Contributors to Minority Disproportionality in Special Education: 

The Placement Process
Vignettes from Project SEARCH* 
(Beth Harry and Janette Klingner)
1. What do you consider to be the “turning points” in each vignette? What actions or decisions do you agree or disagree with? What should have been done differently?

2. What were and what should have been the roles of the various key players in each vignette? (Administrators, psychologist, multidisciplinary team members, referring teacher, family members)

3. What is your impression of the school climate in each vignette? What administrative policies or practices would you institute to improve the climate?
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Vignette # 1: Robert (African American student placed in EBD program)
Robert, an African American second grader in an inner city school in one of the poorest neighborhoods in the city, was referred by a weak co-teaching team – a veteran African American woman of “boot camp” classroom management style and a young Hispanic woman with weak English language skills and rote-based instructional style. The school stood out in our data as one of the two highest users of out-of-school suspension.  

Robert exhibited hyperactive and non-compliant behaviors in the first grade, which continued into the second grade. In January of that year, he was placed on half-day school attendance from 8.30-11 a.m., with a requirement that his mother come to pick him up so that he would not walk home alone in a neighborhood reputed to be one of the most detrimental in the city. For his mother, this meant a walk of about 10 blocks in each direction, with a 3 year old and a baby in tow. This arrangement continued for 5 months, until his mother refused to come for him any more. At this point he was referred for evaluation.  His record revealed that his mother had signed permission for evaluation in January.

Throughout a period of 7 months in which Robert was evaluated twice, there was much controversy over what his label and services should be. To the dismay of several teachers and members of the multidisciplinary team, the psychologist’s first evaluation found that Robert showed no signs of emotional disturbance but would qualify for services under OHI because he was exhibiting behaviors typical of ADHD, such as impulsivity and lack of a reflective approach. Robert was placed in a pull-out program in the school, but his IEP did not require a behavioral plan of any sort.  This placement lasted a few months, with Robert’s behavior somewhat improved in the hands of a strong special education teacher. However, a lot seemed to depend on whether or not he took his medication. When an occasion arose in which Robert physically threatened a peer, the school team called the psychologist, who re-evaluated Robert and found him eligible for an ED program.  Robert was sent to a self-contained ED program in another school. In this program his medication was carefully monitored and his behavior was consistently compliant with the program’s behavior modification program. He remained in this program until the fifth grade. At middle-school, despite his consistently compliant record, he was placed in a school that serves only students with ED. In his early teens, Robert was arrested, with a group of other boys, for petty theft, and was placed in a residential program.
Robert’s mother attended all school conferences and was always able to report details of his medications, his doctors’ appointments, or any information that was asked of her. She was very concerned about his behavior and was pleased when he was placed in the ED program, since she felt he needed help. Despite her involvement, there were members of the school team who often spoke ill of her, commenting that she had a history of drug abuse and that she had 9 children, 4 of whom were “farmed out somewhere”. These 4 children lived in a neighboring state with their paternal grandparents.
Vignette # 2: Kanita (African American student placed in EBD program)
Kanita, an African American first grader in an inner-city school, was referred by her Anglo-American teacher. Kanita had a history of emotional outbursts during her kindergarten year, but the Kindergarten teacher, an African American woman, had found her responsive to management strategies such as brief time-outs and dialogue about her behavior. She believed that Kanita was responding to her mother being incarcerated. 

Observations of the first grade classroom revealed that the referring teacher made no effort to prevent or provide redirection for children’s behavior, and typically did not respond until the behavior had escalated significantly. Kanita was not the only badly behaved child in the class but was perhaps the most overtly defiant. When the teacher finally threatened to give her a detention, she replied, “So?”

The multidisciplinary team made no mention of the classroom climate from which Kanita came, although this teacher had referred 13 children that year. Prior to the evaluation, the psychologist commented to the researcher that Kanita was from a “dysfunctional” family. Observation of Kanita’s evaluation revealed that she was keen and persistent throughout two hours of the administration of the WISC III, on which she scored 111 Verbal and 102 on performance, with a full scale score of 107, and “freedom from distractibility” score of 118. When the projective testing began, Kanita started eagerly with a drawing of her family, as requested by the psychologist. However, as the psychologist’s questioning focused on details of her family membership and setting, Kanita reluctant to answer, especially on questions related to her mother. She became very restless, squirming in her chair, and, towards the end, sliding almost under the table. After the evaluation, the psychologist commented that these behaviors were indicative of Kanita’s “denial of her feelings”, and that it was evident that the family was dysfunctional, with “a bunch of people” living in the house.  Kanita qualified for services under ED and was placed in a self-contained classroom in another school.
Kanita’s grandmother and aunt attended the placement conference and agreed to the placement but the grandmother disagreed with the term “emotional disturbance”, saying, “There’s nothing wrong with her. She just wants her momma”.  The aunt, however, said that Kanita is spoiled and her grandmother is too soft on her because she’s “sorry for her”. Home visits revealed a strong extended family, the grandmother’s home being the center of support for cousins who stayed there after school until their parents picked them up. The grandmother kept an album of all Kanita’s school reports from Head Start on.

Kanita’s behavior in the ED program was compliant from the first day and the teacher expressed surprise that she had ever been placed there. The teacher began part time mainstreaming quickly, but, although Kanita’s behavior in the general program was no worse than many of her peers, as an “ED child”, she would quickly be referred back to her teacher for mild infractions.  From the second grade through the fifth, she was partially mainstreamed, and, in the fourth grade, she qualified for a part-time gifted program. The special education teacher managed to keep her on an IEP “to protect her” until the end of the fifth grade. Kanita returned to general education at middle school.   

Vignette # 3: Edith (Haitian-American student placed in EBD program)

Edith was a Haitian American student who was placed in a program for EH at the end of her fifth grade year. In the fifth grade Edith was experiencing severe teasing from her peers because of her large size and her unusual attire – mostly black blouses and long skirts required by her religion.  Born in the U.S. of Haitian parents, Edith’s personal appearance as well as her religious and cultural differences made her appear quite atypical in her class of African American and Mexican American children. She was described by her teacher as “different” and was referred for evaluation because of poor academic achievement.  However, near the time of her evaluation, there was an incident in which she reacted to her peers’ teasing by threatening to kill herself. This event caused the psychologist to focus on emotional rather than academic issue in her assessment and Edith was found to qualify for an ED placement.  
Discussions with Marie revealed that she had very strong feelings about her daughter’s placement in a program for children with emotional disturbance.  She reported attending the placement conference and telling the evaluation team that Edith functioned the same as all her siblings and showed no signs of emotional disturbance at home. She explained that Edith’s saying she wanted to kill herself was an expression of frustration because of the intense teasing she was experiencing. In Marie’s words:

Edith is not handicap! (emphasis on ‘handicap’ in a raised voice). I tell them at school, Edith do lots for me at home. I send her to the store, she get everything I need, no problem. She listen at home and do what I tell her. She behave. She no have problem in the brain. She fine. I pray to God and she fine. I have six children. Two in college, two in high school, doing fine. I have a four-year-old and he doing fine too. All of them fine, Edith too.

There was these kids, bothering Edith everyday, that’s why. Edith come home, she cry everyday. I go to the school, the principal don’t do nothing about it. They tell me Edith have problem. So I take her to doctor. He say she fine. No handicap…They [school personnel] say Edith say she want to die, so she have problem. I tell them, kids been bothering Edith everyday and she cry, she upset. That why she say that…She fine with me at home. She go to church every week. She walk with her cousins. She sing in the chorus at church. She going to be in a play at church in December 25…I went to the school [placement conference]. I am not agree with them about Edith. They tell me Edith cannot read and write, and she have problem…They say she stay in program one year. She still there. If she need help to read, they should help her. 

Edith was placed in a self-contained program for ED in a different school. At the end of fifth grade, despite consistent compliance with the behavioral program, was placed in a self-contained program in middle school.

Vignette # 4: Anita (Anglo/Hispanic student placed in SLD program)
Anita was a second grade student at a school serving a very low-income, mixed African American and Hispanic, migrant population.  Anita had been retained in first grade and was referred to special education by an Anglo-American teacher with strong instructional and management skills. Anita was a quiet, well behaved student, functioning below grade level in reading and math. Her first and second grade years were marked by an abundance of tardies and absences, which school personnel cited as the cause of her academic difficulties. She was reported to be absent because of bouts of lice and pink eye, as well as simply telling her mother she didn’t feel like going to school.

Anita’s mother, Janey, was an Anglo American who described herself as a “hillbilly” and Anita’s father as a “wetback”. Janey visited the school frequently and observed and/or volunteered in Anita’s classroom.  When Anita was having trouble in the first grade, Janey requested that she be changed to another teacher. School personnel felt that Janey liked to cause trouble, and they described her as “retarded”.

In the second grade, Anita was placed in a pull out program. It was obvious that the general education teacher did not regard Anita as her student, since she was receiving special education services. Many times during that year, especially when the special education teacher was absent, the special education classes were cancelled and Anita remained in her general education classroom. Since this teacher did not teach Anita math or reading, she would either give Anita nothing to do or give her work well above her level but would not collect or grade it. Observations of Anita revealed that she was not very aware of classroom routines, which the teacher attributed to her frequent absences. While writing from a prompt, Anita would ask how to spell just about every word she wrote, yet when told to sound out the words, she was able to spell most of them either correctly or close to correctly. She had no confidence in her ability and wanted the teacher to check every word. While reading aloud to the special education class, she read well and was one of the better readers in the class, moving quickly and accurately through the passages in the SFA series.
Anita’s mother was angry about the frequent cancellations of the special education class.  She exclaimed: “They say she ain’t learning nothing because I don’t send her to school. But then I send her to school, and, guess what! She still don’t learn nothing!” Janey moved Anita to another school in the subsequent year.

Vignette # 5: Austin (African American student placed in program for SLD)

Austin was an African American second grader whose school was located in a wealthy, predominantly White suburb described by the Principal as “one of the few primarily Anglo pockets left in the County.” African American students were bussed, by court order, into this school from a low to middle income neighborhood “on the other side of the highway”.  The student body comprised 55% White, 23% Hispanic, and 17% African American, and 18% of the students in the school received free or reduced lunch.  

Austin’s referring teacher was an African American woman with strong instructional and classroom management skills.  Austin’s behavior in class was often attention-seeking and it seemed that he used an exuberant personality to cover insecurities about his work. Whenever he paid attention and understood the task, he worked well, but he could be quite disruptive, contradicting the teacher, calling out comments during tests, or crawling on the floor. Austin also had a very difficult family situation. The uncle with whom he lived had a terminal illness and once appeared at a school conference dressed as a woman. We had no information about the whereabouts of Austin’s parents other than being informed, towards the end of our case study, that his father had recently died. 
Austin’s referral papers stated that the “major presenting problem is his disordered school behavior…severe in degree of psychological disturbance... Other concurrent issues include his poor academic performance.”  The teacher characterized Austin as “distractible, failing to finish assignments, having difficulty maintaining attention, talking excessively, interrupting, and failing to consider safety…”
On the WISC III, Austin attained a verbal score of 79 and a performance score of 96. His achievement scores ranged from the mid 70’s to the mid 90’s. The psychologist noted deficits in reading, writing and math clusters, which were discrepant from his achievement IQ of 96, but not from his verbal IQ of 79. She also used projective tests, which indicated that the team expected Austin to be found EBD. However, Austin was found to qualify for an SLD placement. The evaluation report read, “…was referred for testing in order to assess his poor general academic performance and his difficulty in specific learning areas.”  It seemed that the wording was modified to fit the label of SLD. 

Austin was placed in a general education third grade classroom with pull-out SLD services. In the general education class, although his behavior and achievement were notably below his peers, he actually did better than in the special education classroom, despite a class size of 30 in the former and 10 in the latter. The reason for this seemed to be that the general education teacher gave him  a lot of individualized attention, regularly working with him while the other students were doing seat-work, and modifying his assignments and evaluation requirements. In the special education class, since all the students were needy, the teacher did not give Austin as much personalized attention. 

In the fourth grade, Austin continued in the SLD resource model, but it seemed that his both his behavior and his grades were deteriorating. The teachers reported that he seemed increasingly angry, which they believed was related to his father’s recent death and other family stressors.

Vignette # 6: Andre (African American student considered for but not placed in special education)

Andre is an African American second grader in an inner-city school serving predominantly African American children. The referring teacher, Ms. Q, is a White/ Hispanic woman with strong classroom management and instructional skills. The AP, also White/Hispanic, is chairing a CST conference that has been called to alert Andre’s parents of his learning difficulties. 

The mother has brought Andre’s paternal grandparents with her. All family members are African American. The grandmother, who is well spoken and very assertive, takes the lead, while the grandfather speaks only once during the conference. The mother, perhaps in her mid-twenties, is sullen and withdrawn from the conversation except for a couple of points when she has an outburst against something the teacher has said. The first time was when the teacher says she has left messages on the mother’s phone machine and never received a call back. The mother denies that there have ever been such messages. She accuses the teacher of having a “grudge” against Andre from the previous year when she taught him in the first grade.  It turns out that during that year Elaine had objected to Andre’s being suspended for fighting, and, when he was placed with this teacher again, she had requested that he have another teacher. This request had been denied. 

The teacher reports that Andre’s grades have been C’s, D’s, and F’s over the past 9 weeks and that his spelling and writing are very weak, about a grade level behind. The grandmother challenges that it seems the teacher only grades the spelling tests every other week. The teacher says yes, because she can’t expect children to be on their best every time they are tested. The grandmother says this isn’t fair, because some of their better grades might not be reported. The grandmother also charges that the teacher should send Andre’s work folder home regularly so that they can see how he’s doing. The teacher says she doesn’t want to do this because she thinks the work will get lost or not be sent back. The mother bursts out that the teacher is implying that she (the mother) is irresponsible. 

The AP, who maintains a calm and supportive manner throughout, supports both the grandmother’s points, suggesting to the teacher that she grade all spelling tests but “count” the higher scores, and that she send the work home on the agreement that it must be returned within a specified number of days. The teacher agrees to both, with a somewhat reluctant expression.  As the AP negotiates these recommendations, the grandmother’s tone and expression soften considerably but the mother still seems angry.  

Over the rest of the year, Andre’s work is better though somewhat inconsistent. The teacher does not find it necessary to refer him for evaluation, and at the end of the year, Andre is promoted to the third grade. 

In home interviews, the mother was transformed into a cheerful, eager parent, whose neatly decorated apartment included a plaque on the wall from Andre’s previous pre-K program, naming her “Parent of the Year”.
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