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Thesis Abstract
This study examines the over-representation of African-American students in
special education programs. Structured interviews were conducted with six special
education teachers from the San Diego Unified School District regarding the referral
of African-American students for special education or related services. The findings
revealed many similarities in the participant responses. Ultimately, this study
addresses the need for general education teachers to utilize pre-referral intervention
strategies in reducing the unwarranted referrals of African-American students for
special education.

Keywords: African-American,, intervention, over-representation, pre-referral, special
education, referral
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Chapter 1
Statement of the Problem
Within the United States' federal educational system, and with the
implementation ofNo Child Left Behind (NCLB), students, educators, schools, and
school districts are held to higher standards of accountability than ever before. NCLB
defines the qualifications needed by teachers and paraprofessionals who work on
classroom instruction. States are required to develop plans to achieve the goal that all
teachers of core academic subjects be "highly qualified" by the end of the 2005-06
school year. In addition, NCLB has an implication for special education policy and
practice that "All professional development activities must be developed with
extensive participation not only of teachers, principals, and administrators of schools,
but parents as well." (Council for Special Education 2002, p. 43)
Parents and their children's teachers are frequently the ones who initiate the
pre-referral process for special education services. This process includes academic
and behavior intervention strategies while the student is still in the regular education
class. If the intervention plan fails, the student begins the rigorous events of testing
and assessment. The Woodcock-Johnson III is one of the assessments used to
determine special education eligibility. It may require from five to ten hours to
administer. These assessments are routinely performed by special educators and
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school district psychologists at great cost without guaranteed positive short or long
term outcome for students.
It is after these assessments that a great majority of"ethnic" (non-white)

students, especially those of African-American descent, are over-identified for special
education services and labeled with the diagnosis of mild mental retardation. From
the 1960's to present, African-American children continue to be overrepresented in
special education and misdiagnosed with mild mental retardation. Obringer (1998)
found data from the U.S. Department of Education's statistics for 1992 indicating that
"African-American students, who comprise 14% of the school population, constitute
24% of the special education population" (p. 4).
As a society, we need to know why African-American students who are tested
to determine their eligibility for special education services are subsequently overrepresented as being mildly mentally retarded. Hart (2002) examined the 2001
research study, conducted by the Harvard University Civil Rights Project, that
revealed "nationwide, black students were 2.9 times as likely as white students to be
identified as mentally retarded" (p. 53). Could it be that African-American students
do not fit the social norms of mainstream white America due to their lower socioeconomic background? Could this over-representations be a result in assessment
instruments that are not accurate when used with African-American students?
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Educators need to carefully examine their African-American students background
prior to referring the student to special education services. The students' home life
and culture need to be understood through the means of sympathy or empathy by their
teachers. Teacher attitude could be a weakness in the education system.
Hart (2002) makes a point that:
The meanings and interpretations teachers assign to African-American
students' behavioral presentations are often derived from a deficit perspective.
This perspective may lead teachers to perceive African-American students as
discipline problems, and as incapable of performing to high academic
standards. Such myopic vision often results in swift referral of these students
for special education programs. (p. 51)
Cahalane (1996) observes that "one of the first discussions documenting the
issue of disproportionate representation of African-Americans .. .in classes for
students with mental retardation was presented by Lloyd Dunn. The impact of
disproportionate numbers of minority students in special education programs has
influenced both federal legislation and Department of Education policies" (p. 2).
We need to know whether there is a racial bias negatively impacting minority
students on part of the general education teacher. The racial background ofthe
general education teachers who initiate the pre-referral may also be a factor. It is
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possible that racial prejudice and the lack of understanding of a student's ethnic and
socio-economic background by the general education teacher have an impact on
determining the educational placement of ethnic students. It is important to know
why this trend of over-identifying African-American students as mildly mentally
retarded continues today.
Additionally, research attention needs to be directed toward successful
intervention strategies for African-American students who are seen as at-risk of
performing below grade level or already performing below grade level. One of the
premises of this study is whether their general education teachers have given up on
them prior to the intervention because of their cultural biases.
If general education teachers can realize and understand that a student's
culture may be the contributing factor to how students behave at school (which can
make the student appear cognitively different from the social norms), a decline in the
referral process for special education services will likely occur. Consequently, the
diagnosis and mislabeling of African American students as mildly mentally retarded
will decline. It is pertinent that the general education teachers understand the
importance of the inequities and scrutiny a person labeled as "mentally retarded" has
to live with throughout their lives. Additionally, teachers and principals should
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become aware and pro-active in taking the appropriate measures prior to referral of a
student for special education services.
African-American children continue to be over-identified in special education
programs. Obi, Obiakor, and Algozzine (1999) state that "with the rapid growth of
culturally diverse learners in the United States comes a corresponding increase in the
number of students who are misidentified, misassessed, miscategorized, misplaced,
and misinstructed. In other words, teachers often tum to special education for
assistance and to some extent, place culturally diverse students in at-risk positions
that magnifY denigrating stereotypes" (p. 3).
As educators, if we want all our students to be successful in school and in
their post academic lives, it is necessary that all students be given a fair chance. This
fair chance means not branding a child permanently with a label that can have a
negative effect on their lives, personally, socially, and academically. What is done
innocently to help a student may do quite the opposite in hurting them.
Administrators and educators can plan successful interventions to assist AfricanAmerican students before being referred for special education services.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to explore the variety of intervention strategies
that are available and employed by school personnel who work with the special
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education population, other than general education teachers. What academic and
behavioral pre-intervention strategies can education specialists, psychologists,
counselors, and administrators recommend for use by general education teachers prior
to referring African-American students to special education services.
Importance of the Study
The importance of this study is that there are specific interventions that can be
used to prevent and/or reduce the amount of referral of African-American students for
special education services. General education teachers need to take the necessary
actions to ensure decreased referral of African-American students, and other ethnic
minority students. By understanding the importance of implementing pre-intervention
strategies, teachers can become pro-active in taking the appropriate and necessary
steps to decrease the number of unwarranted referral of African-American students
for special education services.
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Chapter2
Literature Review
This review of literature provides valuable insight and information regarding
the over-identification/over-representation of minority students, especially those of
African-American descent, in special education programs. Many African-American
children have been misdiagnosed with mental retardation. As a result, these children
have been inappropriately referred for special education services.
Over-representation of African-American Children in Special Education
From the 1960's to present, African-American children continue to be
overrepresented in special education and misdiagnosed with mild mental retardation.
Obringer (1998) found data from the U.S. Department ofEducation's statistics for
1992 indicating that "African-American students, who comprise 14% ofthe school
population, constitute 24% ofthe special education population" (p. 4).

•

Cahalane (1996) states:
Historically, the Over-representation of minorities in programs for students
with disabilities has been debated for 25 years, yet many of the problems cited
by Dunn still plague the field of special education today. Since the Office of
Civil Rights (OCR) targeted this issue as one of their initiatives beginning in
1993, many state departments of education and school districts have begun to
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examine special education program enrollments in an attempt to be proactive
regarding the over-identification of minorities in programs for students with
disabilities (p. 2).
It is important to note that identifying African-American students with a
learning disability will create a track for their academic life. Jennings (2002) makes a
point that "once identified, African-Americans are more apt to be placed in
segregated programs" (p. 10).
Despite of this data, African-American children continue to be over-identified
in special education programs. Obi, Obiakor, and Algozzine (1999) state:
A recurring question about culturally diverse groups is whether they are
disproportionately represented or identified as exceptional learners because
traditional Eurocentric curriculum or strategies do not work in their favor.
This question is sometimes trivialized even though Over-representation in
special education programs have been found to be the result of reprehensible
practices that reflect bias or discrimination in general and special education
(p. 5).
According to Hart (2002), "schools that serve children from predominantly
African-American culture need to go back and examine their data to determine
whether decisions for referral and placement were made based on holistic data or
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biased judgements (p. 62)."
Meyer states that "African-Americans, especially males, who engage in
certain behaviors that represent artifacts of their culture-such as language (ebonies),
movement patterns (verve), and a certain "ethnic" appearances-have been found to be
over-referred for special education placement" (Meyer, 2001, p. 6).
African American Children Misdiagnosed with Mental Retardation
Tidwell (2002) discovered from the U.S. Department ofEducation statistics
for 1998-99 show 34.3% of African-American children placed in the special
education category of mild retardation. As discussed by Tidwell, studies released in
2001 by the Civil Rights Project at Harvard University state, "school districts
nationwide continue to improperly and disproportionately place minority students in
special education classes. The Civil Rights Project also shows that "When compared
with their white counterparts, African-American Children were almost three times
more likely to be labeled ' mentally retarded' (Tidwell, p. 7)."
Additionally, Hart (2002) found the "research studies such as the one
conducted by the Harvard University Civil Rights Project have shown that in
comparison to their white peers, African-American students are more likely to be
identified as needing special education services. This study revealed that nationwide,
black students were 2.9 times as likely as white students to be identified as being
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mentally retarded" (p. 53).
Hart (2002) makes a point that, "Teachers may assign negative
meanings to the students' adaptive behavior and hastily refer them for special
services. The consequences of inappropriate referrals and placements are detrimental
to the personal and academic future of African American students" (p. 51).
Preventing Unnecessary Special Education Referral
Tidwell (2002) states that,
Although the input of teachers, principals, and school psychologists is
important in the identification and placement of children in special education,
parents cannot allow these decisions to depend solely on the opinions of
school personnel. Parents should not resist evaluations for a child who is
struggling but they should be vigilant, making sure that the findings are
accurate and that the interventions rendered result in continuous academic and
social progress. (p. 6)
Likewise, Hart (2002) states,
Teachers need more training in applying the pathways framework in
interacting with children so that they can be more preventive than reactive.
This training includes knowledge of how children grow and develop along the
six critical pathways and all the stages that define their school years. The
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training would also allow teachers to consider similarities and differences of
children from different cultural and language backgrounds and communities in
all decisions concerning these students. (p. 56-57)
The lack of active participation of African-American parents during the prereferral process may be due to the inadequate levels of communication and
involvement between them and their child's teachers. Smalley (2002) states:
Without question, the researchers believe a strong partnership must exist
between parents and school personnel during the pre-referral stage of the
special education process. The need to actively involve African-American
parents in their children's education continues to be one of educator's greatest
challenge. (p. 2)
Early Intervention Practices
The National Council on Disability (2002) recommended a solution in the
over-identification of students in special education based on a "need for strong early
interventions in general education, with proper testing, rigorous eligibility criteria,
assessments, materials, and high quality instruction" (p. 11 ).
Under IDEA '97, the Congress of the U.S. (2002), states that it is now
"required to gather and examine data to determine if significant disproportionality
based on race is occurring in the sate with respect to the identification of children as
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children with disabilities and their placement in particular" (p. 4).

It is pertinent that pre-referral teams be maintained at school sites.
Hammond states:
In particular, researchers have found that the use of prereferral teams within a
school can be extremely effective in reducing the number of referrals to
special education services. Additionally, the teams have been extremely
effective in helping maintain a student, who is encountering academic or
behavior problems, within the general education setting. (p. 2)
If over-representation is apparent, it is important to take the much needed
measures as soon as possible to "prevent and reduce it" (The Council for Exceptional
Children, 2002, p. 14). The Council for Exceptional Children (2002) states:
that it is imperative that these steps be taken: (a) Students participate and
learn in a high quality curriculum and instructional program; (b) The school
climate respects the cultural and linguistic diversity of students and staff
members; (c) Families are appropriately and sensitively involved in the
education of their children; (d) Teachers have the professional development
and support they need to address student needs in the classroom. (p. 15)
It is important to build a relationship with parents prior to meeting them face

to face. In order to involve parents in the pre-referral process to special education,
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Molloy (2002) recommends prior to the pre-referral meeting to:
Arrange to meet briefly (or talk by phone) to get to know each other. These
meetings may help balance the discussion of the student's learning and give
parents and educators opportunities to talk about the whole child. Parents can
share information about the child at home as well as results from any testing
the student had before. The school staff can share examples of the student's
schoolwork and social behavior. (p. 18)
The National Association for the Education of African American Children
with Learning Disabilities (2001) put forth the following: "To improve the
achievement of African-American students, teachers must be cognizant of how school
processes influence student success and must work proactively to ensure that all
students have equal opportunities to learn (p. 4)." Effective prevention of the
mislabeling or misdiagnosis of mild mental retardation to African-American children
appears to require intervention prior to the referral process to special education
programs. It is the intervention prior to referral process to special education that is
the focus of this study.
Finally, the National Research Council (NRC) (2005) study shows that
improved instruction and interventions in general education reduced special education
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by 50% or more. NRC recommended (a) improved instruction and interventions in
general education; (b) early universal screening for academic and social-behavioral
problems for more effective early interventions; and (c) multitiered academic and
social behavioral interventions prior to consideration of special education (p. 86).
In summary, through extensive research, it can be determined that AfricanAmerican students continue to be disproportionately represented in special education.
Studies show that to reduce and/or prevent the referral of African-American students
for special education services, pre-referral interventions should be utilized in targeting
the inappropriate behavior. General education teachers and parents of AfricanAmerican students can partake on a pre-referral process to enable their student to be
successful in the general education class and curriculum.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
This qualitative research involved a grounded theory design that d
general explanations that were common among education specialists,
psychologists, counselors, and administrators in the school setting. A
questionnaire was used during the interview process. A collection of the data
from the various participants was categorized and further synthesized to
construct common and predictable statements about their experiences.
Setting
San Diego City Schools (SDCS) serves approximately 138,000
students and covers more than 200 square miles. It is the second largest
district in California, and the eighth largest urban district in the United States.
There are approximately 9,044 certificated staff. There are 113 elementary
schools (K-6), 23 middle schools (6-8), 27 high schools (9-12), 4 atypical
schools, 10 alternative schools, and 25 charter schools. The student body is
made up of 41.9% Hispanic, 25.9%, 16.2%, 14.5% African American. 28.4%
of the students are English Language Learners. 55.5% of the students in the
district are eligible for free or reduced meals. There are approximately 17,600
special education students. More than 22,500 students participate in the
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Gifted and Talented Education program. The districts annual budget is $1.06
billion.
Participants
The participants of this study consisted of six special education
teachers from the San Diego City Schools who are credentialed employees.
The participants for this study were not randomly selected. A convenience
sampling was conducted to select these individuals. They are employees of
San Diego City Schools. They were chosen based on their willingness to
contribute their expertise and knowledge in the interest of assisting in
reducing the amount of unwarranted referrals of minority students for special
education services. These particular school personnel have experience in
academic and behavior intervention strategies, experience regarding parent
involvement, and experience in working with general education teachers.
These special educators have diverse educational training and experience in
the San Diego City Schools and other districts within the county of San Diego.
The participants were candid in their responses and gave valuable insight of
their experience with students, parents, and school personnel from the general
education and special education setting.
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Administration Procedures
Interviewee responses were coded with unique identification numbers
rather than the names of the participant to ensure confidentiality of the
records. Interview data was recorded through researcher's notes. There was
no electronic recording, in order to secure interviewees anonymity. All
researcher notes were kept under lock and key during the development of this
thesis. After the interview, handwritten notes were assigned identification
numbers to ensure anonymity. Handwritten notes with numbered
identification were destroyed after synthesized transcription of the research
data. At the beginning of each interview, the participant was asked to sign a
consent form to participate in the research study (see Appendix A). A list of
questions was provided to participants prior to each face-to-face interview.
This ensured that each participant had a clear understanding of the research
topic. Participation in this research was entirely voluntary. The participants
could refuse to participate or withdraw at any time without any penalty. There
were no physical or emotional risks associated with participating in the
research. Compensation was not offered to the participants.
The following list are questions asked to the six special education
teachers:

Pre-Intervention Strategies
1. What are the ethnic backgrounds of the students you serve?
Approximately, what percentage are African-American?
2. What academic interventions have you seen general education
teachers use prior to the referral African-American students prior
to SST(student study team)?
3. What behavioral interventions have you seen general education
teachers use prior to the referral of African-American students to
SST?
4. Do you think all academic and behavioral interventions were
exhausted prior to the referral of African-American students to
SST? Why? Why not?
5. Do general education teachers receive adequate training on
academic and behavioral intervention strategies for AfricanAmerican students? What training do you think general education
teachers need?
6. In what ways are parents of African-American students given the
opportunity to be involved in the intervention process prior to the
referral to SST? To what extent do the parents contribute freely at

20
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the SST? How could parent participation at SST meetings be
improved?
7. What are the most common reasons African-American students are
referred for SST?
8. What academic and behavioral practices do you use for AfricanAmerican students that have been effective?
9. What academic and behavioral practices do you use for AfricanAmerican students that were ineffective?
10. What other practices would you recommend to general education
teachers to support them prior to referring African-American
students to SST?
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Chapter4
Results
Six special education teachers were interviewed individually from the San
Diego Unified School District. Their valuable insight, knowledge, and experience
working with students from general education classes, students with special needs,
fellow general education teachers, support personnel, administrators, and parents,
provided a wealth of information regarding African-American student referral for
special education services. The special educators who participated in this study
provided a plethora of information regarding the appropriate and inappropriate
behaviors, and intervention strategies that were effective and ineffective in reducing
the referral of African-American students for special education services.
The findings in this study focuses on successful and unsuccessful
interventions implemented for students who were referred to Student Study Team
(SST), Resource Specialist Programs, and Special Day services. There were many
commonalities among the responses of the special educators. Differences in
responses also existed. Through a structured interview, the special educators
contributed their expertise and experience in the field of early behavioral
interventions of African American students in the reduction of inappropriate referrals.
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Analysis of Themes
Many commonalities existed among the responses of the six special
education teachers. Through a theme analysis of the findings, eight themes emerged.
Examination of the responses from the interviewees suggest that in San Diego City
Schools:
1. African-American students make up a disproportionate number of the special

education population in the schools where they are employed.
2. Behavioral intervention strategies were not always fully implemented or exhausted
prior to the referral of African-American students for special education services.
3. General education teachers required more training in regard to behavioral
intervention strategies.
4. General education teachers required more training in regard to academic
intervention strategies.
5. There is often a lack of opportunities for parents of African-American students in
the pre-referral process for special education services.
6. Parents of African-American students do not voluntarily participate in preintervention of their children.
7. Consistency of consequences is effective in modifying the students behavior.
8. Inconsistent directions often created confusion for the students.
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Responses to Interview Questions
To better understand the themes, synthesized excerpts of the interviewees
responses are presented below.
Similar to the Harvard University study, these particular special education
teachers have either observed or serviced a large number African-American students
in their schools.
Theme # 1: There is a disproportionate number of African American students
who have been referred for special education services or are already receiving special
education services.
Participant 1:

When a student at my school is referred for SST(student study
team), I can often expect the child to be of African-American
descent. The referring teacher will make the referral based on the
child's inability to stay on task or else the child is performing a task
avoidance action such as always going to the restroom, sharpening
pencils, or getting up out of the chair to get a drink of water. Since
the beginning of the year, I believe I have seen at least 10 AfricanAmerican students out of probably 25 referred for SST. At this
point in the school year, the breakdown of my class by ethnicity are
three African-American, four Hispanic, and three white students.
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The students I see at SST tend to either be African-American or
Hispanic. I can usually anticipate either ethnicity of children at the
SST. Most of the children I observe in the general education classes
who are being referred for SST are usually those of color... be it
African-American, Hispanic, or Asian students. I have been invited
to eight SST referral meetings and seven of the students were
African-American. I think the way a child functions at school is
directly related to what they are taught at home. They bring their
home and ethnic culture to school, and the general education teacher
who refers the child does not understand why the child behaves
differently than her Anglo students.

Participant 3:

Very frequently, general education teachers will ask me to observe a
troublesome student to see whether or not I think the child is acting
out. It's hard to be objective when you have been told what to
expect from the student. Without guessing, it is easy to assume that
the teacher has referred an African -American student.

Participant 4:

Most of the students I have worked with in the resource specialist
program are African-American. About three out of four students
are African-American. My job allows me to work either one on
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one, or in small groups. Much of the time, I have very little or no
behavior problems with my African-American students. The
general education teacher is usually surprised to hear that their
student is well-behaved during my small group lessons. I tell that I
teach academic lessons, not behavioral lessons, and they appear
surprised.
Participant 5:

After attending many initial IEP meetings, I can easily say that
African American students make up a higher percentage of the
student population in my school's resource specialist program and
the special day class. I would say about 50 percent.

Participant 6:

I have ten students in my special day class ... and out of the these ten
children, three are of African-American descent. At my school, I'm
not usually invited to the SST meeting. It is usually when SST has
failed, the student is tested and ends up qualifYing for special
education services or special day class, that I become involved with
the child. By that time, it the student is tracked into special
education.

These special education teachers share similar views regarding the use of
behavioral intervention strategies by general education teachers.
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Theme #2: Behavioral intervention strategies were not always fully implemented
or exhausted prior to the referral of African-American students for special education
servtces.
Participant 1:

I think most general education teachers jump the gun when they
refer students to SST. Most of the time they try strategies like
calling in-school detention ... where the student misses out on recess,
phone call home or note home, and then a written discipline referral
to the counselor. These teachers frequently give up on the student
and think that the student needs to be in a special education
classroom. What they don't realize is that the special education
class was not designed for behavior control...these classes(special
education) are for students with learning disabilities. So what ends
up is that general education teachers see the smaller class size in
special day classes as a place for discipline and that is all wrong.
The general education teachers need to employ more behavior
intervention strategies before referring kids to SST.

Participant 2:

During the various stages of SST, behavior strategies are often
discussed, and how to employ them ... but it is up to the teacher to
implement the strategies. Very often, the teacher has it out for the
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student and does not implement the strategies fully. The teacher
collects as much data as possible to fuel a case that the student
should get tested for special education.
Participant 3:

The newer teachers, generally those who have been teaching less
than five years tend not to exhaust all the strategies. They have less
patience than their veteran teachers. I noticed that most veteran
teachers will have their own bag of tricks which usually is the same
kinds of intervention strategies that are suggested at SST. By the
time the of the SST meetings, the veteran teacher will have
expressed that various strategies were used ... and the SST team will
suggest others.

Participant 4:

As a resource specialist, I have provided general education teachers
with specific behavior intervention strategies to try out. The
counselor who is also part of the SST team will offer to teach
several social skills lesson, and help the teacher with teaching whole
class social skills lessons. Many times the teacher is too focused on
the whole class teaching of the academic curriculum that the social
skills lessons go out the window.

Participant 5:

General education teachers will come to SST meetings and get pep
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talks about certain strategies they need to use on the students. They
will say that they have tried everything from calling the parents and
using behavior modifications, but it doesn't work. At SST, I have
given them strategies that I learned from the district. They walk
away saying that they will use it, but it is hard to tell whether or not
they have kept with the plan. In most part, I would guess that the
interventions were never exhausted. I hear general education
teachers complaining about having to keep up with their grade level
curriculum ... so this may play a large part in them not following
through with the intervention strategies.
Participant 6:

A large number of general education teachers do not fully
implement the strategies that are introduced at SST. They will use
it whole-heartedly for the first few days. Ultimately, the teacher
relies on quick recovery techniques for behavior management of the
child in question. It is not rare to see the student sent to another
classroom ... or sitting out on the porch for a timeout. The teacher
seems to be doing this because it is the fastest and easiest way of
getting rid of her problem. But the problem with the child just gets
worse. The behavior continues, and the child knows how to get out
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of doing work by being bad ... misbehaving.
Behavioral intervention training is not universally provided for general education
teachers during credential programs or professional development.
Theme #3: General education teachers required more training in regard to
behavioral intervention strategies.
Participant 1:

I know for a fact that when I received my teacher training for
general education, I didn't get much training in behavioral
interventions. We basically did role playing in our classes with
"what if' situations, and "what would you do". Interventions were
not ever mentioned. Consequences were not mentioned either. I
don't think the training has changed much. I've talked to other
teachers who have just graduated from their teacher training and
they tell me that during their student teaching, when students would
get out of hand, the master teacher would take over.

Participant 2:

Most of the general education teachers I have dealt with during SST
are not aware of behavioral intervention strategies that effective.
They are not aware of functional behavioral assessments or
behavior support plans. They normally rely on the basic calls home
to the parents, or timeout. Referrals to the office is also a final
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resort. I believe general education teachers need training in
behavioral intervention strategies. Effective teaching can only
occur when students are on-task and following directions. Our
school district does not provide in-services or professional
development training on behavior management.
Participant 3:

General education teachers are more focused on academics in this
district. What equates from this are teachers who know how to
teach content material but are unable to manage a classroom. All it
takes is one student to turn things upside down and create havoc in
the class. Teachers need to get training on how to intervene when a
student is uncooperative versus just sending them away or out of
class. What causes the student to act in a such a way needs to be
addressed. The teachers don't receive training on how to modify
behavior.

Participant 4:

I don't think general education teachers even get trained on
behavior management or interventions. Most teachers still use
check marks, behavior cards, and notes and calls home. When our
school site has professional development it is never on behavior
intervention (strategies). New teachers will either seek help from a

Pre-Intervention Strategies

32

veteran teacher on what to do or how to handle the problem student.
Formal training is not offered by the school or district as far as I am
aware.
Participant 5:

So far, the (general education) teachers I've worked with in the last
three years don't appear to have training in behavioral interventions.
These teachers will use techniques like copying down the class
rules, copying the dictionary, detention, and notes and phone calls
home ... some will even have the students calling the parents right
from class to tell their parents of their misbehavior.

Participant 6:I get frustrated when new students with challenging behavior are placed
in my special day class. The frustration stems from the inappropriateness of the
placement. My day class is designated learning disabled or non-severe. Yes, the
student qualifies for special education services because of the "discrepancy between
achievement and ability". However, the challenging behavior does not get addressed,
and of course if you cannot keep a child on-task or paying attention, it will be difficult
for him to learn the subject matter... so the behavior is usually the cause for concern
and not the child's inability to learn. It seems as if the general education teachers
assume that special day classes are intended for behavior problems.
General education teachers receive enhancement training on literacy by the

Pre-Intervention Strategies

33

school district.
Theme #4: General education teachers require more training in regard to
academic intervention strategies.
Participant 1:

As a special education teacher who also holds a multiple subjects
teaching credential, I do not think that general education teachers
receive adequate training on academic interventions. During my
course of study as a student teacher and in the university, I learned
how to teach the content areas but never intervention strategies.
Also, when I taught general education classes, we were never given
training on academic intervention strategies. Most of our training in
city schools was based upon enhancement...what we could add to
our teaching ... never any training on what to do with an at risk
student.

Participant 2:

At our school, our professional development is all literacy based. I
don't think I've seen any professional development about
intervention strategies. I know as a special education teacher, we
have had training by the special education department on strategies
to keep students engaged academically ... and much of our training is
on how to assess students.
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I don't think the general education teachers at my school have
adequate training on academic intervention strategies. Many of
them are new struggling teachers who are just trying to keep their
heads above water... and I think that's why many of these new
teachers end up referring students to SST. They are trying to make
it pass their two years of probation, and keep their kids test scores
from dropping ... so it seems like they are always ready to refer.

Participant 4:

Academic interventions are not given by the school district.
Students who show a possibility of failing or at-risk of not being
promoted are mandated to attend summer school. Summer school
attendance does not guarantee that the student will be promoted to
the next grade. It means that they are given a final chance to prove
to the teacher that they can learn the same subject matter (rapidly) in
four weeks. I don't see this as implementing intervention strategies.
The problem I see with summer school for students who are at-risk
is that the school places all the low students in one class without
any role models or high kids ... what the teacher gets is low drive
from the students, and the students can expect to see low
expectations from the teacher.
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General education teachers do not get academic intervention
training during their teacher training(credential program), nor
during their time as a classroom teacher. I am constantly asked by
these teachers besides rewards, what else can they do. The students
need to realize that and learn that there is more intrinsic value to
learning than just the reward. Ifyou constantly give them rewards,
that is the only thing they look for when they study. It is important
for them to internalize the desire and want to learn.

Participant 6:

Within the last year, teachers have been given district training on
how to do math assessments on the students. The assessments help
the teachers figure out what level the student is at, and what the
strengths and weaknesses of the student is ... but that is as far as the
training goes. The teacher hasn't been given training on what to do
next because the assessment just determines the area of difficulty.

Parents of African-American students have parental obligations such as
providing childcare for other siblings, or work.
Theme #5: The lack of opportunities for parents of African-American students to
participate in the pre-referral process for special education services.
Participant 1:

The only time a parent is given the opportunity for participation is
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when they get a phone call home or note home regarding their
child's behavior... and it usually come from either the teacher,
counselor or the principal. Many times the parents are not even
home to receive these notices.
Participant 2:

I don't see parents invited to help during a pre-referral process. It is
usually when SST meetings are set that parents participate. It
sometimes comes as a surprise or even a awakening to the parents
of how poorly their child is doing at school.

Participant 3:

Even before SST, we will try our best to get parents involved. If
after repeated phone calls home, letters mailed home, we do home
visits to try at least to see if the parents will get involved. When the
parents see us make home visits, they realize the extent of our
interest. We tell the parents that there is only so much we can do at
school.. .and that consistency is absolutely necessary at home. Most
parents will follow through with our behavior plans.

Participant 4:

It is not that the parents don't have the opportunity to get involved

with their child's education, it's that they are often caring for other
children. The parents want to help but with child-rearing being first
priority, the parents are not able to fully become involved in
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meeting with the teacher. You will often hear the parents tell the
teachers that they give permission to do whatever is necessary to get
their child to "straighten out"-short of corporal punishment.
Participant 5:

Some teachers do not want the parents involved due to fear that the
parents, administrators, and other teachers looking down on them
for not being able to manage their own class. In this case, parents
never receive notice that their child is misbehaving-it becomes kind
of internal affair.

Participant 6:

The only way parents have opportunities to work with the teachers
are if the teachers tell them about the progress of their student. The
only time this happens is during each report card period, which is
every three months or so. During the scheduled parent-teacher
conferences, the teacher has twenty to twenty-five other parents to
confer with ... so the teacher keeps the "bad news" to a minimum.

Parents of African-American students will most likely participate when they
have to by law (ie. IEP meetings).
Theme #6: Parents of African-American students do not voluntarily participate
in pre-intervention of their children.
Participant 1:

Most of the parents of my African-American students don't
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participate in helping in the intervention. Our school is a title I
school, and many of our parents are either single parents or parents
who cannot take time off to attend meetings. Even during SST, the
parents are invited... but they end up telling us to carry on the
meeting without them. Their reasoning is that they have to work,
and they cannot take time off.
Participant 2:

I have yet to see any parents of African-American students show up
SST meetings. These parents want the teachers to deal with their
children. They assume that the teacher teaches social etiquette, as
well as appropriate ways ofbehaving in class.

Participant 3:

Parents will show up for SST once the school places pressure on
them. Parents don't want to hear that their children might be
retained for the upcoming school year ... and quickly, the parents
show up to the meetings ... but it is rarely on a voluntary basis.

Participant 4:

Parents sometimes are embarrassed of the fact that their children are
disruptive. Sometimes, they are in denial that their children act the
way they do. By not coming to the SST meeting they treat the
situation as if it wasn't their fault. They don't want to be blamed
for their chid's misbehavior.
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Most of the children I work with come from broken homes. Either
the father is at work during the day, the mother is at home during
the day to care for the younger siblings, or vice-versa. No one from
the family is able to attend the meetings. Without the parents at the
meeting, we do not know exactly what is happening at home, or
what consequences are given for misbehavior.

Participant 6:

It seems that parents only want to talk about the positive aspects of
their kids. Just imagine if their kids were in trouble for talking back
to the teacher or fighting. The parents don't want to hear that... they
don't want to believe their kids are capable of doing that.

A positive community environment and interpersonal relationships within the
classroom motivates both, the students and teachers to work towards their goals.
Theme #7: Praising students, reinforcing positive behaviors, and establishing
trust within the classroom builds respectful relationships between teachers and
students.
Participant 1:

Students want to feel success. They want to know that they are in
control of their own lives and that we should let them make their
choices. As teachers, we need to let them grown on their own. Of
course, we should be their to facilitate the growth. They just want
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to know that we believe in them.
Participant 2:

When I first meet my students, I tell them that I trust them, and that
there is nothing they have done so far that would make me not trust
them. I tell them that I will treat them and give them respect if they
do the same for me. I have learned that keeping a calm and mellow
tone of voice allows for me not to create tension among myself and
the students.

Participant 3:

When the students do act appropriately, I will often make a big deal
about it to the class. Occasionally, I will give out small prizes to
acknowledge the positive behavior ... but that is occasionally.

Participant 4:

I begin the school year trust-building with my students. I try to
instill integrity upon them so that if anything troubles them or they
get into some kind of trouble they can feel free to tell me without
fear of being punished.

Participant 5:

My number one rule, actually, I call it a procedure: "We live by our
choices". I write this on the board the very first day of class. I let
the students know that it is not me that make their decisions. It is
their own doing ... and whatever choices they make, a corresponding
consequence exists. This keeps the students on check. They also are
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aware and are found self-responsible. When they make a choice
with favorable consequences, I praise them for it..and tell them that
they made a great decision.
Participant 6:

I think students need to be praised frequently. As their teachers, we
spend most of the waking hours with them. Our students
sometimes think of us as pseudo-parents, the ones that care for them
while they're away from home. They should know that school is
their second home and they should feel comfortable there.

In order to maintain consistent student behavior, expectations, standards, and
daily schedules should not deviate on a frequent basis.
Theme #8: Inconsistent routines and procedures can be troublesome for students
who need structure.
Participant 1:

I think it is important that teachers maintain a consistent schedule.
This is especially true in the elementary school grades. With shorter
attention spans, young school children need to be able to know what
to expect each day.

Participant 2:

If children live in chaos at home, or have no structure because their
parents are not around for them, it is up to the teacher to provide
some sort of structure for them. The structure gives the students
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discipline and they have no excuse to tell the teacher they did not
know what was going on.
Participant 3:

When I provide general education teachers with a behavior support
plan, it is a simple calendar/chart broken down by hours and
subject. Every hour on the hour, the teacher is to mark how the
student is doing. The student keeps track of his behavior with the
same chart... and knows that his behavior is being monitored
constantly. There are no surprises for the student. At the end of the
day, the student takes his chart home to show his parents his
progress.

Participant 4:

When I had to cover a class for two weeks for a teacher on jury
duty, I changed the schedule completely (ie. Math in the afternoon
instead of the morning) and many of the students had a difficult
time coping. They were so used to their schedule that some of them
would shut down. Others would whine .... "but our teacher doesn't
do it that way".

Participant 5:

When a teacher deviates from their class rules, and is not consistent
with the rules ... their students seem to get frustrated. When a
different set of consequences apply to different students, some
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students feel that there is inequity or lack of fairness to them.
Participant 6:

I know in my class students have been bounced from one place to
another. For example, they may start in the general education class,
and then placed in the Resource Specialist Program for part of the
day, then sent to a learning center (in lieu of being placed in a
special day class). When the learning center doesn't yield
successful results, the student is placed in my class (Special-Day
Class). And it is here that I have to de-escalate the student and
provide some sort of consistency. To me the student wants a place
that they feel they belong to ... a pride of ownership.
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Chapter 5
Discussion
Summary
One obstacle of effective teaching is knowing the effective strategies and
interventions to utilize upon students who demonstrate disruptive classroom
behaviors. There are many interventions and approaches that need to be implemented
to decrease disruptive behaviors. These challenging behaviors may interfere with the
individual's learning, social development, and success academically. Also, the
individual may be placed in a situation that creates future social problems and
academic failure.
In order to further reduce and/or prevent a disproportionate number of
African- American students from being inappropriately referred for special education
services, or placed and mislabeled as requiring special education, general education
teachers will need to implement pre-intervention strategies. The NRC (2005)states
that, "It becomes clear that ethnic disproportionality in special education is not solely
a special education problem, but rather a function of ineffective interventions and lack
of coordination between general and special education (p.86).
As educators, it is sometimes necessary to place additional emphasis on
challenging behavior. Challenging behavior has a tendency to linger with the
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individual from childhood to the adolescent stages of life if successful intervention is
not implemented. The challenging behavior may not be a factor that requires an
African-American student to need special education services. However, the
challenging behavior may be a factor that requires early attention and intervention
before it becomes a factor that general education teachers may use as a premature
indicator of possible special education referral.
Educators, as well as the student's parents or care givers, can provide and
implement the necessary interventions to enable students to learn the appropriate
behaviors. Thousand and Villa state that "In order for students to learn responsible
values, they must perceive that school personnel genuinely care about and for them.
Teacher, above all, must demonstrate a needs-based approach to social justice and
caring treatment by validating students' efforts and achievements and by creating
learning environments that enable students to succeed much more often than they fail
(p. 144)."

Limitations of the Study
The reader must be aware of the following limitations due to the small
sampling size of this thesis.
1. Participants interviewed in the study were employees of only one school
district (San Diego Unified School District. Various schools within the same
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district may have different demographics and may not necessarily replicate the
results found in this study since all the special education teachers are
employees of different schools. The findings from this study should not be
generalized to be the same for every school.
2. Qualitative data was collected from six independent interviews. This
sample size may not necessarily reflect the larger population.
The limitations aforementioned can still provide guidance to general education
teachers in pre-intervention strategies to utilize prior to referring African-American
students for special education services. Other schools and districts may be able to use
the findings from this study to decrease special education referrals of AfricanAmerican Students.
Implications
For African-American students (and other ethnic minority students),
inappropriate referral for special education services or inappropriate placement in
special education programs may have devastating consequences. This may include
removing the student from the least restrictive environment (the regular education
setting and the core curriculum). Consequently, these students may encounter
practices of exclusion such as limited content curriculum, and lowered expectations.
These devastating consequences may negatively impact the post-school outcomes of
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African-American students (ie. attending post-secondary education and having limited
opportunities for employment).
Recommendations
In order to counter, alter, and adapt student behavior, it is advantageous to
utilize nonrestrictive interventions. Nonrestrictive interventions have inherently
lower risk of negatively impacting the desired behavior and can further promote
preferred behavior changes. When implementing these interventions, it is pertinent
that a behavior support plan be developed for the student. The following are five
recommendations for behavioral intervention:
1. Teachers need to pay attention to collecting data about the student by focusing on
facts. This is not the time to fault students for their behavior. Teachers need to look
for signs of how the environmental setting and their relationship with the student
effects the student's challenging behavior.
2. Teachers need to give their student a sense of empowerment, and allow the student
to make the appropriate choices on their own. Specific goals and standards need to be
set that are attainable by the student. In addition, teachers should be able to keep
records of their students achievements.
3. Students need to feel belonging to their community. This feeling of belonging can
be brought about through trust-building and social skills lessons. Students need to
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learn the value of emotional intelligence, including techniques for communicating
more effectively with others and with oneself.
4. Interpersonal trust and communication will help individual students with making
appropriate decisions on their own that will build group and community trust. The
student must understand that interdependence is necessary for success for all in the
classroom community.
5. Teachers need to show that self-management and self-responsibility will encourage
and help the student with coping during stressful times.
6. Teachers need to involve parents during the pre-referral intervention process.
Parents hold the largest stake in their child's success. It is the parents who can
provide a continuum of the intervention, as well as positive reinforcement at home.
Conclusion
The reduction or prevention of African-American students from being
improperly referred for special education services requires early intervention on
behalf of the general education teacher. Added to this, the general education teacher
will have to fully carry-out the intervention. In order for acceptable behaviors to be
adapted to the student, replacement behaviors need to be taught, implemented, and
established as part of the student's everyday life. Otherwise, it is likely that there will
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be no long term behavior change. Appropriate behaviors need to become automatic.
There must be opportunities for the educator to provide instruction, and time for
students to practice their new found (appropriate behavior) life skills. In addition, the
student will require reinforcement, as well as feedback in varied environmental
settings. Desired behavioral acquisition should be addressed as a learning opportunity
or else the individual, by default, will revert to their previous inappropriate behavior.
It is important that behavioral interventions be used by teachers, school
personnel, and parents/care givers to promote desired student behavior. The central
criterion of effective behavioral interventions is to utilize strategies that develop and
strengthen desired behaviors. Ultimately, the behavioral interventions is specifically
designed to eliminate the undesired behavior.
It is important to note that not all positive strategies will be successful when
administered upon excessively inappropriate behavior. At times, it may be necessary
implement behavior intervention strategies that may be of the restrictive nature.
However, the use of the most restrictive interventions should not be used on a
permanent basis. The utilization of restrictive interventions will require continued
planning, assessment, and supervision to retain the dignity and respect of the
individual.
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The increase in appropriate behaviors and decrease in inappropriate behaviors
at school is dependent on many factors. The behaviors need to be targeted. The
personality traits and characteristics of the student need examination. The individual's
environmental setting can also influence the behavior. It is important to select an
intervention strategy that can interplay among the targeted behaviors, environmental
setting, and inherent personality traits.
The application of incorrect strategies upon a student may compound
problems negatively. Different interventions will be dependent on different types of
student behavior. Reinforcing positive behavior will motivate the desired behavior
outcomes. Positive reinforcement intervention can be effective in reducing the
negative behavior non-punitively.
Voluntary behaviors usually begin as directions or instructions given by
others. These directions may derive from classroom rules or expectations, school
policies, or district wide mandates. For the students, learning what to do can be
simply done by merely memorizing or internalizing the instructions. At this point, the
desired behavior outcome is self-directed. When performed on a regular, frequent,
and consistent basis, some behaviors are done automatically. A habit is formed when
this automatic behavior occurs.
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Parent participation is of utmost importance when incorporating pre-referral
intervention strategies upon their child's lifestyle. The pre-referral process is a time
when parents and teachers can freely discuss the child's future, and the positive
impact early intervention can have on their child's educational endeavors.
Ultimately, reducing the disproportionate number of African-American students in
special education will require an approach that intertwines teacher training,
appropriate assessment and instruction that is culturally sensitive, parent and school
collaboration, and a pre-referral process that is effective.
Future Research
The development of a quick reference manual on behavioral and academic
interventions would be useful for the general education teachers to have in the
classroom when faced with possible special education referrals of their students. A
manual of how to implement behavior and academic intervention strategies, and how
to carry out the pre-referral process for special education services would assist the
general education teacher in providing not only African-American students with the
necessary help to be successful in the classroom, but also with at-risk students.
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Appendix A
CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY SAN MARCOS
SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
Thank you for participating in my master's thesis study. This study will identify
changes that can be made in the referral process of African-American students for special
education services, in order to reduce and/or prevent African- American students from being
inappropriately referred for special education services.
You have been asked to participate in this study based on your employment status as
an education specialist in the San Diego Unified School District, your willingness and
candidness in providing your opinion in the interest of student success, and your advocacy
for improvement ofthe educational institution. If you agree to participate in this study, you
will be asked to respond to questions in an interview format related to the study. Your
responses will provide valuable insight and information for the researcher in rendering
recommendations for general education teachers of pre-referral intervention strategies prior
to referring an African- American student for special education services.
The risks in this study are no greater than those involved in routine and on-going
conversations about behavior and academic strategies at school. The benefit to you is an
opportunity to reflect and evaluate your role as an education specialist. Participation in this
study is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. Your
identity will not be disclosed in any aspect of this thesis. All information will remain
confidential. With your consent, handwritten notes will be taken. You will receive a
transcript of your interview for review and revision. The interview notes will be destroyed
upon revision of the transcript. Your identity will not be disclosed in connection with the
information you provide in the interview. Upon completion ofthis study, all notes and
transcribed information will be destroyed by August 2, 2005. At the end of this study, all
participants will receive a copy of the findings.
The researcher will answer any questions that you have. This study has been
approved by the California State University San Marcos Institutional Review Board.
Questions about your rights as a research participant should be directed to the Chair of the
Board at (760) 750-8820. You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
I agree to participate in this research study. The researcher has answered any
questions I have at this time. If I have questions at a later date, I will direct them to the
researcher at dangOOl@csusm.edu or (619) 465-5948.

Participant's Name

Date

Participant's Signature

Researcher's Signature
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