Understanding and Addressing
the Disproportionate
Representation of Students of
Color in Special Education

SPENCER J. SALEND AND LAUREL M. GARRICK DUHANEY

The disproportionate representation of students of color in special
education is a critical challenge facing educators and school districts.
This article helps educators understand and address this challenge by
providing information on disproportionate representation and guide-
lines for delivering a wide range of effective culturally responsive ser-
vices within the general education program. It also offers strategies
that educators can use to continually assess their success at address-
ing disproportionate representation.

am a special education teacher who works with stu-
dents identified as having learning disabilities, emo-
tional disturbance, mental retardarion, or other health
impairments. The vast majority of students in the
school districr in which I wark are White. However,
many of my students are of color. 1 enjoy working with
all of my students but feel many of them should not be in
special education. I have talked to my colleagues who
teach in other school districts, and they have noticed a
similar pattern of the disproportionate representation of
students of color in special education. What this says about
our educational system bothers me, and I would like to
learn more about it and do something to prevent it from
continuing. To do so, 1 have explored several questions:

= What is disproportionate representation?

¢ What factors contribute to the disproportionate rep-
resentation of students of color in special education?

* What can educators do to minimize the dispropor-
tionate representation of students of color in special
education?

* How can educators evaluate their success at address-
ing the disproportionate representation of students
of color in special education?
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This article provides guidelines for helping educators
respond to these questions so that they can more effec-
tively and fairly deliver educational services to students
of color and prevent their inappropriate placement in

" special education. Although the guidelines are designed

to address the overrepresentation of students of color (ie.,
African American, Hispanic, Native American, and Asian
American) in special education, they can also be used to
address the underrepresentaton of these students in gifted
and talented programs and to enhance the placement and
instruction of all smdents.

What Is Disproportionate
Representation?

Disproportionate representation relates to the extent to
which students with particular characteristics (e.g., race,
ethnicity, language background, sociceconomic starus,
gender, age, etc.) are placed in a specific type of educa-
tonal program or provided access to services, resources,
curriculum, and instructional and classroom management
strategies (Salend, Garrick Duhaney, & Montgomery,
2002). Iris sometimes called dispropartionality and includes
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