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field independent (detail-oriented and analytically inclined) 
learners who thrive in competitive settings where achieve-
ment and individual accomplishment are prized.

White teachers, as a whole, are typically field independent, 
whereas educators from minority populations are more likely 
to be field dependent. The lack of congruency between the 
cognitive style of many culturally diverse students and that of 
their teachers is another possible reason for disproportionate 
representation. Teachers often perceive pupils with cogni-
tive styles different from their own in negative ways. This, 
of course, exacerbates the student’s learning problems. This 
incongruity frequently causes teachers to overlook a young-
ster’s strengths and abilities and increases the likelihood of 
a referral for special education services. By the same token, 
a teacher may fail to recognize the attributes of the brightest 
pupils and thus be less likely to refer them to programs for 
students with special gifts and talents.

The reasons for the underrepresentation of certain groups 
in programs for the gifted and talented are as varied as the 
explanations for overrepresentation in other programs. Benner 
(1998) suggests that relevant factors include the politics of 
race and social class, attitudinal bias, and pressure from peers 
not to excel academically. Ford (1998, 2012) cites problems 
related to screening and identification, low teacher expecta-
tions and negative perceptions of minority pupils, and a lack 
of teacher training in the area of gifted education.

Consequences of  
Disproportionate Representation

The over- and underenrollment of racial and ethnic minorities in some special educa-
tion programs often leads to unequal educational opportunities. In many instances, 
removal from the general education classroom and assignment to a special educa-
tion classroom results in an inferior and ineffective educational experience for these 
children (Donovan & Cross, 2002; Harry & Klinger, 2007; Jasper & Bouck, 2013). 
The educational experiences of racially, ethnically, and culturally diverse pupils often 
put them at risk for underachievement and dropping out of school. In comparison to 
their white peers, students from ethnically and racially diverse backgrounds drop out 
of school at a much higher rate. In the 2013 school year, the dropout rate for Hispanic 
youth (12%) was almost three times the rate for white pupils (5%). About 7 percent of 
African American students leave school before completing their education (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2015b). Adolescents who fail to graduate are more 
likely to be unemployed and constitute a disproportionate percentage of the incarcer-
ated population (Amos, 2008; Jasper & Bouck, 2013).

The disproportionately high representation of racial and ethnic minorities as well 
as culturally and linguistically diverse students in some special education classrooms 
is a problem that has plagued educators for more than forty years. Unfortunately, the 
debate over disproportionate representation, inappropriate placement, and misclas-
sification of minority pupils is far from being resolved. However, advocates, policy 
makers, researchers, educators, and parents have moved beyond the mere condemna-
tion of this long-standing and complex problem to seek solutions. Yet solutions to the 

Poverty and ethnicity are inextricably interwoven aspects of 
American society.
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field independent: Students who are 
detail oriented and analytically inclined. 
These students thrive in competitive 
settings where achievement and 
individual accomplishment are prized.
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