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groups within a school district, the greater their representation in special education 
classrooms. This is to be expected. Furthermore, the larger the education program, 
the greater the likelihood of disproportionate representation. Harry sees this phe-
nomenon as a classic “chicken-and-egg” question. “While large numbers of minority 
children may lead to a perceived need for more special education programs, it may 
also be that the greater availability of programs encourages increased placement of 
minority children” (Harry, 1992, p. 66).

These precautionary observations notwithstanding, the misclassification and/or 
inappropriate placement of students from minority groups in special education pro-
grams frequently leads to stigmatization and lower expectations. This is especially 
true when a pupil is removed from the general education setting and consequently 
denied access to the general education curriculum, which often results in limited 
postsecondary educational and employment opportunities. In some school systems, 
the disproportionate representation of these students also results in significant racial 
separation.

Factors Contributing  
to Over- and Underrepresentation
A myriad of explanations have been put forth to explain the problem of over- and 
underrepresentation of culturally diverse students in some categories of special edu-
cation. No one explanation fully accounts for this situation; the various reasons are 
complex and frequently intertwined. Scholars (Artiles et al., 2010; Harry, 2014; Harry 
& Klinger, 2006; Waitoller et al., 2010) often see this problem as deeply rooted in the 
commingling of socioeconomic, sociocultural, and sociopolitical forces.

The overrepresentation of children of color is perhaps best understood as a rela-
tionship between family socioeconomic status and disability rather than between 
disability and minority group status per se. Individuals from minority groups typically 
populate urban centers and tend to be poor. Poverty and ethnicity are inextricably 
interwoven variables in American society (Artiles & Bal, 2008; Artiles et al., 2010; 
Donovan & Cross, 2002). Report after report and survey after survey routinely indicate 
an overrepresentation of minority groups living in poverty. According to the Children’s 
Defense Fund (2014), 39 percent of black children, 37 percent of American Indian/
Alaska Native children, and 34 percent of Hispanic youngsters are considered poor.

Poverty often means limited access to health care (especially prenatal care), poor 
nutrition, and adverse living conditions. All of these variables increase the probability 
of a child being at risk for learning and developmental difficulties. Cultural and lan-
guage differences only exacerbate the student’s vulnerability, increasing the likelihood 
of educational failure and his or her need for special education services (Gargiulo & 
Kilgo, 2014).

The evidence strongly suggests that socioeconomic status rather than ethnicity is 
one of the primary reasons that students from racially and ethnically diverse populations 
encounter persistent academic problems in the public schools (MacMillan & Reschly, 
1998). Poverty, however, is not the only culprit contributing to the disproportionate 
representation of minorities in some special education programs. Faulty identification 
procedures, ineffective prereferral strategies, test bias, and inappropriate assessment 
techniques may also account for some of the overrepresentation. The lack of standard-
ized tests appropriate for use with students who have limited English language skills 
is another contributing factor (Coutinho & Oswald, 2000; Salvia, Ysseldyke, & Bolt, 
2013; Voltz, 1998). As Ford (2012), along with Winzer and Mazurek (1998), points 
out, although biased and discriminatory assessment instruments do play a role, these 
factors alone are insufficient to account for the misplacement and disproportionate 

Key Facts About 
Children in the  
United States

•• Almost 22 percent of 
children in the United 
States live in poverty.

•• Of all U.S. children, 
almost 27 percent  
(19.9 million) receive 
food stamps.

•• More than two-thirds 
of children who are 
poor (68%) live in a 
household with a family 
member who works  
full-time, year-round.

•• Approximately 9.2 
percent of children  
(7.1 million) are without 
health insurance.

•• Two-thirds of fourth 
graders in public 
schools read below 
grade level, and almost 
six out of ten (59%) 
achieve below grade 
level in math.

•• Over 9 percent of 
children in the United 
States (670,000) are 
victims of abuse or 
neglect.
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