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Introduction


The Office of Special Education and Rehabilitation (2002) released its 23rd annual report to congress in which provides the most current statistics regarding special education. The statistics regarding American Indian/Alaska Naïve and Black (Non-Hispanic) students, report that their "participation in special education exceeds their national population estimates." American Indian students exceeded their resident population by .3 percent, and Black (Non-Hispanic) students exceeded theirs by 5.8 percent. Black (Non-Hispanic) students were also overrepresented in 13 disability categories (Conyers, Du , Reynolds, 2003).


In 1999-2000, The Office of Special Education and Rehabilitation Services reported that 5,683,707 students from the ages of 6-21 were receiving special education. Since 1990-1991, there has been a 30.3% increase. Since the Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975, the amount of students receiving special education has "dramatically increased"(Conyers, Du , Reynolds, 2003).


Osher, Woodruff and Sims noted that the referral process, assessment bias, and cultural discontinuity influence the "racial disproportionality in special education." But there has been evidence of the contrary; researchers have argued that "school counselors are not being adequately prepared to provide services to students with disabilities. They have suggested that school counselors should have an understanding of the "psychological needs" and "social problems of these students". (Mislom & Akros, 2003) 

 
Researchers have suggested that school counselors address disability legislation, effective counseling interventions and treatment planning (Mislom & Akros, 2003)

Until the influences of racial disproportionality in special education placement have been addressed and school counselors have been adequately prepared, the gap between minorities and whites will continue to grow.


Amy Mislom performed a national survey of 100 randomly selected school counselors from eletmentary, middle, and high school. In her survey, she found that the "greater numbers of courses with information about disabilities that the school counselor covered, the more prepared they felt to perform activities for students with disabilities".  She also noted that some of the school counselors reported completing "no course work and having no practical experiences during their graduate training with students with disabilities." 75 percent of the counselors Mislom surveyed had performed "many" of the activities recommended by the ASCA (Mislom & Akros, 2003). Researchers have stressed that school counselors complete "coursework related to disabilities" and become competent enough to "work with students with disabilities." Reserachers suggest that disability legislation, effective counseling interventions, and transition planning are "important topics for school counselors to address" (Mislom & Akros, 2003).

Disability Legislation

In 1964, the Civil Rights Act was passed, and Title VI provided that "[n]o person in the United States shall, on the ground f race, color or national origin, be excluded from participation in, be denied benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under an program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance" (Losen & Welner, 2002). The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) was formally known as the Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 (Conyers, Du & Reynolds, 2003). Since its passage in 1975, special education enrollment has "risen as a percentage of total enrollment every year". IDEA's funds are distributed by the federal government (Parrish, 2002), and it requires that students with disabilities be included in national and state assessments (Bowder, Fallam, Onis & Karvonen, 2002).


The No Child Left Behind Act is a federal legislative act that was enacted in 2002 and is effective until 2005. The act "measures progress for all students in language arts, math and science", and it also allows "most" school districts to "demonstrate on state assessments that students with disabilities, English-language learners, minority students, and low socioeconomic-status (SES) students have made adequate yearly progress and that overall graduation rates are rising". (Hubert, 2002)

Early Interventions


Research states that programs like Head Start "may have an important impact on reducing the numbers of children in special education" because they are "designed to reduce the negative impact of poverty on children's development" (Osher, Woodruff, & Sims). Preschool participation has also been noted for "significantly lower rates of special education" (Conyers, Reynolds & Ou). There is also evidence that "most early intervention programs of relatively good quality have meaningful short-term effects on cognitive ability." (Osher, Woodruff, & Sims).

East Baltimore introduced Pro Social skills training into their schools. The program increases "school and classroom behavior through the use of prevention, intervention, and skills-training curricular." The groups are composed of "small groups" of children who are "at risk or developing violent or aggressive behaviors." It is run three times a week by clinicians, trained teachers and school personnel. Students are taught "anger control, empathy, and effective ways to receive help." (Osher, Woodruff, & Sims).

Teachers rated the program after one year and noted that student's behavior at home and school had improved. They said that the overall response from the program was "positive" (Osher, Woodruff, & Sims).

Transition Planning


After high school, 75 percent of African American youth with disabilities are not employed after two years, compared to 47 percent of white students. After five years out of high school, only 52 percent of African Americans are employed compared to 39 percent of whites. Also during that period, the "arrest rate for African Americans with disabilities was 40 percent, compared to 27 percent of whites (Oswald, Coutinho & Best).


Students with EBD or Emotional and Behavior Disorders transition as students is one to note. The graduation rates for black students with EBD is 27.5 percent; the drop out rate is 58.2%, with 73 percent being arrested "three to five years after leaving school (Osher, Woodruff, & Sims). Evidence suggest that students who hold GED's are "more like high school dropouts in terms of future educational and employment opportunities" Under IDEA students who have not received a "standard high school diploma is entitled to special educational and related service until the age of twenty-one and twenty-two.


The disproportion of minorities in special education deserves a serious look. Researchers David Osher, Darren Woodruff and Anthony E.Sims (2002) note sever factors that are "hypothesized to be an influence on racial disproportionality in special education placement". Those factors were the referral process, assessment bias and cultural discontinuity. Those three factors will be used to explore the racial disproportions in special education (Osher, Woodruff, & Sims).


The National Longitudal Transition Study of Special Education Students (NLTS performs the "most comprehensive analysis of post school outcomes for children with disabilities". The results of the study are based on the "experience of approximately eight thousand youth between the ages of thirteen and twenty-one from three thousand districts across the United States.





Referral Process



In the referral process, studies have concluded that the "relationship between initial teacher referral and subsequent special education classifications suggest that subjective judgment by classroom teachers is a highly significant variable in identification." Studies have also noted that "teacher perceptions, gender, races, and socioeconomic status have also been identified as interactive variables in the referral process." (Osher, Woodruff, & Sims).


Black youth are "less likely to be referred to treatment centers" and "more likely to be referred to juvenile settings". In one study, black students were "three times as likely as whites to have detention center placements than hospitalizations". The study also noted that white students received "counseling and therapy services", more often than did African American students. 45 percent of black students parents had reported that their children had "never received any counseling or therapy services", compared to 29.8% of whites.


Research of black adolescents with mental problems in juvenile justice facilities say they are "less likely than white peers to have "previously received mental health services". When they day, African American youth tend to be diagnosed with more severe disorders".  

Assessment


Concerning assessment, researchers have noted that the "existence of biases that favor experiences of the dominant culture" have been called into question relating to the accuracy in the "predictive validity of results based on culturally and socially based instruments." (Osher, Woodruff, & Sims). Researchers have also suggested that, "states may not have taken adequate steps to validate their assessment instruments, and that proper studies will reveal their weakness." (Huebert, 2002).

Cultural Discontinuity


Cultural competence is a "critical component of effective school support." (Osher, Woodruff, & Sims). A white female teacher at Montana's "Rocky Bay Reservation" named Ms. Starnes noted that "teachers need intensive professional development to teacher children in a culture they do not understand." While teaching at the "Rocky Bay Reservation", she noticed that she possessed only a sanitized knowledge and understanding of the Indian People and their history from bland white history texts." (Starnes, 2003).


Cultural discontinuity has been identified in classroom learning environments as a "significant contributing factor in the overclassification of children of color as disabled". Minority students identified "cultural discontinuity" as a "significant factor in the educational problems experienced (Osher, Woodruff, & Sims).


The EEOC reported that "83 % of elementary teachers were female, 10.1% African American females". African American males on the other hand, constituted only "1% of the total 17%" of male teachers (Kunjufu, 1995). 

Discussion


The National Research Council Findings examined the racial disproportionality in special education and suggested that "minority children are disproportionately poor, and poverty is associated with...child care environments that are less supportive of early cognitive and emotional development" (p.ES3) and that "minority children are less likely to have experience well-trained teachers [and] high-quality instruction that carefully puts the prerequisites for learning in place, combined with effective classroom management that minimizes chaos."


Compared to non-white Hispanic, youth blacks were more likely referred for mental health services, from juvenile justice and child welfare agencies and les likely to be referred by their schools. "In addition, black adolescents were less likely to receive special education-linked mental health assessment." (Huebert, 2002).


African American children represent 15 percent of the U.S. school population, but represent 20 20 percent of those referred into special education and 26 percent of those "identified by schools as emotionally and behaviorally disturbed." (Osher, Woodruff & Sims, 2002).


"High Stakes" testing are tests that are used in "making decisions about which students will be promoted or retained in a grade and which will receive a high school diploma (Huebert, 2002). High Stakes testing has the potential of "increasing expectations of the disadvantage or increasing the retention in grade or dropout rates." (Bowder, Fallin, Davis & Karvonen, 2003). 


And when outcomes are disappointing, there is a temptation to lower expectations. Studies suggest that "students with disabilities and minority students who fail promotion tests are retained in grade, they are at substantially increased risk of dropping out." (Osher, Woodruff, & Sims).
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