’ difficulty connecting 

and building relationships with students in classrooms. A lack of cultural knowledge 

could also impact the policies and practices that contribute to the systemic injustices in 

today’s school systems.  

The participants suggested that leaders could improve educators’ cultural 

knowledge by providing adequate professional development. In addition, the participants 

noted that school and district leaders should make professional development mandatory, 

continuous, and engaging. This finding loosely aligned with Garet et al. (2001), who 

asserted that three structural features support the context for effective professional 

development and three core features support the characteristics of effective professional 

development. The structural features include form (e.g., study group, professional 

learning community, workshop), duration (e.g., days, hours, and weeks), and 

participation (i.e., participation collectively or individually); the core features are content 

focus (i.e., did the professional development session result in improved content 

knowledge?), active learning (i.e., did the participants actively engage in the session via 

meaningful activities?), and coherence (i.e., are the professional development activities 

continuous and aligned with teachers’ goals and objectives?).  
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Two of the professional development features found in this study aligned with the 

six structural and core features of Garet et al. (2001). The participants indicated the need 

for continuous and engaging professional development, similar to Garet et al.’s duration 

and participation features.  

The participants in this study also suggested making professional development 

mandatory, which does not align with the literature. Researchers have suggested that 

professional development sessions  

Should take place without coercion because conversations cannot happen in the 

context of mandated change. When change is mandated, the communication is 

vertical, from a superior to those who carry out the mandate. It is in one direction, 

while true conversations require reciprocity. (Stokes & Carr-Chellman, 2007, p. 

95) 

The participants in this study believed in the need for mandatory professional 

development; without required attendance, some may not see the importance of 

increasing their cultural awareness or knowledge of disproportionality in special 

education. However, the literature has suggested that professionals forced to attend 

professional development sessions may resist change and not contribute to conversations.  

Both social justice leadership theory and transformative leadership theory were 

evidence in the data that support the leader’s role in using effective professional 

development sessions in their work. The tenets of the social justice leadership theory that 

aligned with this study’s data were create a climate of belonging and acquire broad 

reconceptualized consciousness/knowledge/skill base (Theoharis, 2009). This study’s 

findings suggest that school and district leaders who work to increase cultural awareness 
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through effective professional development also create a more inclusive environment for 

minority students. The leaders focused on helping educators reconceptualize their 

knowledge about cultural differences and their skills for working with students from 

different cultures. Additionally, the transformative leadership theory suggests that leaders 

must deconstruct and reconstruct the knowledge frameworks that contribute to inequity 

and injustice by providing effective professional development for increasing cultural 

awareness.  

Making Decisions Based on Data Is Critical  

According to the participants, data-based decisions are the key to decreasing and 

eliminating disproportionality in special education. The participants asserted the 

importance of making appropriate decisions based on data at the school and district 

levels. According to Mandinach (2012), making data-based decisions involves 

“systematic collection, analysis, examination, and interpretation of data to inform 

practice and policy in educational settings” (p. 71).  

At the district level, the participants indicated the need to collect and analyze the 

data to make appropriate decisions about changes in policies and practices. The 

participants discussed how they collected data, including assessments and audits. The 

directors of equity who participated in this study described conducting equity audits to 

ensure equitable decisions in their schools. This finding aligned with Skrla et al. (2004), 

who recommended that “educators in schools and districts start using equity audits to 

increase equity within our systems” (p. 155). McKenzie and Skrla (2011) also suggested 

using equity audits to identify the patterns and potential causes of inequity in school 

systems. The authors also believed that the equity audits enabled leaders to make data-
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based decisions and implement strategies (i.e., policies and practices) to address the 

identified inequalities. 

At the school level, the participants of this study asserted that leaders must gather 

and present appropriate data at IEP meetings. Leaders should ensure that IEP meeting 

attendees understand how to adequately interpret and apply the data to students. 

According to the participants, data-based decision-making is a way to make objective 

rather than subjective special education decisions and decrease the overrepresentation of 

minority students in special education. This idea aligned with the literature, as scholars 

have suggested using data to make educational decisions is a way to reduce bias in the 

referral process and address the disproportionate placement of minority students in 

special education (Klingner et al., 2005; Proctor et al., 2012).  

Furthermore, IDEA provides guidance to LEAs with regard to collecting and 

using data that allows teams to consider the individual needs of children as they make 

eligibility decisions. The law states that, 

In conducting the evaluation, the local educational agency shall use a variety of 

assessment tools and strategies to gather relevant functional, developmental, and 

academic information, including information provided by the parent, that may 

assist in determining whether the child is a child with a disability; and the content 

of the child’s individualized education program. (20 U.S.C. § 1414(b)(2) (2004) 

In addition to the use of varied instruments, the law requires that the instruments 

be technically sound and assess the contribution of a wide variety of factors such as 

cognitive, behavioral, physical, and developmental factors. School and district leaders 

can obtain data from multiple sources within their school buildings to make decisions 
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about special education identification, including qualitative data from classroom 

observations and student and parent interviews. Qualitative data could be a way to bring 

awareness to the home, environment, biological, and even social factors that contribute to 

students’ academic achievement and behaviors. Additionally, standardized formal and 

informal assessments (i.e., curriculum-based measures, district, and state measures) are 

important data sources when making educational decisions (Kressler & Cavendish, 

2020). Although collecting appropriate data is key, interpretation is also important. In 

addition to using data from assessments that are technically sound, IDEA also states that 

the assessments used to make identification decisions should be  

Selected and administered so as not to be discriminatory on a racial or cultural 

basis” and should be “administered in the language and form most likely to yield 

accurate information on what the child knows and can do academically, 

developmentally, and functionally. (20 U.S.C. § 1414(b)(3) (2004) 

Leaders not only have to collect the appropriate data but also know how to 

interpret the data. Leaders must have adequate cultural awareness and the ability to 

interpret the data of students’ need for special education services. This idea aligned with 

the literature that has indicated that data-based decision-making positively affects the 

academic outcomes of students with disabilities (Gesel et al., 2020; Stecker et al., 2005). 

Concerning data-based decision-making, the literature has also shown that cultural 

awareness is an essential part of working with diverse student populations. According to 

Kressler et al. (2020),  

Perceiving the RTI process as a means to special education placement does little 

to protect students who are CLD (culturally and linguistically diverse), nor does it 
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provide them with opportunities to meaningfully access an equitable education. 

The CR-DBDM (Culturally Relevant Data-Based Decision-Making) model 

provides PSTs with suggestions and goals for problem-solving that acknowledges 

and embraces students’ voices and diversity in ways that empower and validate 

their experiences in a space in which they are unintentionally but consistently 

marginalized. (p. 220) 

Participants in the current study addressed the need for good data-based decision 

making during the evaluation and identification process, but they said little about the 

need for good data-based decisions prior to referral. In other words, the participants in the 

current study did not speak much about the role of interventions and the use of 

intervention data to make decisions about referring students for special education 

evaluation. This is true, despite that in the state of North Carolina, LEAs are mandated to 

employ a Multi-Tiered System of Support (MTSS) for both academic and behavior 

concerns. Although many districts have teams who help teachers collect and review 

intervention data prior to special education referrals (e.g., Problem Solving Team and 

other names), many of the participants did not speak about how these structures could 

help decrease and eliminate disproportionality. 

This theme aligned with two tenets of the social justice leadership theory: 

improve core learning context and raise student achievement. School and district leaders 

must collect, analyze, and interpret data to make decisions about policies, practices, and 

special education identification. Leaders should make data-based decisions not only to 

improve the equity of school systems for minority students but also to improve the core 

instruction and achievement of historically marginalized students. In turn, improved core 
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instruction and achievement could result in less overrepresentation of minority students 

in special education.  

At the District Level, Providing Human and Monetary Resources Is Key  

The participants in this study reported that leaders must allocate both human and 

fiscal resources to implement and sustain change; however, this finding applied only to 

the district level. The participants believed that district leaders should create positions to 

increase equity and allocate funds to professional development and other need to 

implement meaningful and sustainable change, an idea that also aligned with the 

literature. According to O’connor and Freeman (2012), “For initiatives to be sustained 

over time, mechanisms that ensure adequate resource support from the district are 

needed. This is especially true in circumstances where resources are limited, and new 

practices may be seen as unnecessary” (p. 307). The participants identified the need to 

allocate resources to improve equitable outcomes for students; however, none mentioned 

the need to allocate resources equitably. The equitable distribution of resources could be 

vital to decrease and eliminate disproportionality in special education.  

Regarding human capital, Knight (2019) posited that inexperienced teachers 

working in schools with high-needs students could result from the inequitable distribution 

of resources. Knight stated, “Because teachers are typically paid according to a district-

level salary schedule, unequal funding within school districts is directly linked to the 

inequitable distribution of teacher experience across schools” (p. 616). Students with 

economic, social, or language challenges may have more needs than their peers and thus 

be more likely to receive referrals for special education. Therefore, providing further 

funds to hire more experienced teachers who can work with an array of students from 
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various cultures and with various needs could be a way to decrease the overrepresentation 

of minority students in special education.  

In addition to funding more experienced teachers, district leaders may need to 

allocate monies to create new departments or positions. All the districts in this study had 

new equity departments for identifying and eliminating inequities in the school system. 

Devoting more human capital to overcome inequities also requires allocating funds to pay 

for salaries, professional development sessions, building spaces, and other costs related to 

increasing personnel.   

Like human capital, district leaders often distribute fiscal resources based on the 

number and not the needs of enrolled students. Allocating fiscal resources based on 

enrollment could contribute to the achievement gap and produce more systemic 

inequities. According to Baker and Corcoran (2012), funding based solely on student 

enrollment does not address student needs and fails to provide adequate student support. 

Therefore, Halverson and Plecki (2015) recommended that school district leaders 

implement equity-focused resource allocation strategies. Halverson and Plecki (2015) 

also suggested that district leaders distribute resources equitably by (a) allocating funds in 

proportion to school needs, (b) investing heavily in increasing staff knowledge based on 

district needs and challenges, (c) improving the match between students and staff by 

making staff changes to classrooms or school assignments, and (d) combining resources 

to maximize support for struggling students. Halverson and Plecki also described school-

level resource allocation strategies that the participants of this study did not mention. 

Study participants knew about the need to allocate resources to the issue but only 

considered implementation at the district level.  
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This theme aligned with the transformative leadership theory, which suggests that 

leaders must know themselves, their organizations, and their communities. This tenet of 

the theory is related to resource allocation because leaders must be aware of school and 

student needs to allocate school resources to address those needs. Additionally, leaders 

must have knowledge about community attitudes and beliefs to navigate the political 

arena around adopting and changing curricula, creating new positions, developing new 

departments, and making changes that may receive pushback from the community.  

Systemic Inequities Play a Role in Disproportionality  

This study also focused on the contributing factors of disproportionality in special 

education. The participants believed that systemic inequities existed in their school 

systems. They discussed the inequities of a lack of access to resources, a lack of school 

readiness, biological and environmental factors, and bias in education. The identified 

inequities aligned with the literature indicating that disproportionality has an array of 

different causes. Ahram et al. (2021) stated, “A clear consensus in the field is that 

disproportionality represents a highly complex phenomenon resulting from multiple 

factors and features” (pp. 313–314). Ahram et al. conducted an empirical review of the 

literature on special education disproportionality that included a critical analysis of 73 

studies published between 2006 and 2019. Consistent with this study’s findings, Ahram 

et al. found that most of the 73 studies focused on either professional practices or 

sociodemographic predictors. Moreover, most of the articles related to disproportionality 

focused on bias and the sociodemographic factors contributing to the inappropriate 

identification of students of color (Ahram et al., 2021; Coutinho et al., 2002; Donovan & 

Cross, 2002; Fish, 2019; Harry & Klingner, 2014; Sullivan & Bal, 2013). 
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In line with the framework of this study, leading an equitable education system 

requires understanding the causes of disproportionality. Therefore, both school and 

district leaders must understand why this phenomenon occurs. Without understanding the 

“why” of the issue, leaders may struggle with how to decrease and eliminate 

overrepresentation in special education. Many of the causes mentioned by participants 

were out-of-school factors not easily changed with policies or procedural shifts. 

However, acknowledging these factors is an important step in interpreting the data and 

increasing equity in education. Although most of the identified factors were larger 

societal problems, many of the leadership practices associated with Research Questions 1 

and 2 could be a way to mitigate the risk of educators incorrectly identifying minority 

students as needing special education. 

Although this study had some expected results, it also produced some unexpected 

and concerning findings of leaders’ knowledge of disproportionality and special 

education in general. Overall, despite being able to define disproportionality, most of the 

participants had little knowledge of the current state of disproportionality in their 

districts. Furthermore, many participants were unaware of any targeted interventions 

implemented in their schools and districts to address this issue. The lack of awareness 

from school and district leaders was concerning, as the conceptual framework suggests 

that raising awareness is the first step in decreasing disproportionality in special 

education and fostering a more equitable education.  

Revised Conceptual Framework  

At the outset of the study, I created a conceptual framework that was a graphical 

representation of the disproportionality phenomenon under investigation based on prior 
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research and current theories. The data collected from this study were the means used to 

revise the conceptual framework. The revised conceptual framework in Figure 2 shows 

how leadership practices and leadership theories connect with and contribute to each 

other.  

Figure 2 

Revised Conceptual Framework 

 

The factors outside of the triangle underwent revision to reflect the participants’ 

perspectives but remain foundational to decreasing overrepresentation in special 

education and fostering an equitable education. The factors outside the base of the 

triangle were also revised to reflect leaders perceptions of out-of-school factors that 

influence disproportionality in the school system.  
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The anchoring information inside the triangle consists of the school system. This 

aspect of the framework contains the problem, the leadership theories used to guide 

practice, and the end goal, all unchanging aspects, regardless of the leadership practices 

implemented. The right side of the triangle shows the leadership practices identified in 

the study for decreasing disproportionality in special education and fostering a more 

equitable education for all students within the school system.  

Limitations  

This study had several notable limitations. First, the study occurred in North 

Carolina due to its proximity to the researcher; therefore, the findings are not 

generalizable to leadership practices in other states. Second, the results filled a gap in the 

literature on disproportionality in North Carolina. Another limitation is the small sample 

size of participants (N =13) and districts (N = 3). The leaders from Gamma Public 

Schools comprised over half (53%) of the participants (n = 7), while Alpha and Beta 

Public Schools each accounted for 23% (n = 3). Although data saturation occurred with 

13 participants, the study may have had more robust data if all three districts had similar 

participant numbers.  

Third, all documents collected for this study were widely available on the internet. 

Despite requests, the participants and school districts did not provide any documents 

unavailable for public view. Internal documents of school data, professional development 

sessions, and other school- and district-based documents could have provided more 

insight into the happenings within each district. However, the participants may not have 

provided internal documents for various reasons. For example, they may have forgotten 

the request due to the COVID-19 pandemic at the time of this study.  
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The pandemic also affected the ability to recruit and connect with participants. All 

the interviews in this study occurred either via telephone or video conference. Using a 

virtual modality provided the opportunity to conduct multiple interviews in one day. 

However, drawbacks of the virtual interviews included technical difficulties and audio 

issues, causing some challenges with transcription. In addition, conducting interviews via 

telephone did not provide the opportunity to observe facial expressions and body 

language. Additionally, some of the participants had to work from home because of the 

pandemic during the interviews; therefore, a potential loss of confidentiality could have 

occurred if there were other uninvited persons in the room (e.g., children, spouses, house 

guests).  

Implications and Recommendations 

Despite the aforementioned limitations, this study had several implications for 

educational leadership preparation programs, educational leaders, and policymakers. This 

section includes a discussion of the implications for each group and provides 

recommendations based on the study’s findings. The end of this section includes 

recommendations for future research.  

Educational Leadership Preparation Programs 

The study’s findings appeared to align with the argument that schools, and 

districts require educational leaders well-versed in an array of effective leadership 

practices. Educational leaders must understand how to effectively communicate, interpret 

data, and allocate resources. In addition to these technical skills, educational leaders 

require an understanding of the special education process and how to serve minority 

students from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. Educational leaders can 
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gain knowledge and skills of these topics through leadership preparation programs for 

students and future leaders.  

Additionally, educational leaders should lead with social justice in mind. 

Educational leadership preparation programs must produce transformative leaders who 

can effect system-wide change for a more equitable learning environment. Leadership 

preparation curricula should focus on the transformative leadership and social justice 

leadership theories, equity, and the practices that school and district leaders can use to 

make school systems more equitable.  

Another recommendation is for leaders to be intentional while recruiting and 

selecting staff with various backgrounds and leadership experiences. The participants in 

this study reported that many educators in their schools and districts lacked cultural 

awareness and knowledge about the special education process. Thus, students of 

leadership preparation programs who come from different backgrounds and experiences 

can impact the system differently than people from the majority population due to their 

lived experiences and ability to build relationships with minority students. Diversity in 

leadership is critical to address disproportionality that starts with diversifying higher 

education institutions’ recruitment and selection processes.  

Lastly, educational leadership preparation programs must show future leaders 

how to identify their personal biases. The participants in this study reported that teacher 

bias was a contributing factor in the overrepresentation of minority students in special 

education. Transformative leaders for social justice could remedy this concern. However, 

producing transformative leaders who foster more equitable education systems requires 

students of all backgrounds and experiences at institutions of higher learning and 
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educational preparation programs to learn how to identify their personal biases. Bias 

identification is a valuable skill that future leaders can use to help other educators identify 

their personal biases.  

Educational Leaders 

This study provided evidence of the practices that educational leaders can use to 

decrease and eliminate disproportionality in special education identification. Therefore, a 

need exists to probe further and explore what these identified practices could mean for 

school and district leaders in their everyday work. Raising awareness through 

conversations, providing effective professional development opportunities, making data-

based decisions, and allocating resources may appear easy tasks for producing change; 

however, leaders often receive pushback from teachers and other educators when trying 

to make systemic changes. Thus, leaders must know how to navigate the political arena 

when implementing the leadership practices identified in this study. Collaborating with 

other professionals who identify as agents of change, transformative leaders, or leaders 

for social justice could be a way to reduce the burden often felt when trying to implement 

significant change. Additionally, collaboration enables leaders to hear and consider other 

voices and perspectives and increases the likelihood of positive outcomes. 

Another recommendation for educational leaders relates to the finding that teacher 

bias contributes to the overrepresentation of minority students in special education. This 

finding, while not surprising, is a concern. Educators should consider evaluating bias 

when completing the interview and hiring processes for teachers and other education 

professionals. Changing bias is challenging; however, reducing bias in special education 

referrals could be a monumental step toward decreasing and eliminating 
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disproportionality in special education identification. In addition to evaluating teacher 

bias during the hiring process, leaders should also consider working with current staff to 

identify biases within the district and school building. Identifying and addressing biases 

with ongoing and engaging professional development could increase teachers’ awareness 

of biases and change their classroom practices.  

The participants in this study identified raising awareness through conversations 

as a leadership practice useful for decreasing overrepresentation in special education. The 

findings showed that although conversations alone cannot cause change, they are 

necessary tools at the start of and during the change process. A recommendation is for 

educational leaders to use two-way conversations to increase buy-in and commitment 

when creating new policies and procedures. Leaders should engage in conversations to 

raise awareness while exploring the voices of teachers, parents, community members, and 

other colleagues. Leaders should engage in conversations with teachers to explore their 

bias, thoughts about issues, and knowledge of the special education identification 

process, policies, and outcomes. Educational leaders should also talk with parents of 

students with suspected disabilities. In addition, leaders should ask parents to provide 

their children’s in-depth social histories and use this and other data sources to make 

appropriate decisions for special education identification.  

Moreover, as leaders work to have these crucial conversations, it will be 

paramount that the voices of marginalized parents, teachers, students, community 

members be included. Instead of speaking for others who have been marginalized, leaders 

will need to create a brave space for conversations to occur. Doing so will ensure that 

marginalized people are not silenced, and the status quo is not further perpetuated. While 
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some discomfort will be unpreventable, leaders should be responsible for creating 

environments where stakeholders (i.e., parents, students, teachers, community members) 

can discuss race and inequalities in a supportive space. Arao and Clemens (2013) began 

to rethink the use of the term “safe space” and began the rhetorical shift to “brave space.” 

The term “safe space” often refers to environments where people can freely share their 

ideas without fear of reprisal. A safe space is a “learning environment that allows 

students to engage with one another over controversial issues with honesty, sensitivity, 

and respect” (Arao & Clemens, 2013, p. 135). Historically, safe spaces have been 

designed to provide a time and place for marginalized people to share their experiences 

with inequities. Conversely, brave spaces make room for both marginalized and 

privileged populations where an open dialogue about inequities and social justice among 

both populations is encouraged and supported. 

Another recommendation is for leaders to learn how to collect the appropriate 

data and implement analysis techniques to interpret the data correctly. One participant in 

this study mentioned that conducting equity audits exposed her to data she had never 

considered collecting, analyzing, or interpreting. Leaders accustomed to collecting the 

same data every year could benefit from exploring new data sources and collaborating 

with others from various backgrounds to interpret the data through different lenses. 

Moreover, leaders must familiarize themselves with the data related to special education 

and the special education identification process. The identification process includes 

general education data; however, leaders unfamiliar with the eligibility process and 

school psychologist assessments may find it beneficial to learn more about the process 

and complete equity audits.  
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I recommend that school psychologists use their unique position to advocate for 

students and families in general and special education. Given that North Carolina 

employs the MTSS framework, school psychologists could advocate for children in all 

three tiers, including tier 1. In doing so, school psychologists can help the greater effort 

of prevention by intervening early, selecting appropriate school-wide screeners, and 

adopting a holistic or ecological approach and perspective. While I do not recommend 

that school psychologists be the voice of marginalized populations, they can use their 

positions to help educate parents about special education policies, practices, and 

procedures. They can also use their position to create a supportive environment for 

parents who may not feel comfortable speaking up in IEP meetings. School psychologists 

can use their position to bring more awareness to the issue and ask more questions in 

school and district-wide meetings that help spark conversations and dialogue that may 

help change the status quo. 

While school psychologists need to be active in tier 1, general education leaders, 

on the other hand, could also be committed to being a part of the special education 

intervention and referral phase. MTSS is a great start but only a framework and a guiding 

set of principles. The real work happens every day inside school and district buildings. 

Therefore, leaders must assess the structures, systems, and processes that are already in 

place and make informed changes as needed. I recommend that action research and data 

reviews happen at multiple stages throughout the school year. Doing so will allow school 

and district leaders to have informed conversations about changes to practices, policies, 

and procedures. Reviewing IDEA indicator data and other school-level data before the 

end of the school year may allow for changes to be made more readily. Based on action 
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research, leaders may find that they need to make changes to the referral process within 

their building while still operating under the MTSS model. For example, more 

accountability may be needed in certain areas. Teachers may need more support in 

collecting individualized data, parents may need more information about outcomes for 

students who receive special education, and problem-solving teams may need a more 

diverse level of expertise or experience.  

Federal, State, and Local Policymakers 

This study suggests that factors outside the school system could contribute to the 

overrepresentation of minority students in special education programs. Although school 

and district leaders may not play a huge role in making change outside of the school 

system, they have important roles in creating policies and procedures for changing 

outcomes at the local level. Additionally, federal and state policymakers should work to 

create new policies to mitigate the systemic factors identified in the current study. New 

policies for early intervention, school readiness, increased access to academic resources 

for low-income families, and increased access to maternal-fetal health for disadvantaged 

populations could help to mitigate the societal factors not readily changed within the 

school system. Policies in these areas could have other positive long-term outcomes as 

well. In addition, creating these policies, reforming current policies, and measuring the 

efficacy of policies could be beneficial for decreasing poverty and reducing the number 

of minority incarcerations in the United States.  

Beyond creating policies to alleviate deep-rooted societal factors in the United 

States, policymakers should implement new policies to create a more equitable system 

for allocating resources. The participants in this study only considered district-level 
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resource allotment; however, the results suggest the need to consider the resources 

provided to states by the federal government. A policy currently exists for resource 

allotment for school districts with significant disproportionality. In the policy, the federal 

government requires LEAs to set aside 15% of IDEA Part B funds to provide 

comprehensive, coordinated early intervention to address the factors contributing to 

disproportionality. However, schools do not receive additional funds, and neither states 

nor districts have guidance on how to allocate funds equitably. Furthermore, allocating 

funds at the local level is a small component of resource allotment. Policymakers should 

address the equitable allocation of time, people, and funding at all levels. 

Lastly, the U.S Department of Education and state educational departments across 

the nation should consider requiring and mandating more tailored data from school 

districts that informs district practices. While transformative leadership will be critical in 

making changes that reduce and eliminate disproportionality, it may not be enough when 

used alone. I posit that the ultimate change maker may be laws and regulations that are 

punitive enough for districts to act. Additionally, many districts may be overwhelmed 

with the amount of data that is required to stay in compliance. More federal guidance to 

state and district leaders may help to lighten the burden of collecting data just for the sake 

of staying in compliance. Federal and state departments may consider creating guidance 

that helps leaders use the data that is collected for reporting’s sake. Collecting more 

meaningful data in fewer areas may be more effective when leaders are given instructions 

or guidance on why the data is important and how it can be used in local decision 

making. More specifically, data and information regarding special education referrals 
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(i.e., reason for referring, timing of referral, and information regarding the demographics 

of students who are referred) may be especially helpful.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

The goal of this study was to explore the leadership practices for addressing 

disproportionality in special education identification. However, future researchers could 

focus on the efficacy of the leadership practices identified in this study to determine 

which practices are most important and whether leaders should complete the practices in 

steps or simultaneously. Furthermore, this study focused on the leadership practices that 

influence the identification of students in special education (i.e., students entering special 

education). Therefore, future researchers could explore the leadership practices, policies, 

and procedures for eliminating and decreasing overrepresentation via students’ ability to 

exit special education services.   

Future researchers could also explore the role of special education directors more 

closely. Only one participant in this study was a special education director. Interestingly, 

she was the only participant who could provide information on the practices implemented 

in her district to target disproportionality. Thus, there is a need for more research on 

special education directors.  

Future scholars could also examine federal and local policies and practices 

regarding eligibility criteria and the type of data and assessments used to make special 

education decisions. While test and assessment bias were a part of the interview protocol 

in the current study, many of the participants believed that the eligibility process was 

objective enough to offset any bias that may be found. In the future, researchers may 

consider whether eligibility criteria for each category of disability is racially biased and 
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whether the application of the criteria perpetuates the overrepresentation of minority 

students in special education.   

Future researchers could also utilize the case study methodology to study the 

phenomenon of disproportionality. A case study would enable more in-depth data 

gathering among school and district leaders in one district. Future researchers who 

identify districts where leaders have achieved transformative change toward eliminating 

and decreasing overrepresentation in special education could report more direct, targeted, 

and efficacious findings.  

Where Can School and District Leaders Start? 

Below I have outlined a step-by-step model for school and district leaders to use 

as they work to reduce and eliminate disproportionality in special education. I created the 

model based on the results of the current study and models of inquiry and action that exist 

in the current literature. While there are many inquiry models for research and practice, 

the essential tenets of the models include (a) question formation/problem identification, 

(b) data collection and analysis, (c) action planning, and (d) outcome evaluation (Geier, 

Smith, Tornow, 2012). I hope this model allows school and district leaders to take the 

first step in action that leads to better outcomes for students and decreases the 

disproportionate representation of minority students in special education.   

Step 1: Create a Disproportionality Committee or Task Force 

At the district level or school level, leaders could create a multi-discipline team of 

people who are able to address policies, practices, and procedures regarding 

disproportionate representation. The committee could promote the use of data and 

support professionals in their work to reduce and eliminate disproportionality in the 
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district or building. The committee could serve a vital role in establishing the supports 

and tools necessary to collect, analyze, and interpret disproportionality data. Members of 

the committee could include school and/or district level staff who have expertise in 

general education, special education, curriculum and assessment, student services, 

elementary, middle, and secondary education. The committee could also leverage the use 

of community members and parents who may have expertise in cultural competence and 

professional development. When composing and organizing the committee, leaders could 

consider the following questions: 

• Who are the Transformative Leaders currently in the district or school 

building? 

• Who can collect, analyze, and interpret data and use it to support tangible 

actions? 

• Who has voiced concern about disproportionality and is committed to 

making education more equitable for all students? 

• Who has knowledge about both general and special education programs, 

initiatives, and other efforts concerning disproportionality across the 

district? 

• Who can present and share information to others school or district-wide 

effectively? 

The essential functions of the disproportionality committee would consist of the 

following: 

• Data Management and Analysis 

• Information Sharing and Professional Development 
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• Action Plan Develop and Implementation 

• Continuous Monitoring  

Once the committee is established and members have shared a commitment 

toward the same goals, the committee could then start to collect current data and analyze 

the current state of disproportionality in the district or school. 

Step 2: Analyze the State of Disproportionality in the School or District  

In the current study, theme three refers to making data-based decisions. This 

theme is supported by current literature that says school and district level leaders, “should 

generate accurate, meaningful statistics to describe the extent of over representation and 

then study the referral, assessment, and placement decision making process to guide 

reforms or changes in practice” (Coutinho & Oswald, 2000, p. 146). The careful analysis 

of the current state of disproportionality in the district will allow leaders to make targeted 

policies and will guide the specific solutions within each school or district. Data used in 

this context is not merely related to numbers regarding disproportionality, instead, teams 

could look at the issue holistically and collect data based on the issue as a whole. It will 

be imperative that the committee consider all types of data available to them and access 

district data systems. Additionally, the team could consider what data is absent and put 

systems into place that allow the absent data to be collected. Doing so may involve 

thinking outside the box as leaders work to analyze data at the school and district level 

and to identify questions that bring them closer to reducing over-representation in special 

education. The committee may consider collecting data that answers the following 

questions:  



 

205 

 

• How many students across the district or school were referred for special 

education? How many of the referred students were a minority? How many of 

the referred students were identified for special education?  

• What are the early warning indicators that a student may be referred?  

• What hiring practices and policies do we currently have in place to reduce 

bias in referrals?  

• Are we using assessment tools that are culturally sound and bias-free?  

• Are our professional development practices effective? Do they lead to changes 

in behavior?  

• Is MTSS being implemented with fidelity in our district or school and is it 

having it’s intended effect?  

• How do societal systems of inequality manifest themselves in our district and 

school buildings?  

• Are our tiered supports effective in helping students improve their 

performance?   

• Are our school psychologists and instructional coaches working with the right 

teachers and using evidence-based interventions based on individual student 

needs?  

In addition to numerical data, the committee could also collect information about 

current federal and state laws, district policies, and school procedures. This data could be 

collected through interviews and documents review. In the current study, some of the 

leaders discussed using equity audits to determine the inequities in policies and 

procedures. Equity audits allow leaders to explore, understand, and change inequities 
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within schools and districts by focusing on teacher quality, educational programs, and 

student achievement (Skrla et al., 2004). The committee could also consider what was 

previously done to reduce and eliminate disproportionate representation in the district and 

explore what was successful, what was unsuccessful, and what could be improved. Once 

the committee has a clear picture of the current state of the district or school, they will 

need to discuss the issue and share their findings openly.  

Step 3: Present the Findings School or District Wide 

Theme number one in the current study relates to raising awareness regarding the 

issue and includes the importance of having conversations. As the disproportionality 

committee collects, analyzes, and interprets data concerning trends and possible causes of 

disproportionality, it will be essential for them to use the data to help foster conversations 

and raise awareness. The committee could consider the appropriate and most effective 

ways to share the information and may consider creating a virtual data wall, creating a 

PowerPoint presentation, and/or hosting data workshops. During this time of sharing 

information, committee representatives could be present to get feedback from 

stakeholders, including but not limited to teachers, school administrators, school 

psychologists, parents, community members, and others. According to Shields (2004)  

Dialogue comes in many forms and serves several purposes. Dialogue may be 

either convergent or divergent. It may seek some sort of agreement, or it may 

simply focus on increasing understanding of the different perspectives held by 

members of the community. In an educational community, dialogue will at times 

serve one purpose, at times another (p. 116).  
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During the initial stage, the purpose of these conversations may be to share 

information about data that was collected, but other purposes may also include 

• raising awareness, 

• getting buy-in, 

• hearing stakeholder voices, and 

• getting feedback from people with an array of backgrounds. 

While these conversations typically do not lead to tangible change, the 

conversations could start changing the organization’s climate and could inform practices 

and procedures that are used as an action plan is developed. 

Step 4: Develop a Data-Based Action Plan  

In the current study, themes two, three, four, and five relate to items that can be 

included in action plans that committees create. IDEA requires LEAs that are 

noncompliant to develop action plans. However, there is very little guidance on what 

should be included in each plan. Additionally, each district and school-level action plan 

may differ based on the data that was collected in step two and the feedback garnered in 

step three of this model. Providing ongoing professional development, making data-based 

decisions, equitably allocating resources, and exploring systemic inequities are actions 

that were deemed essential in the current study. The current literature supports these 

steps. In their recommendations to address reform and improve student achievement in 

schools, Togneri and Anderson (2003) shared that school and districts leaders should: (a) 

use data to access needs, guide decision-making, and measure improvement, (b) make 

professional development relevant and useful, (c) align human, financial, and other 
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resources, and (d) be a savvy and active consumer of the best available research and 

expertise (p. 51). 

The action plan created by the district could include all of the aforementioned 

recommendations and district-specific preventative and corrective actions. Plans may 

include but should not be limited to the following actions: 

• Providing professional development that is relevant, useful, and ongoing. 

• Hiring culturally competent personnel and improving the cultural 

competence of current personnel. 

• Identifying bias is assessments, personnel, and district policies. 

• Consulting with universities and using research to guide action plan 

creation and implementation. 

• Reviewing the implementation of MTSS and school level pre-referral 

practices. 

• Examining the use of culturally sensitive assessment tools. 

• Exploring the historical and systemic causes of disproportionality with the 

district and school buildings.   

As leaders work to develop their action plan, they may consider the following 

questions: 

• What is the current vision for my district concerning disproportionality? What 

is the goal? 

• What needs to be included in the action plan to support the district’s vision 

through structures and policies?  What district-specific tasks will be necessary 

to include in the plan? 
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• In addition to the people on the disproportionality committee, who needs to be 

involved in making this plan a success? 

• Once a plan is in place, how will it be sustained and supported? Who will be 

responsible for providing school-based support and ongoing professional 

development? 

• How will the district monitor the plan's effectiveness and the support that is 

provided? 

• How will issues be identified? 

• What is the timeline for implementation? 

The committee could draft an action plan, and then stakeholders could give 

feedback based on the draft. The voices of marginalized people could be included as well 

as voices from parents and community members. While it may be impossible to please 

each stakeholder, garnering support for the plan and getting stakeholders' buy-in will be 

easier if their voices are heard and if they are actively involved in creating the plan. 

Step 5: Garner Support from Stakeholders and Implement the Action Plan 

As previously mentioned, having the support behind the action plan will be 

paramount as leaders work to implement each task. Before implementing the action plan, 

it will be necessary to ensure proper support is in place. Support could come from people, 

resources, systems, and structures. In the current study, participants discussed the need 

for getting support from people and having equitable resources, but not much was shared 

about the need for larger structures and systems to be put into place. In addition to 

support, a detailed implementation plan could be developed. Often, without an efficient 

and well-thought-out plan for implementation, even the best action plans fail. 
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Having the right people to support the action plan is essential and could be 

considered throughout the planning and implementation phases. Having people with the 

required competencies and skills needed to support the action plan is also essential. The 

district disproportionality committee could consider getting support from people who 

have great communication skills, who are knowledgeable about the special education 

referral process, policies, and procedures, and people who have experience with 

providing effective and efficient professional development sessions. District and school 

leaders could ensure that professional development sessions with regard to 

disproportionality are not single workshops but instead are a series of training sessions 

that will build a network of expertise about the issue. Data and research could be used to 

guide the professional development content, and targeted professional development could 

be used to share data, get feedback, and garner support. 

Once people are in place, leaders will need to allocate resources to ensure the plan 

can be implemented. Schools and district leaders will need to provide sufficient monetary 

funds and enough time to support implementation. The financial commitment and time 

commitment that it takes to implement an action plan successfully are often 

underestimated. Therefore, leaders could consider a realistic time commitment from 

supporters and identify expenses related to implementation. Expenses may include but 

are not limited to a stipend for committee members, consulting fees from universities or 

outside experts, supplies needed for professional development sessions, etc.   

In addition to people and resources, leaders will need to ensure that systems and 

structures are in place that will allow for the action plan to be successful. Leaders could 

have clear and open lines of communication throughout the implementation process and 
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make themselves available to answer questions and be of support during plan 

implementation. Staff may also face challenges and roadblocks, so a system will need to 

be developed to address concerns in a timely manner. In addition to on-the-spot support, 

leaders will need to have regularly scheduled meetings to hear about progress and listen 

to feedback. When thinking about putting systems and structures in place, leaders should 

consider the following questions: 

• How will school/ district personnel contact the disproportionality 

committee if implementation problems arise? 

• How can we make use of available technology to help with plan 

implementation? 

• Does the implementation plan include a feedback loop? If not, how can 

one be included? 

Once all these questions have been explicitly addressed, it’s time to implement, 

evaluate and monitor the implementation of the plan.  

Step 6: Evaluate the Action Plan and Continue to Monitor   

Once the plan is implemented, the work does not stop. Implementing an action 

plan can be an iterative process, and it will be important for leaders to have tools, 

systems, and structures in place that allow them to evaluate their plan. While continuing 

to collect data regarding referral and identification in special education can be helpful, 

other tools like Racial Equity Impact Assessment (REIA) can be used to evaluate how the 

action plan impacts different races. 

In the current study, many of the participants could not articulate how to sustain 

the progress that had been made. Therefore, it's important that leaders make a plan to 
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evaluate the effectiveness of their action plan and monitor it over time. Continued 

evaluation will not only inform school and district level processes that are effective in 

reducing and eliminating disproportionality but could also contribute to a literature base 

that has very little evidence on how to improve this issue. Monitoring progress can be 

done by implementing monthly or quarterly status reports, checking in with other leaders 

to provide updates and support, and continuously monitoring numerical data. When 

thinking about sustainability and monitoring processes, leaders should consider the 

following questions: 

• Are we collecting a wide range of data that informs the effectiveness of 

the plan at various levels? 

• What has been successful and what has not been successful? 

• How much progress has been made from the start of the plan to the current 

state? 

• What steps can be taken to improve challenges that have emerged? 

• Are we progressing at a pace that is fast enough to meet our desired 

timeline? 

• What professional development sessions are still needed? 

• What human and financial resources will be needed in the upcoming year 

to be sure that the plan is sustainable over time? 

Conclusion  

This qualitative study produced straightforward and easily palatable information 

on the leadership practices useful for eliminating and decreasing the overrepresentation 

of minority students in special education. Scholars have studied the disproportionality 
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phenomenon in special education for decades. However, this study was one of the few 

empirical explorations focused on the perspectives of educational leaders within North 

Carolina school districts. The voices of the participants in this study provided the 

opportunity to explore leaders’ perspectives of the practices useful for decreasing 

disproportionality and the contributing factors to the issue. These findings could add to 

the results of other qualitative and quantitative explorations. 

The leaders in this study described the leadership practices they perceived as 

necessary for addressing the overrepresentation of minority students in special education. 

The results suggest that leaders need to raise awareness through conversations, provide 

professional development, make data-based decisions, and allocate resources 

appropriately. The participants described the systemic historical factors of 

disproportionality: a lack of school readiness, a lack of access to resources, biological and 

environmental factors, educator bias, and a lack of cultural awareness. The results of this 

study could contribute to school- and district-level leadership practices, leadership 

preparation programs, and state and local policies related to disproportionality. 

Additionally, this study presented several possible recommendations for researchers from 

various backgrounds to explore this issue.  

Undertaking this research study has been an invaluable learning experience in 

conducting qualitative research and exploring the different perceptions of leaders with 

regard to disproportionality. Completing this work brought to light the power leaders 

have in making a true difference and how leadership decisions, policies, and practices 

that are implemented in a school or in a district can affect students through graduation 

and beyond. As a former school psychologist, I thought I used my voice for good and 
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advocated for marginalized students every day in my work, but now I realize just how 

unformed I was about this issue. When I was helping to make IEP team decisions, I never 

considered the long-lasting impact that special education can have on students who may 

never exit the program. I never considered that students may be more likely to have 

negative outcomes based on my assessment data from one or two testing sessions. 

Completing this project made me realize the importance of sharing information and 

having uncomfortable discussions as we make life-changing decisions for students. Most 

surprising to me were the leaders, specifically special education directors and lead school 

psychologists, who declined to participate in the research because they felt that they did 

not have a role in changing policies or practices that could help reduce and eliminate 

over-representation in special education. It is my hope that more transformative leaders 

for social justice find their way into these roles. 

I also hope that in the near future each student enrolled in schools across the 

nation will have access to an equitable education no matter their race or gender. To reach 

this goal, more leaders will need to become leaders for social justice who are able to 

make transformative change in their schools and in their districts. As we continue to 

become more diverse as a nation this need will continue to grow and will become 

paramount to equality in other areas of society.   
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Appendix A: Recruitment Email  

 

 

 

 
Recruitment Email Script 

December 7, 2019 

Dear Sir or Madam,  

 

I invite you to participate in a research study entitled “Leading Equitable Education: A 

Qualitative Study on the Role of Public School Leaders in Reducing and Eliminating 

Disproportionality in Special Education” by Alysha Gray and Kelly Sherrill at The 

George Washington University in the Educational Leadership department.  

 

The goal of this study is to interview approximately 25 school and district leaders for 

special education in various school districts across the state of North Carolina. The 

interview will take approximately 60 minutes to complete. This information could enable 

us to better understand the practices that school and district leaders find effective for 

reducing and eliminating disproportionality in special education. We will also ask your 

permission to review the documents that you utilize in your work.  

 

Your responses will remain confidential, and we will not release or use your data with 

your identification attached. Your participation in the research is a voluntary choice. You 

may choose not to answer any or all questions, and you may stop at any time. There is no 

penalty for not taking part in this research study.  

 

If you have any research-related questions or would like to participate in this study, 

please contact Alysha Gray via email at alyshagray@gwmail.gwu.edu or telephone at 

252-508-2900. 

 

Thank you very much for your assistance. 
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Appendix B: Interview Protocol 

Name of Participant (Pseudonym) ____________________________________________ 

Name of Local Educational Agency: __________________________________________ 

Title: ___________________________________ School or District Leader: __________ 

Date of Interview: ____________________ Time of Interview: _____________________ 

Location of Interview: ______________________________________________________ 

 

Interview Introduction: 

 

• Thank the participants for their time and remind them of the voluntary nature of 

participation  

• Review purpose of the study 

• Ask if they have any questions 

 

Interview Questions: 

 

1. Tell me about your educational and professional background? 

2. How long have you held a leadership position within your district? 

3. What are your district’s demographics? 

4. Can you describe the daily/regular duties of your job? 

5. Tell me more about your role regarding: 

a. Leading for social justice 

b. Identifying students for special education 

6. What do you first think of when you hear the phrase “disproportionality in special 

education or overrepresentation in special education?”  

7. What factors do you believe contribute to disproportionality in special education? 

8. What role do you think a student’s SES has in the likelihood of educators identifying 

that student for special education? 

9. What role do you think the eligibility process has in the likelihood of educators 

identifying a minority student for special education? 

10. What role do you think a classroom teacher plays in connection to this issue? 

11. Has your district received identification as having significant disproportionality 

during your employment in the district? 

a. If so, in what identification area? What do you think contributes to this 

problem? 

b. If not, how do your district leaders keep your representation proportionate? 

12. If interviewing school leader: What role does district leadership have in reducing and 

eliminating disproportionality? What practices are important? 
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a. If interviewing district leader: What role does school leadership have in 

reducing and eliminating disproportionality? What practices are important? 

13. What influence do leaders like yourself have in making policy or procedural changes? 

14. What role do you think you play in reducing and eliminating disproportionality in 

your district? 

15. What, if any, procedures or practices have your leaders changed to address 

disproportionality? 

16. What are some new initiatives implemented in your district to reduce or decrease 

disproportionality? 

17. What district initiatives do you consider the most effective? Which do you consider 

the least effective? 

18. What factors do you think indicate the effectiveness of a new initiative? 

19. What training or professional development sessions, if any, do IEP team members 

(i.e., teachers, school psychologists, related service providers, and LEA 

representatives) receive regarding disproportionality? 

20. What is your involvement, if any, in making and implementing new policies, 

practices, or procedures? 

21. How do your school/district leaders ensure the appropriate implementation of 

initiatives? 

22. How do your school/district leaders plan to sustain change over time? 

23. Do you have any documents (e.g., agenda, notes, or handouts) that you would like to 

share regarding this work? 
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Appendix C: Informed Consent  

 

 

 

 

Study Assigned Consent Version #/Date:GW OHR Document Revision Date: 04Jan2019 

 

Informed Consent for Participation in a Research Study 

 

Title of Study: Leading Equitable Education: A Qualitative Study on the Role of Public 

School Leaders in Reducing and Eliminating Disproportionality in Special Education 

IRB #: NCR192001 

Principal Investigator Name: Kelly Sherrill 

Version Date: 01/09/2020 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study under the direction of Dr. Kelly Sherrill 

of the Department of Educational Leadership, George Washington University (GWU). 

Taking part in this research is an entirely voluntary choice. Choosing not to participate or 

to withdraw from the study at any time will not, in any way, have an effect on the status 

of your employment. You can obtain further information regarding this study by 

contacting Alysha Gray, student investigator, at 252-508-2900. 

 

To stay in compliance with federal laws, give students fair educational opportunities, and 

decrease the societal cost of negative educational outcomes, leaders of special education 

must implement effective policies, practices, and procedures to decrease the 

overrepresentation of minority students in special education. The purpose of this 

interview-based study is to examine the role of school and district leaders of special 

education in addressing disproportionality within their districts. The interviews with 

leaders of special education and the document review will provide the opportunity to 

examine the policies, practices, and procedures that leaders create, review, or revise to 

address this issue. 

 

What are the reasons you might choose to volunteer for this study? 

 

The findings of this study could be a way to inform school and district leaders of special 

education on the effective practices for reducing and eliminating disproportionality. The 

results could also contribute to future empirical research on policy implementation and 

effectiveness. 
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What are the reasons you might not choose to volunteer for this study? 

 

You may have concerns about a loss of confidentiality, or you may have a time limitation 

with an effect on your availability. 

 

If you choose to take part in this study, you will agree to have your interview audio 

recorded. While participating in the study, you will also receive the request to share any 

documents (e.g., agendas, handouts, templates, and notes taken at meetings) related to 

reducing and eliminating disproportionality within your district. Any documents you 

share with the researcher should have all identifiers removed to ensure your 

confidentiality. The total amount of time you will spend in connection with this study 

will consist of one approximately 60-minute interview. You may refuse to answer any of 

the questions, and you may stop your participation in this study at any time. 

 

Possible risks or discomforts you could experience during this study include a loss of 

confidentiality or physical fatigue. We have worked to protect the confidentiality of the 

study and can provide breaks as needed during the interview. 

 

You will not benefit directly from your participation in the study. The benefit to science 

and humankind that could result from this study could be information on the practices 

that school and district leaders find effective for reducing and eliminating 

disproportionality. The findings from this study could also contribute to future empirical 

research on policy implementation and effectiveness. 

 

There will be every effort made to keep your information confidential; however, we 

cannot guarantee confidentiality. Any reports of the results of this research study in 

journals or at scientific meetings will not include the names or identities of the people 

who participated. You will receive a pseudonym and identification as a school or district 

leader to protect the confidentiality of the research. 

 

You can call the Office of Human Research of The George Washington University via 

telephone at (202) 994-2715 for further information about your rights as a research 

participant. 

 

You imply your willingness to participate in this research study if you proceed. 

*Please keep a copy of this document in case you want to read it again. 
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Appendix D: IRB Approval Letter  

 

 

 

 

Date: January 16, 2020 

To: Sherrill, Kelly Aileen, PhD 

From: The George Washington University Committee on Human Research 

 

Institutional Review Board (IRB), FWA00005945 

 

Subject: IRB# NCR192001, “Leading Equitable Education: A Qualitative Study on the 

Role of Public School Leaders in Reducing and Eliminating Disproportionality in Special 

Education” 

 

Exempt Determination Date: January 16, 2020 

 

The request for an exemption determination for the above-referenced study has been 

completed. The study was determined to be research that is exempt from IRB review 

under DHHS regulatory Categories 2 & 4. The project as described in the application 

may proceed without further oversight by the OHR. 

 

The exemption determination applies only to the project described in your IRB 

Application. Any changes that may alter in any way the risks to participants, type of 

information to be accessed, addition of new populations, or change in PI may not be 

instituted without submission of a Modification within the iRIS system and further 

review by the OHR prior to implementation of the changes. 

 

Questions or concerns regarding the exemption determination made for the study should 

be directed to the OHR staff at ohrirb@gwu.edu. 
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