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For more than 40 years, educators and policy-makers have wrestled with a statistical reality that appears to indicate persistent discrimination: the overrepresentation of students of color amongst those students classified as having disabilities.
 Overrepresentation refers to those instances when the percentage of a particular demographic group is much higher within special education services than it is within the general population. For example, as Dalun Zhang and Antonis Katsiyannis write (2002), the US Department of Education found in 1992 that “African Americans accounted for 16% of the total student population [nationally] yet African Americans represented 32% of the students in programs for students with mild mental retardation (p. 180). Although they vary from region to region and year to year, such disparities have been identified at throughout the US education system, over many decades.


Such overrepresentation has long stirred controversy amongst policy-makers and educational practitioners, and presents a thorny problem to those entering the field of special education. This persistent undercurrent of potential discrimination is especially troubling since so many special education advocates have long been invested in equal rights for all students. As Yell and Rodgers explain (1998), the legal precedent for mandated free and appropriate education for all lay in the civil rights movement’s landmark case, Brown v. Board of Education (1954). According to that US Supreme Court decision, the Constitution’s 14th Amendment clause on equal protection stipulated that once the government set about providing a free education for its citizens, it must do so for every citizen, regardless of race. Parents of students with disabilities formed activist groups that sought similar rights for their own children, and it was through their dedicated legal and judicial advocacy that the education of such students was safeguarded. In 1972, in Pennsylvania Association for Retarded Citizens v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, courts decided that all children with mental retardation must be provided with a free public education from the ages of 6 – 21. That same year, in a DC case, Mills v. Board of Education, courts upheld the Pennsylvania finding, included all students with disabilities in the category of those entitled to free public education, and set up due process procedures through which such students would be classified. The 1975 Education for All Handicapped Children Act [EAHCA]codified these expectations into law (Yell, 1998, p. 223).


Although these legal and legislative successes laid the groundwork for the inclusion of many students whose educational rights might have been otherwise denied, they also created the potential for another form of discrimination and exclusion. As early as 1972, legal suits brought forth the problem that the number of students being classified within high-incidence disability categories, such as mental retardation and emotional or behavioral disorders, was higher amongst students of color. As the National Center for Culturally Responsive Educational Systems reports (2006), the US Office of Civil Rights has regarded this disproportionality as evidence of potential discriminiation, and has required boards of education to monitor and/or address the situation over many years (Coutinho). The placement of students with mild learning problems into segregated settings in which students of color are concentrated and labeled as disabled could do more damage to those students’ educational outcomes, and to the overall goal of educational equity, than it does good, according to Zhang and Katsiyannis (2002).  Educators and students find themselves confronted with a double-edged sword; while special education services are intended to provide access to a free appropriate education for students with disabilities, those same services may also serve a discriminatory function if they are used to segregate students along lines of race, language, or ethnicity, or to deny certain students access to the general curriculum.


Brown v. Board of Education explicitly decided that, in addition to being entitled to an equal set of educational resources and opportunities, the separation of students according to race will deny them that equity even when all “tangible” educational benefits seem equal. The Court states, “To separate [African American students] from others of similar age and qualifications solely because of their race generates a feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community that may affect their hearts and minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone” (Brown v. Board, 1954). If this tenet forms the basis of subsequent court decisions and legislation on special education services, how did these services come to be so segregationist in practice? How is disproportionate representation embedded within a larger system of disadvantage and bias against students who are African American, Latino, Asian, or Native American? 


In order to understand this problem, one must explore the history of educational practices in this country, including the ways in which students have long been sorted according to race, language, class, and other factors that intersect with power and privilege in US society. One must tackle the question of how intelligence is defined, and how some students are classified as having less intelligence than others. Finally, one must seek alternatives to the current system of segregation in special education.

Research Questions

· How does the history of US educational practices, including the framework of classifying and separating students according to ability, shape current special education practices? How is this framework of classifying and separating rooted in racialized, and racist, ideology?

· How do current inclusion frameworks challenge the previous model? How can educators operating within new inclusion frameworks make reflective choices that challenge bias and discrimination?

History of Special Education Services: Classify and Separate


In legislative terms, the guarantee that all students in the United States, including those with disabilities, are entitled to a free public education is relatively recent, having been guaranteed by EAHCA in 1975 (Yell & Lodge, 1998). However, teachers have long recognized that students come to the classroom with a variety of individual needs, and that the classroom setting must be adapted to meet these needs. As education historian Hopkins explains, in the 19th century teachers and administrators used their own judgment to adjust the graded system, by separating some slower-learning students into small groups, or offering accelerated grade promotion to those students who seemed to learn faster (2005, p. 161).  In one example that suggests a long-ago precursor to the current inclusion model, two elementary teachers in Batvia, NY co-taught a class, where one teacher was responsible for coaching those students who needed extra help (Hopkins, 2005, p. 160). 


At the same time, the rights of students with disabilities were highly contested. Yell and Lodge describe an early Supreme Court case in Massachusetts, one of the first states to require compulsory attendance, which took place in 1893. The Court found that schools were not required to accept students who were “weak in mind,” troublesome to other students, and unable to benefit from instruction (Yell and Lodge citing Watson vs. City of Cambridge, 1893). Such experiments in instruction, and legal wrangling, took place in the context of a turn-of-the-century progressive movement which sought to transform public education in the United States. Every aspect of schooling, from its purpose, to the curriculum taught, to the methods by which education should be studied, was up for debate. 


At the turn of the century, schools were charged with meeting a host of societal challenges posed by the rapid economic and demographic changes brought on by immigration and industrialization (Lagemann, 1997, p. 6). In language that would be familiar to those who follow education debates today, public schools were seen as the frontlines in the fight against everything from civic ignorance and moral apathy to poor physical health and weak mastery of the times tables. “As one educational pundit wrote in 1906,” says Hopkins, “‘whenever anything goes wrong in the life of the nation the public looks to the school for a remedy’” (2005, p. 121).


Reformers hoped that, with advances in philosophy, science, and business management, they would be able to apply new tools to the development of the school system, and its perceived pitfalls. The first 20-30 years of the 20th century was a time of intensive research and debate in the field of education, and reformers of the time answered questions in ways that would impact generations of future students.


Some education researchers, most famously John Dewey, believed that the U.S. school system should be a democratizing force that liberated students from a predetermined fate based on their race, class or nationality. Dewey argued that curricula must emerge from the expressed needs of individual children, and must tap into their innate skills and interests (Flinders and Thornton, 2004: p. 3-4).  


Others, such as Dewey’s University of Chicago colleague John Bobbitt, his successor Charles Judd, and Teacher’s College head Edward Thorndike, believed that in order to maximize efficiency, schools should assess students’ intellectual potential and match their education with the skills that would best suit members of their pre-destined social class. Judd and Thorndike shared the assumptions that were common amongst scientists at the time: that the growing fields of psychology and sociobiology would confirm the societal assumption that intelligence was largely hereditary, and linked to race and class (Gould, 1996, Thomas, 1982, Winfield, 2007). And, while Dewey’s philosophy has remained influential in a number of academic disciplines, education historian Lagemann argues that Judd and Thorndike “dominated the two largest graduate schools of education throughout the formative decades of the 1920s and 1930s, when the basic structures of a mass, ‘meritocratic’ educational system…were fully elaborated and confirmed” (1989, p. 212). As Laggeman sometimes provocatively declares to her students, “…one cannot understand the history of education in the United Sates during the twentieth century unless one realizes that Edward L. Thorndike won and John Dewey lost” (1989, p. 185).


In what ways could Thorndike be said to have prevailed over Dewey? Certainly the imprint of a variety of progressive-era researchers is still apparent in our school system today. However, one of the Thorndike’s, and his colleagues, most profound legacies, was the birth of the testing era. 


I will examine the start of this era at some length, for several reasons. First, I think it is important to critically examine the ideological assumptions of those who created our modern public school structures. The racist ideology of their time, which emphasized the innate, hereditary nature of intelligence, has influenced many aspects of the current testing and tracking model in education. Furthermore, the history of intelligence testing is especially pertinent to students with special needs, because many of their disabilities are legally diagnosable using the tools that were created during this era. In order to understand how, in modern days, we find a disproportionate number of students of color within the special education system, we must understand why the progenitors of intelligence testing would have regarded that outcome as biologically pre-ordained and inevitable. 


Many reformers believed that the creation of standardized tests of intelligence would provide the objective data they needed to sort students early in their educational careers into the types of training best suited for them. In fact, in order to use standardized tests in this manner, Americans had to defy the intentions of the IQ test’s creator.


French psychologist Alfred Binet developed a scale to measure intelligence in 1908 that influenced virtually all standardized intelligence tests still in use today. Binet was wary of the potential application of his work. As Gould writes, Binet insisted that “the [intelligence] scale, properly speaking, does not permit the measure of the intelligence, because intellectual qualities are not superposable, and therefore cannot be measured as linear surfaces are measured…[Some educators] seem to reason in the following way: ‘Here is an excellent opportunity for getting rid of all the children who trouble us” (Gould quoting Binet, 1996, p. 181). As Binet hoped, his “intelligence quotient” would be used to identify and assist students in need of additional academic support in order to bring them to the level of their peers. In fact, this is the exact theoretical purpose of school-based intelligence testing within the special education system today. However, the implementation of standardized testing within the US would have confirmed Binet’s worst fears long before it assuaged them.


Intelligence testing was introduced in the United States by a series of social scientists whose lofty goals for societal transformation were rooted in their beliefs in the innate differences between races and classes of people. H. H. Goddard, the first popularizer of Binet’s scale in the US, used the test to measure the supposed intelligence of immigrants at Ellis Island. He was initially concerned when early tests revealed that 80% of immigrants could be classified as “morons,” the name he created for an IQ level that would correspond with today’s Below Average, and he finagled the numbers to try to make his results more plausible. However, he reasoned that “…immigration of recent years is of a decidedly different character from the early immigration…We are now getting to the poorest of each race” (Gould, 1996, p. 197). For him, it was a given that the feeble-minded would have been naturally sorted into the lowest classes in any given society.


Stanford professor Lewis Terman took these methodologies further, and began applying intelligence testing within wider fields of American life, including education. He created the Stanford-Binet scale, and, working on a committee with education researcher Thorndike, began pushing for the testing of all American school-children. The intelligence scales, field-tested in the US military, were “simple in application, reliable, and immediately useful for classifying children in Grades 3 to 8 with respect to intellectual ability,” the committee advertised in 1923 (Gould, 1996, p. 208). Once tested, the results would clearly indicate a young person’s intellectual fate, according to Terman. “The forty minute test has told more about the mental ability of this boy than the intelligent mother had been able to learn in eleven years of daily and hourly observation. For X is feeble-minded; he will never complete the grammar school; he will never be an efficient worker or a responsible citizen” (Gould citing Terman, 1996, p. 209). Intelligence testing was seen as a tool, not for identifying students who needed help catching up with their peers, but identifying those who would never be successful students, on whom certain educational efforts would be wasted.


It was within this context that parents of students with disabilities were advocating for the education of their children. Although such thinking was far from undisputed, many leading educational experts believed that intelligence was immutable, could be measured consistently, and should determine the educational aspiration of any given student. As parents fought to knock down the doors that kept their children out of public schools, many educational leaders were working to create systems of stratification within the schools themselves. Ann Winfield illustrates these efforts toward internal segregation by quoting from memoranda from the North Carolina Teacher’s Association, one of which advised elementary teachers, 

You owe it to the enormous majority of normal pupils. You owe it to the deficients who are entitled to special education…Finally, you owe it to yourself. You can no more do your grade work properly with a deficient child in your room than you could do it were a blind or deaf and dumb child put into it. For the protection of your own professional character, take the action which we urge. (Winfield citing the State Archives of North Carolina, 2007, p. 121)

Such “deficients” should, the Teachers’ Association urged, be identified and sequestered in separate classrooms. 


Such efforts to cull low-performing students from the general population affected students from a variety of racial, national, and class backgrounds. However, this impulse to codify “natural” human hierarchies, flowing from the popular eugenicist stance of the day, was informed by racialized thinking. It is evident that some educators assumed that certain races were more likely to be found among the “deficients” as others, as Winfield demonstrates in quoting educational leader Elwood Cubberley. In 1934, Cubberley echoed Goddard’s Ellis Island findings when he wrote that recent southern and eastern European immigrants “were of a very different type from the North and West Europeans who preceded them. Largely illiterate, docile, often lacking in initiative…their coming has served to dilute our national stock…popular education everywhere has been made more difficult by their presence” (Winfield quoting Cubberley, 2007, p. 128). 


Other minority groups were considered equally, or even more, problematic. Stanford-Binet creator Terman wrote in 1916 of Spanish-Indians, Mexicans, and blacks, that 

their dullness seems to be racial, or at least inherent in the family stocks from which they come…when this is done there will be discovered enormously significant differences in general intelligence, differences which cannot be wiped out by any scheme of mental culture. (Thomas citing Terman, 1982, p. 262)

The assumption that intelligence testing provides a valid, unbiased measure of a quantifiable human trait, and that this trait is apportioned in greater measure to certain races, continues to be present in contemporary discourse, as Richard Herrnstein and Charles Murray’s 1994 work The Bell Curve demonstrates. 

The Future of Special Education: The Fullest Meaning of Inclusion


How can this history help us tackle the dilemma of disproportionate representation that currently faces the special education system? As Amanda Sullivan and Alfredo Artiles argue, it is only by understanding the ways in which disproportionate representation operates within “the structure of society and racialized social systems rather than in beliefs or actions of individuals” (2011, p. 1529) that educators can begin to challenge this system. The disproportionate representation of minorities amongst those who qualify as intellectually disabled is not the perverse result of practioners misusing the objective tools they are given; the categories of disability which we currently employ today, and the tools with which we classify the disabled, would not exist in the particular form that they do without the racialized ideology that shaped them. “Change efforts that focus only on individuals (e.g., professional development for teachers to improve cultural knowledge) will be ineffective because they fail to address the institution,” Sullivan and Artiles believe (2011, p. 1530). Teachers must understand the institution in which they operate before they can set forth to change it.


This is not to say that individual educators have no role to play in dismantling racial bias within special education, nor that training in cultural knowledge is fruitless.  Far from it; a systemic problem requires multi-faceted solutions that work at both individual and structural levels. One important approach is creating a paradigm shift in the individual and collective understandings of racial and ability-based categories. Scott Sigmon argues that special educators must reconceptualize the categories into which their students are placed, and their responses to those categories. 

The current practice of special education both equates the child with the impairment and fails to see that the handicap comes not from the impairment (alone)…Handicap is a social construct, created and built by an attitudinal environment. For example, the youngster who is mobility impaired suffers a handicap when the school has no ramps. (1990, p. 176)

Teachers can be trained to understand each student as a whole, and see gaps in learning as mismatches between the educational services provided, and those needed. Similarly, training in culturally responsive pedagogy can encourage teachers to move away from a deficit model view of diversity, and toward a curriculum in which students’ cultural knowledge, experience, and performance styles are incorporated (Haviland & Rodriguez, 2009). 


Furthermore, many educators support the move towards inclusion models of special education as another change that can begin to pull the rug out from long-standing patterns of discrimination. In an inclusion model, Nelson, Palonsky, and McCarthy explain, schools provide individualized instruction to all students, whatever their classification. It is assumed that in order to meet this goal, scheduling must be flexible, and must allow for students to participate in a variety of small-group, individual, and whole class settings depending on their needs or the demands of objectives being taught. Teaching materials and means of assessment must be similarly varied (2007, p. 443). This model moves teachers back to their original positions as proposed by Dewey and Binet. Standardized intelligence tests become just one of a myriad of tools teachers use to better understand the needs and interests of individual students, and curriculum springs from individual needs, rather than the presumed needs of categories of students.


Some criticize the inclusion model, noting that it has been implemented poorly in the past. When mainstreaming became popular in the 1980s, many students with disabilities were moved into general education classrooms with little to no preparation for both teachers and students (Nelson et. al., 2007). In fact, Gay Geneva, a prominent theorist on culturally responsive pedagogy, has argued that many racial desegregation efforts failed for similar reasons. “Too often teachers have been thrown into desegregated situations with inadequate preparation…Yet, teachers are expected to facilitate the sooth psychological transition of students from segregation to desegregation” (1978, p. 150). 
The truth is that any wide efforts to implement inclusion may result in both desegregation of students along ability and racial lines, because of the confluence of those categories. Such efforts cannot succeed beyond a cosmetic level unless teachers and students understand and are engaged in the project of inclusion. This means that, before and while students with disabilities are mainstreamed, both teachers and students should engage in a reflective process in which they educate themselves on the aims, practices, and potential benefits of an inclusive educational model. Too often the agency of students is left out of school reform efforts.  They are the ones whose interests are at the heart of every debate on schooling, and they are often deeply invested in issues of fairness and justice. Where young people are included in a meaningful way in change efforts, I believe educators will see greater results.  In this sense, we must expand our definition of “inclusion” beyond just who gets to be placed within classroom walls, but also who gets to determine what educational aspirations are met there, and how, and why. 

Conclusion


While parents of those with disabilities were instrumental in beating down the doors to free and appropriate public education for all, the very notions of what intelligence is, what disabilities are, and how those classified as disabled would be treated within a school were formed by the racially deterministic attitudes of the early 20th century. Since their creation, standardized tests of intelligence have revealed disparities in intelligence levels between racial groups; in many cases such tools were designed and implemented with this as their presumptive result, if not their purpose. 


As such, the current model of classification and separation of students according to “ability” will never fail to produce racially disproportionate results. These results may vary according to sociological, geographical, and temporal specificities, and may be ameliorated within designated spaces through new referral and pre-service mechanisms, or education of individual evaluators. However, the system itself is inherently biased.


In order to address this bias, educators can seek to change the system that replicates it through a number of channels. First, they must work individually to reconceptualize notions of ability and culture, and the way these categories play out in the classroom. Such work is best carried out amongst peers, and will require educators to develop an ongoing reflective practice.  Issues of power and privilege are wily things that can pop up in unexpected places for even the most seasoned teachers, and we all need support to process our classroom experiences.


Second, schools should move toward the thoughtful implementation of an inclusion model to meet the needs of their students with disabilities. Such a model must include flexible scheduling and groupings that allow students to meet in small groups, in one-on-one settings, or with whole classes, as needed. All students, not just those classified as having disabilities, should have access to this full range of services.  Classrooms should be designed according to the principals of universality, in which lessons are scaffolded in a variety of ways for a variety of learners. Differentiation techniques make it possible to vary methods of teaching and assessment according to student interest, readiness, learning profile, and affect.


Finally, in order for inclusion models to succeed, teachers and students must be engaged in a thoughtful process in which they educate themselves and each other on the purposes of inclusion, its potential pitfalls, how it can be achieved, and how it can benefit an entire educational community. Students as well as teachers should be given ownership over this process, and should have the space to make their needs and concerns heard. More research is needed in order to design and test curricula that would meet these goals.

A Note on Subject Position


It has been noted in feminist and sociological theory that it may be important for speakers to acknowledge the subject position from which they approach a topic (Ryan, 2001). Here, I will briefly explain the way my identities have informed my understanding of the intersection of race and ability within the school setting.

 
As a high schooler, I was a student with an IEP. Although I attended a public high school with no racial majority, where white students made up about 45% of the population, black students about 20%, Latino students about 20%, and Asian students 15%, it was not until I was in a special education classroom that I experienced being the only white student in a class. I was extremely conscious of the fact that, with a classification of emotional disturbance, I was being treated for the first time as someone not to be trusted. I had to follow rules that didn’t make sense; when I made a statement about my behavior or my health, I was not taken at my word. But, I was just as conscious of the ways in which my race and class correlated with differences in the way I was treated.  Once I was placed in a separate class, my general education teachers stopped requiring me to hand in assignments to them, and simply graded me by finding the average of my previous marking period’s work. Every single one of my teachers sent me personal cards or letters.  I still felt supported, and even loved, at my school. From what I could see, most of my new classmates were not afforded this type of privilege.


Last week, I led a professional development session at my school on the language that we use describe struggling students. I told the story of my experience as a student with a disability, of my breakdown and hospitalization which led to my IEP meeting, of a subsequent meeting with a therapist in which I was mislabeled in a way that made me distrust that therapist permanently. I was a little nervous about guiding other teachers into terrain that might be emotionally uncomfortable, but I had decided that I needed to lead this session from a position of vulnerability, rather than authority, in order to demonstrate my own understanding of the power of language and labels. When I was done, my principal said that she wanted to thank me for trusting them enough to share a personal story. “You knew that it wasn’t going to change the way we saw you,” she said. “You’re just Staab. When I look at you, I still just see Staab.”


I am grateful for that moment, because it clarifies for me one of the things I want most for my students, and for myself. I want those behaviors or limitations that classify us as being disabled to be seen within the context of our full humanness. We all have pieces of ourselves that we will never get quite right, that we will never be able to completely fix or heal. But, when we can trust that the world has a place for us in it, we can share those pieces, maybe find some other ways to use them. 


In many ways this task has been easier for me than it will be for my students. Racism and classism will intersect with ableism so that it may be harder for them to be fully seen, or to find the ways to put their particular experiences to the best use. They will learn to do so anyway, if special education does what it most needs to do.
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� Most education policy-makers refer to students of color as “culturally and linguistically diverse populations.” Although I will use this terminology when citing the work of others, I prefer to use “students of color” or “people of color” in my own writing, for several reasons. First, if audiences outside of the education community do not understand the “culturally and linguistically diverse” terminology, it may obfuscate for them the central issue this paper addresses: racial discrimination. Second, labeling students of color “diverse” implies that White students are not “diverse,” or are not part of a spectrum of diversity. This aligns with a system of racial dominance in which, as Ferrante and Brown (1998) explain, “whites routinely see the ‘other’ as a racialized subject but view themselves as colorless” (p. 339). 





