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It should be noted that the problem of overrep-
resentation does not occur across all categories of 
disabilities. The disproportionate presence of stu-
dents from minority groups typically occurs only 
in those disability categories in which professional 
judgment and opinion play a role in the decision-
making process, such as mild intellectual disability 
or behavior disorders. Overrepresentation is not 
a problem in disability areas that have a clear 
biological basis. For instance, sensory or motor 
impairments do not yield dramatically different 
proportions than one would anticipate on the 
basis of the ethnic composition of the general 
school population (Artiles, Kozleski, Trent, Osher, 
& Ortiz, 2010; Harry, 2014; Harry & Klinger, 
2007; Skiba et al., 2008).

The 1998–1999 school year was the first time 
that the states were required to report the race 
and ethnicity of students with disabilities served 
under the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA). Table 3.1 presents information on 
the percentage and number of students receiv-
ing a special education in representative disability 
categories according to race. Although black stu-
dents represent only about 19 percent of the 
total enrollment in special education programs, 
approximately 28 percent of the pupils in classes 
for students with intellectual disability are African 
American. Interestingly, fewer black children are 
enrolled in programs for pupils with hearing 
impairments than one might expect based on their 
contribution to the total special education popu-
lation. Additional representative comparisons can 
be found in the table.

Bicard and Heward (2013) wisely note that

the fact that culturally [and linguistically] 
diverse students are identified as having dis-
abilities is not in itself a problem. . . . Disproportionate representation is prob-
lematic, however, if students have been wrongly placed in special education, are 
segregated and stigmatized, or are denied access to needed special education 
because their disabilities are overlooked as a result of their membership in a 
racial or ethnic minority group. (p. 261)

The entire issue of representational discrepancies is subject to debate and con-
troversy. Harry (1992), for instance, does not believe that placement rates in special 
education programs for Native American and Hispanic students are suggestive 
of overrepresentation when examined nationally. At the individual state and local 
levels, however, a different picture emerges. Like Benner (1998), Harry argues that 
placement statistics must be examined cautiously and kept in perspective. In the 
opinion of Benner and Harry, the larger the enrollment of pupils from minority 

Students who are culturally and linguistically diverse and disabled present 
significant challenges for educators. 
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