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Introduction
The following set of materials is intended to provide the basics for understanding the data on disproportionality at the district level and how this information connects to a range of data in regular education. The emphasis in this training is on the basic concepts of risk, and measuring racial disproportionality by comparing risk. The methods of comparison use this risk indicator to look at racial gaps, risk ratios, and changes in risk levels over time. These comparisons will not only help you understand your district’s data better but should also increase your capacity to explain racial disproportionality to others in your district. Understanding data is an essential first step in identifying contributing factors and possible solutions. The other tool for the factor exploration is the diagnostic checklist. This workbook is designed for use as a companion to the diagnostic checklist.
Once the data basics are understood, the next step is to formulate hypotheses regarding factors under the schools’ control. While reviewing additional data should be done as part of that analysis, especially at the building level, data analysis tends to support or weaken a hypothesis, but will rarely prove or disprove such explanations. Therefore, in most cases some additional data review is advised before a district settles on a hypothesis and chooses a matching intervention. Further, developing a good data base and understanding is a fundamental first step toward the creation of a useful baseline for evaluating interventions. Frequent review of the data is recommended.
These training materials begin with a description of the criteria used to statistically determine significant disproportionality. The criteria review is followed by a series of exercises on calculating risk. These simple calculations are the building blocks for understanding racial disproportionality. The materials next present a variety of methods for comparing risk. The training materials conclude with some data analysis exercises using a variety of methods that help educators understand racial disproportionality. 

UNIT 1:  BASIC CALCULATIONS
The Underlying Units for Calculating Disproportionality.  Data on racial disproportionality are often described using jargon and based on calculations that are familiar only to those who have taken statistics.  Terms like risk ratio, and weighted risk ratio were not even in regular use five years ago and are not basic concepts.  The weighted risk ratio also calls for a more advanced understanding and risk ratio calculations, although less sophisticated, also require multiple steps.  Other terms like composite index, and calculations such as “Z squares,” had been used to determine disproportionality for many years, but they were not part of common parlance either and were often misunderstood and misapplied. 
This workbook will only cover the basics of risk and a number of straightforward methods to compare risk including the most basic risk ratio calculations.  These new methods for calculating disproportionality are not difficult to understand and are the building blocks for the more sophisticated formulas used by the state (and provide excellent approximations).  
What is Risk?
Risk Defined.  As a concept, “risk” looks at the general enrollment data for each racial group along with the number of students from that group who were identified for a specified category and calculates the likelihood that a student from that racial group would be found in that particular category. Risk is a concept that can be used for any given category, not just special education. One can calculate the risk for being suspended, the risk for being identified as gifted, or the risk for being identified as having a disability of a certain type. In other words, if we randomly picked any student from a given racial group enrolled in your district, risk tells us the likelihood that the student would belong in the category in question.

For example, if the risk for Black students for Emotional Behavioral Disability is 3%, that means that if we picked a Black student at random from your district, the odds are 3 out of 100 that the chosen student would have been identified as having an Emotional Behavioral Disability.
Calculating Risk and Special Education.  Mathematically, to calculate risk, you determine the percentage of students of a particular racial group that have a particular disability.  To do that you divide the smaller number (number of students of the racial group in the disability category) by the larger number (number of students of the racial group enrolled in the district) and multiply that answer by 100.  
Example: Imagine that there are 5,000 students in your district.  Of that number, 600 are Black, 1,000 are American Indian, 400 are Hispanic, 500 are Asian and 2,500 are White.  There are 320 students with an emotional behavioral disability and of these, 65 are Black, 95 are American Indian, 25 are Hispanic, 25 are Asian and 110 are White.

The White risk would equal 110 divided by 2,500 with the answer multiplied by 100 to get the percentage. 4.4% of the White students enrolled in the district have an emotional behavioral disability.
The Black risk would equal 65 divided by 600 with the answer multiplied by 100 to get the percentage. 10.8 % of the Black students enrolled in the district were labeled with an emotional behavioral disability.
The American Indian risk would equal 95 divided by 1,000 with the answer multiplied by 100 to get the percentage of 9.5%.
The Hispanic risk would equal 25 divided by 400 with the answer multiplied by 100 to get the percentage of 6.3 %.
The Asian risk would be 25 divided by 500 with the answer multiplied by y 100 to get the percentage of 5%.
Exercises for Calculating Risk:
Use your data table to calculate the risk for each racial or ethnic group for each disability category listed.
All Disabilities:

1.
American Indian Risk for All Disabilities

(________ American Indian students in All Disabilities category

divided by________ total American Indian students enrolled) * 100

American Indian risk for All Disabilities = ________

2.
Asian Risk for All Disabilities

(________ Asian students in All Disabilities category

divided by ________ total Asian students enrolled) * 100

Asian risk for All Disabilities = ________

3.
Black Risk for All Disabilities

(________ Black students in All Disabilities category

divided by ________ total Black students enrolled) * 100

Black risk for All Disabilities = ________

4.
Hispanic Risk for All Disabilities

(________ Hispanic students in All Disabilities category

divided by ________ total Hispanic students enrolled) * 100

Hispanic risk for All Disabilities = ________

5.
White Risk for All Disabilities

(________ White students in All Disabilities category

divided by ________ total White students enrolled) * 100

White risk for All Disabilities = ________
Cognitive Disability (CD):

1.
American Indian Risk for CD

(________ American Indian students in CD category
divided by ________ total American Indian students enrolled) * 100
American Indian risk for CD = ________
2.
Asian Risk for CD

(________ Asian students in CD category

divided by ________ total Asian students enrolled) * 100

Asian risk for CD = ________
3.
Black Risk for CD

(________ Black students in CD category
divided by ________ total Black students enrolled) * 100

Black risk for CD = ________
4.
Hispanic Risk for CD

(________ Hispanic students in CD category
divided by ________ total Hispanic students enrolled) * 100

Hispanic risk for CD = ________
5.
White Risk for CD

(________ White students in CD category
divided by ________ total White students enrolled) * 100

White risk for CD = ________
Emotional Behavioral Disability (EBD):

1.
American Indian Risk for EBD

(________ American Indian students in EBD category
divided by ________ total American Indian students enrolled) * 100

American Indian risk for EBD = ________
2.
Asian Risk for EBD

(________ Asian students in EBD category
divided by ________ total Asian students enrolled) * 100

Asian risk for EBD = ________
3.
Black Risk for EBD

(________ Black students in EBD category
divided by ________ total Black students enrolled) * 100

Black risk for EBD = ________
4.
Hispanic Risk for EBD

(________ Hispanic students in EBD category
divided by ________ total Hispanic students enrolled) * 100

Hispanic risk for EBD = ________
5.
White Risk for EBD

(________ White students in EBD category
divided by ________ total White students enrolled) * 100

White risk for EBD = ________

Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD):

1.
American Indian Risk for SLD

(________ American Indian students in SLD category
divided by ________ total American Indian students enrolled) * 100

American Indian risk for SLD = ________
2.
Asian Risk for SLD

(________ Asian students in SLD category
divided by ________ total Asian students enrolled) * 100

Asian risk for SLD = ________
3.
Black Risk for SLD

(________ Black students in SLD category
divided by ________ total Black students enrolled) * 100

Black risk for SLD = ________
4.
Hispanic Risk for SLD

(________ Hispanic students in SLD category
divided by ________ total Hispanic students enrolled) * 100

Hispanic risk for SLD = ________
5.
White Risk for SLD

(________ White students in SLD category
divided by ________ total White students enrolled) * 100

White risk for SLD = ________

Other Health Impairment (OHI):

1.
American Indian Risk for OHI

(________ American Indian students in OHI category
divided by ________ total American Indian students enrolled) * 100

American Indian risk for OHI = ________
2.
Asian Risk for OHI

(________ Asian students in OHI category
divided by ________ total Asian students enrolled) * 100

Asian risk for OHI = ________
3.
Black Risk for OHI

(________ Black students in OHI category
divided by ________ total Black students enrolled) * 100

Black risk for OHI = ________
4.
Hispanic Risk for OHI

(________ Hispanic students in OHI category
divided by ________ total Hispanic students enrolled) * 100

Hispanic risk for OHI = ________
5.
White Risk for OHI

(________ White students in OHI category
divided by ________ total White students enrolled) * 100

White risk for OHI = ________

Speech/Language Impairment (SL):

1.
American Indian Risk for SL

(________ American Indian students in SL category
divided by ________ total American Indian students enrolled) * 100

American Indian risk for SL = ________
2.
Asian Risk for SL

(________ Asian students in SL category
divided by ________ total Asian students enrolled) * 100

Asian risk for SL = ________
3.
Black Risk for SL

(________ Black students in SL category
divided by ________ total Black students enrolled) * 100

Black risk for SL = ________
4.
Hispanic Risk for SL

(________ Hispanic students in SL category
divided by ________ total Hispanic students enrolled) * 100

Hispanic risk for SL = ________
5.
White Risk for SL

(________ White students in SL category
divided by ________ total White students enrolled) * 100

White risk for SL = ________

RACIAL GAPS IN MY DISTRICT

Use the disability category for which your district was identified.  Take the racial group with the highest risk and calibrate the y Axis so that risk level falls just below the top of the graph.  For each racial group, create a colored column (see example below).
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It is also helpful to put all the disability categories, with risk for each racial group on one larger graph. Doing so will give you a clearer sense of the patterns of disproportionality and the numbers of children affected (see example below).
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	EBD
	CD
	SLD
	OHI
	SL
	Hard

	Black
	7.5
	1.7
	14.7
	2.4
	1.4
	0.8

	White
	2.1
	0.9
	7.5
	0.8
	1.2
	1.1

	American Indian
	8.1
	1.8
	13.6
	1.3
	1.5
	1.1

	Hispanic
	2.2
	0.6
	6.4
	1.2
	2.7
	0.9


As you can see from the above graph, there is a great deal of racial disparity in the SLD category and very little in the “hard” or medically diagnosed combined categories (autism, visual impairment, hearing impairment, etc.). Depending on the method used, and the data over three consecutive years, this district would most likely be flagged on the basis of disproportionality in the EBD category. However, there are a number of disturbing risk gaps that should be considered in forming a hypothesis and designing an intervention.

Risk Comparison (Wisconsin supplies data on your district)
	Racial Group


	CD
	EBD
	SL
	OHI
	SL

	Total

	American Indian
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Asian

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Black

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Hispanic

	
	
	
	
	
	

	White
	
	
	
	
	
	

	White Statewide Risk
	
	
	
	
	
	


1.
Within each disability category, identify and highlight on the chart the racial group with the highest risk.

2.
Below write the name of the racial group with the highest risk and that racial group’s risk (as a percentage):


Racial Group
Risk as %
CD
_________________
_______
EBD
_________________
_______

SLD
_________________
_______

OHI
_________________
_______

SL
_________________
_______

3.
Answer the following questions:
a.
Which racial group has the highest risk the most often? _______________

b.
What is the total risk for the five disability categories for that racial group? _______________
Comparison to White Risk: 
White Risk Plus 1%
For each racial group that was disproportionate in any disability category look at that racial group’s risk in every category.  Write down the risk for that racial group in each disability category and subtract the state risk for Whites in that category.

Racial Group: _______________

District Risk
State White Risk
Difference
CD
________
________
________
EBD
________
________
________

SLD
________
________
________

OHI
________
________
________

SL
________
________
________

Total
________
________
________

UNIT 2: CALCULATING RISK RATIOS
What is a risk ratio?  A risk ratio directly compares the risk of one group to that of another.  The concept emphasizes the racial comparison between two or more racial groups.  Risk ratios, however de-emphasize the percentage point differences.  For example, the same risk ratio of 2.0 applies to all risk differences in the table below because in each Blacks are two times as likely as Whites to be identified in the given disability category. 

	
	CD
	EBD
	SLD
	Combined

	Black Risk
	4.8
	2.2
	22.6
	29.6

	White Risk
	2.4
	1.1
	11.3
	14.8

	Black/White

Risk Ratio
	2.0
	2.0
	2.0
	2.0


Risk ratio is useful because one number (2.0) expresses the degree of racial disparity of one racial group in terms of another.  As you can see from the chart above, without the more basic risk information, it would be difficult to know which category (CD, EBD, or SLD) had the more serious problem.  A strong argument can be made that the SLD category is actually much more problematic because the difference in risk level is over 11 percentage points.  Risk ratios, are very useful, however, in explaining the racial disparities succinctly.  In each disability category, the district would say that Black students are twice as likely as White students to be identified.

Exercises for Calculating Risk Ratio:
1.
Write the disability category your district was identified for: ______________

Racial group’s risk for that disability category
A ____________


White risk for that disability category 
B ____________


Divide A by B = Risk Ratio

Racial Group _______________ was ______ times as likely as White to be identified
2.
Other disability categories worth looking at in your district: ______________

Racial group’s risk for that disability category
A ____________


White risk for that disability category 
B ____________


Divide A by B = Risk Ratio

Racial Group _______________ was ______ times as likely as White to be identified
Comparing to “All Others”

How does the risk ratio comparison to all others get calculated?
The calculation of a risk ratio where one racial group is compared to all others requires multiples steps.  The concept, however, is the same as comparing a given racial group to Whites.
The first step is the same, in that you must first calculate the risk for each racial group.  Next you would need to recalculate the risk for all other students in the district minus the students in the focus racial group.  For example, if the EBD risk for Black students is 7.5, you would compare the Black risk to the risk for all other students in the district who are not Black.  If the focus racial group is American Indian, you would compare the American Indian risk to the risk for all other students in the district who are not American Indian.  So the risk for the ALL OTHER group changes for each risk ratio depending on the focus racial group.

Weighted Risk Ratio

One issue that needs to be addressed is that risk ratios cannot be compared across districts because the size of the risk ratio is affected by the district-level racial demographics of the comparison group.  The risk for the comparison group is influenced by the racial composition of the comparison group and the risk for each of those racial groups.  As a result, the risk for a racial group may be the same in two districts, but the risk ratios will differ unless the racial demographics of the district are identical.  The weighted risk ratio, in which the district-level risk for the racial group is used as the numerator and a weighted risk for all other students is used for the denominator, addresses this issue.  The weighted risk for all other students uses the district-level risks for each racial group in the comparison group, weighted by the racial composition of the state.
UNIT 3:  PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
Factors Beyond the School—Is Poverty the Cause?

Is the disproportionality in your district mostly attributable to poverty?  Some simple ways to check for the influence of poverty in your district using just plain risk data…
The following investigations should be considered in determining if poverty is contributing to disproportionality.  Disaggregate the data from your district using the officially reported free and reduced school lunch program.  Using that data with your other data you can test the poverty hypothesis: 
1. Do poor whites and those from other racial/ethnic groups have risk levels that are nearly the same?

2. For the “non-poor,” do the racial disparities by race/ethnicity disappear in all categories?
3. Are the racial disparities in risk the same, larger, or smaller in those disability categories that are generally determined by a medical diagnosis?
4. Do equally poor subgroups have different responses?
Joint Review of General and Special Education Factors
Step 1.  Put your data together in ways that would suggest a story.

EXAMPLE

Suspension
CD
EBD
Gifted and Talented
Black
10.5
6.5
13.0
1.7

White
3.4
1.6
2.5
7.4

American Indian
6.1
3.5
11.9
2.0
Hispanic
2.3
2
2.1
0.1

	Race
	Suspension
	CD
	EBD
	Gifted and Talented
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Step 2:  Make your own graph on the following page.  If there is no gifted program, do the same calculation based on enrollment in AP Math.
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Step 3:  Write About Your Data

Using the data from Steps 1 and 2, describe the racial disparities and end by drawing an inference about the patterns you see for each racial group compared to the others.

Sample District Profile

District A identified American Indian students at extremely high rates as having emotional behavioral disability (EBD).  

Criteria Applied to District A:  For at least the last three consecutive years, in the area specified, District A has a very high rate of identification.  In the area of EBD, the rates have increased. 

American Indians Identified as EBD:  American Indian students in District A are identified at 12.06% which is referred to as their “risk for EBD.”  In other words, in K-12, more than one out of every 10 American Indian students has been identified as having an emotional behavioral disability.  This is over 6 percentage points higher than the risk for American Indians in the state and over 10 percentage points higher than the rate for Whites in The State.  Moreover, American Indians were more than three and a half times as likely as other groups in District A (combined average) to be identified as EBD and this risk ratio has been above the “twice as likely rate” for three consecutive years.  The most current year’s data shows that this risk level has increased by almost 3% over three years’ time.  During this same time period, the rate for Whites in District A declined.  Also increasing is the risk for American Indians to be identified as cognitively disabled (CD) to 3.31% and a growth of nearly 8% in the category of specific learning disability (SLD) to 15.37% which is 2.3 times the rate of all others.

American Indians Identified as CD:  The 2004-2005 CD risk for American Indians was 3.31% and 1.72% for Whites.  While there is no set incidence rate for CD in the state or the nation, this high rate of identification indicates that some American Indian students might not have been appropriately identified as CD.  Further examination of this data is warranted, and there is the need for a hypothesis about what policies, practices, or procedures might be contributing to this trend.  Whatever hypotheses are drawn, the data suggest that other high quality interventions and monitoring could help ensure that these numbers do not continue to grow.  

African Americans and CD and EBD:  Although District A did not technically meet the criteria for significant racial disproportionality based on three consecutive years worth of data, the district is disproportionate in these two areas with a risk for African Americans at 6.48% for CD and a risk ratio of nearly 3.5 times the risk of others; and for ED, a risk of 12.96 and a risk ratio of 3.63.  If these current racial disparities do not diminish significantly, the district will be identified next year in these two categories.

Restrictiveness of educational environment:  One explanation researchers have found for over-identification is that special education is used in lieu of or in addition to school discipline and serves to remove students of color in disproportionate numbers from the regular education classroom.  As a district, District A tended to place students with disabilities in more restrictive settings, and this pattern was most pronounced for both American Indian and Black students.  Moreover, American Indians and Blacks were far more likely to be in the most restrictive settings compared to Whites.  

District A and Discipline:  In District A, district-wide in 2003-04, 6.5% of the enrolled American Indian and 10.5% of the Black elementary school students were suspended from school at least one time.  The White suspension rate was 2.1%.  Since research by the National Research Council and others suggest that overrepresentation in some cases may be the result of using special education identification as a form of discipline, the combination of pronounced racial disparities in suspension, particularly for American Indian and African American students, suggests that there may be a connection in District A between identification issues in special education and discipline practices in regular education.

District A Contextual Analysis:  The numbers for 2004-05 reveal that nearly one in three American Indian students are identified in one of three categories (CD + EBD + SLD= 30.74%) compared to just 12 % for Whites.  Black students show a similar disparity at a combined 28%.  Together this represents a racial gap of over 18 percentage points between American Indian and White students.  These numbers are unusually high.  Further analysis is expected to help better understand the contributing factors. 
The fact that 4th grade reading scores for American Indian students were not as low as Latino students or Asian Americans means that reading deficiencies do not easily explain their overrepresentation in the category of EBD.  Nor can achievement gaps in reading explain why Blacks, whose scores are only about 7% worse than Latinos, are so much more likely than Latinos to be identified as CD or EBD.  On the other hand, there are pronounced reading disparities between Whites and other racial groups in District A,  Furthermore, only 2% of American Indian and 1.7% of the Black students are identified as “gifted” yet 7.4% of the White students are so identified. Instruction in reading, math, or classroom management may be factors contributing to racial disproportionality in special education.

The chart following shows the pattern of large racial disparities in District A in both regular education (suspension and gifted) and special education.  The chart combines data collected by the U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights for 2002-03 on gifted and talented with DPI suspension and special education data for 2003-2005.  

American Indian and Black students are consistently over represented in subjectively determined disability categories and discipline and under represented among those identified as “gifted.”  These racially disparate patterns makes poverty a less plausible explanation for the trends in special education.
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Selected For:Suspension, Cognitive Disability, Emotional 

Behavioral Disability, and Gifted and Talented in District A

Black

White

American Indian

Hispanic


	 
	Elementary

Suspension
	CD
	EBD
	Gifted

	Black
	10.5
	6.5
	13
	1.7

	White
	2.1
	1.7
	3.6
	7.4

	American Indian.
	6.5
	3.3
	12.1
	2

	Hispanic
	1.9
	2.5
	2.1
	0.07


Responses to Common Misconceptions: Poverty Does Not Explain District A’s Racial Disparities:  The research demonstrates that while poverty does increase the risk of disability generally, the racial disparities in special education are not explained well by the fact that Blacks and American Indians are disproportionately represented among the poor.  One would expect that disproportionately poor Blacks would have higher risks for every disability category.  Instead, the national data reveal substantial disproportionality in a few specific subjectively determined categories like CD and EBD, but not in medically diagnosed categories like hearing or visual impairment.  In addition, poverty doesn’t explain the substantial higher risks for not being educated in inclusive settings as found in District A.  Further, in District A, poverty cannot explain why American Indian and Black students are at a much greater risk in certain disability categories than similarly poor Hispanics students.  In District A, there is even less reason to suspect poverty because the district’s American Indian and Black students have substantially higher risks than students from these racial groups on average in the state for CD and ED, despite the high exposure to poverty across the state. 

High Mobility Doesn’t Adequately Explain the Trends in District A or Change District A’s Obligations to Address the Issue of Racial Disproportionality:  Districts with high rates of student mobility raise the possibility that identification disparity is the result of students coming from other districts already identified.  Given the trends in the data, with racial disparities found in suspension, gifted and talented, and many other categories, like special education environment, it’s impossible to explain these trends that flow from decisions made by District A educators, especially for Black students, as primarily the function of mobility.  Moreover, it’s hard to explain how districts with lower identification rates are creating the disparities.  District A is among the districts with the highest identification rate for ED for American Indians, a substantially higher rate than even the state average, making it implausible that for three consecutive years the high and increasing rate disproportionality in District A was caused by another group of districts’ inappropriate practices.  That is not to say that mobility doesn’t contribute to the problem.  In any case, to the extent that students do stay within the district, District A is still is responsible for ensuring that incoming students are re-evaluated whenever misidentification is suspected.
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