Misidentification of Minority Youth in
Special Education
Quick Facts

Minority students are often inappropriately labeled as “disabled.”
• In 29 states, Black students are more than twice as likely as White students to be labeled
with an emotional and behavioral disorder. In 39 states, Black students are more than
twice as likely to be labeled as mentally retarded. Ten states have mental retardation
identification rates for Native American children that are twice those of White children.1
Once labeled as disabled, minority students are disproportionately excluded from the
regular education classroom.
• Among students with disabilities, Black youths are twice as likely as White youths to be
educated in a substantially separate educational setting (where 60 percent of the day is
spent out of school).2
• Black and Latino children are significantly less likely than White children to receive special
education services as mainstreamed students in an “inclusive” classroom.3
Minority students with disabilities face harsher discipline than their White peers.
• During the 1999-2000 school year, Black students with disabilities were more than three
times as likely as Whites to be given short-term suspensions. Similarly, they were nearly
three times more likely than White students to be removed from school for more than ten
days.4
• Black, Latino and Native American youths with disabilities were 67 percent more likely than
White children to be removed on grounds of dangerousness by a hearing officer.5
• When removed from the classroom, Black and Latino youths with disabilities were between
two and four times more likely to be educated in correctional facilities than White youths
who were removed from the classroom.6
• Studies show that restrictive placements result in minority special education receiving
unequal services.7
The effect of this treatment is extremely harmful to minority youths.
• Twice as many Black students identified as having emotional and behavioral disorders drop
out of school (58.2 percent) compared to those who graduate (27.5 percent).8
• 75 percent of Black students with disabilities, compared to 47 percent of White students
with disabilities, are not employed two years out of school.9
• 40 percent of Black youths with disabilities are arrested after leaving high school compared
to 27 percent of White youths with disabilities. 10
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