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Creating Opportunity: Reframing 
Disproportionality

Every state in the United States, including California, receives federal money through the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) to provide special education and related services to students with 
disabilities. The Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) oversees the use of that money by requiring all 
states to monitor and report on their local educational agencies (LEAs) for, among other things, instances of 
disproportionality (Office of Special Education Programs, n.d.), and if disproportionality persists over time, to 
address any recurring problem by using 15 percent of their IDEA funds for coordinated early intervening services.

Disproportionality refers to the unequal identification or treatment of any group of students to a degree that 
is out of proportion to their representation in the general population. For example, if there are 800 Hispanic 
students in a school district of 10,000 students, these students represents 8 percent of the population. If 20 
percent of the students who are suspended from school in that district are Hispanic, that percentage signals 
disproportionality. 

In addition to suspensions and expulsions, schools can be disproportionate for over-identifying a particular 
student group for special education services, and for unequally placing them in restrictive settings. 

Receiving a designation of “disproportionate” or “significantly disproportionate” is something that no local 
educational agency (LEA) would purposely seek. And yet some LEAs have taken the challenge of this designation 
as an opportunity to improve their teaching and learning overall and to enhance their school climate for all 
students. Grossmont Union High School District and Weaver Union School District are two of these places.

Reference
Office of Special Education Programs. (n.d.). Disproportionality and Equity: Resources from the Federal 
Department of Education. Retrieved from https://osepideasthatwork.org/federal-resources- stakeholders/
disproportionality-and-equity

Addressing Disproportionality at Weaver and Grossmont

Reasons for Disproportionality
Weaver was found to be significantly disproportionate in the area of discipline, specifically in its suspensions and 

expulsions of African American students in special education.
Grossmont was significantly disproportionate in the number of African American students being placed in 

separate school setting, and in the number of suspensions of African Americans students. 

Results of Root Cause Analysis
On conducting root cause analysis, Weaver discovered the following: implicit bias and cultural dissonance; 

inconsistent discipline policies, practices, and procedures; data quality issues, minimal parental involvement; and 
chronic absenteeism among African American students. 

Grossmont’s root cause analysis showed the presence of implicit bias; inconsistent discipline policies and 
procedures; and a need for a multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS). 

The story on the following pages describes how dedicated staff at both districts improved their schools for all 
students in the process of addressing disproportionality.
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California is the most diverse state in the country, and its school districts reflect that distinction in dozens of ways. 
Grossmont Union High School District and Weaver Union School District provide two clear examples: Grossmont 
is large and urban, Weaver small and rural. Grossmont is located in Southern California, Weaver in the Central Valley. 
Grossmont consists strictly of high schools and adult schools, Weaver of preschool through eighth grade. This list 
could be longer. What is important, however, is what they have in common: a mission to educate all children well. 
And while they both have been found to be “significantly disproportionate”—and thus are required to develop and 
implement a remediation plan—they are also alike in their response: They see a great opportunity to improve school 
climate and instruction for everyone.

Finding Time and Getting to Work
Both districts hit the ground running when they received their disproportionality designations. Rose Tagnesi, 

director of special education at Grossmont, took advice from “a former boss who taught me that when something 
lands on your desk you hop on it. You find out the due date and plan backwards from that . . . it’s about being 
proactive. We received the designation in June, and we know that September is nuts. So we did a lot of work prior 
to school starting—in the summer when everyone’s schedule is still blank a bit. Then we could be thoughtful about 
designing our calendar. 

“Our core team created a presentation for our site administrators to share with all of the school staff in those 
meetings that take place right before school starts. This was helpful, because then sites had something ready to go.”

John Curry, superintendent at Weaver, looked at the disproportionality designation pragmatically. “If I’m mandated 
to spend this amount of time, then I want to get something out of it for our kids. I’m going to dive in and set aside time 
to do this well.” He credits his staff for making it possible for him to lead the effort. “If you have a reliable team that 
you can trust to take care of the other things that you’re then not going to get to, it’s a lot easier to do this work.

“And I find ways to support folks.” The example he gives involves Mayra Garcia, who last summer had been the 
district’s interim special education director as well as school psychologist. “I went to my board,” says Curry, “in the 
middle of the year and said, ‘She needs support.’ So they made her director, and they hired a psychologist to back her 
up.” 

Curry is also hiring clerical support and substitutes to free teachers for the time they’ll need to attend the trainings 
that are part of the disproportionality plan. “We’re spending money to give the staff time to do this work. This is just 
as valuable as funding other activities. But you can’t put a price tag on it.”

Garcia emphasizes the importance of a full commitment from administrators to implement their plan if it is to 
work. “I know our people are busy. But they’re committed to it. And I’m grateful that this is not something I’m 
carrying on my own. It’s a shared commitment.”

These districts also spent a great deal of time listening to as many voices as possible in order to understand 
the problems that created their disproportionality, to determine the underlying (root) causes, to create the most 
effective plan possible, to figure out what kind of training their staff needs to eliminate inequities in instruction and 
opportunity, and to change systems and practices so that the district does not perpetuate inequities. 

Sharing Responsibility
The designation of disproportionality for a school district comes from requirements of special education law 

(see front page sidebar). But Weaver and Grossmont are not making disproportionality a special education issue. 
“This is work for everyone,” says Theresa Kemper, Grossmont’s assistant superintendent, as she describes the shared 
approach to leadership that the district is taking. “Our director of professional learning and innovation is taking the 
lead on UDL [Universal Design for Learning]. Our director of student support services is taking the lead on cultural 
competence and restorative practice. 
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“General education is fully invested in this effort. And we’re not doing it just because we have students with 
disabilities who are not successful. We’re doing it because it’s the best thing for all students—students with disabilities, 
English language learners, general ed students who are struggling with algebra. It’s good for everyone. You could say 
we have a mandate to do this work, but it’s exciting because it’s the work that we want to do anyway.” 

Laying the Groundwork
Leaders in both districts have created cultures of shared commitment: special education is part of whole-school 

efforts, and students with disabilities are considered part of the general student body. Kemper credits Tagnesi for 
Grossmont’s one-system approach. “Since 2010 Rose has been working hard to get out the message that these are all 
our kids. Rose has been saying for years, ‘Don’t leave us on the side; don’t treat us as a separate group.’”

The one-system belief and practice among all staff—that students who receive special education services belong 
first in general education—“does not happen over night,” says Tagnesi. “It’s required patience and endurance. It 
requires developing relationships. You can’t push people to a place they’re not ready to be. But I believe we’re finally at 
that tipping point.” 

Her patience has paid off. “Students with disabilities are now part of everything we do,” says Kemper. “In meetings 
where we talk about professional development for the district, we make sure that special education teachers are 
included—in the algebra workshops, the English language workshops, the restorative practice workshops. 

“Getting general education and special education to be one and not separate silos has definitely been a process,” says 
Kemper. The work the district is doing to address significant disproportionality is “just a good example of that.”

Curry gives a similar account. “It’s taken us a while to get there. But we now have a culture of ‘these are all our kids.’” 
“Over the course of the last few years,” says Garcia, Weaver “has looked at what all students need,” and in the 

process has developed such initiatives as positive behavioral interventions and supports. “So when we had to have this 
conversation” about disproportionality, “we were able to speak to the things we have, and we’d already looked at what 
our students need” through the lens of one system that serves the unique needs of each student.

Solving Problems Together
Both districts have made extensive use of leadership groups and focus groups to develop their plans. And both 

cast very wide nets in forming these groups, which include not just district administrators and school staff—
superintendents, assistant superintendents, and principals, general and special educators, school psychologists and 
counselors—but parents, community members, and students.

Their plans, written last summer and fall and submitted to the California Department of Education in December, 
were formed in direct response to the feedback and ideas from these groups. “I included everyone in our leadership 
team” when creating Weaver’s plan, says Curry. “Our directors of maintenance, our directors of food services, our 
director of transportation, and our chief business officer. They gave us great input on how we should roll this out so 
that it is . . . a truly effective and deep systems change.” 

Working with many voices “is the core of what we’re doing,” says Garcia, who is grateful for “these team members 
and their openness to have these conversations. To move forward with what we need to do.” 

Moving Forward
Moving forward with a clear and effective plan, however, is an ongoing, complicated process that involves years of 

focus—and that requires support. Leadership teams from both districts worked closely with their SELPA directors 
and with consultants from the State Performance Plan Technical Assistance Project (SPP-TAP). As a result, they 
received coaching and resources that gave them a research-based foundation for their approach and their plans. SPP-
TAP also gave them opportunities to spend time with other local educational agencies that were wrestling with similar 
issues. Both districts found these experiences to be invaluable ways to learn—both what to do and what not to do—
from the efforts of others. 
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The districts also wanted to learn how to make these efforts a long-term, integral part of a coordinated system. 
Tagnesi and her team at Grossmont especially wanted to know, “How can we embed and overlay all of the layers that 
are involved in understanding cultural differences? And how does all of that relate to UDL, MTSS [multi-tiered 
system of supports], and behavior?” They knew they needed to seek outside help, and they found that help through 
SPP-TAP.  

Using the LCAPs
Curry appreciates the Local Control and Accountability Plan as a vehicle for committing to and strengthening 

Weaver’s disproportionality plan. “We’re incorporating some of [the disproportionality] plan into this year’s [LCAP] 
draft, which will be part of our next year LCAP,” says Curry. “The beauty of it is that the local control plan is just 
that—it’s local. What you’ll see throughout our LCAP will reference actions of this local sig dis plan. Stakeholders 
love this. An action plan that already exists. Everything the district said it was going to do—now they’re saying they’re 
going to do it in two places.”

Transparency helps. “We don’t keep things in isolation,” says Curry. “As soon as Mayra heard [that the district had 
been determined significantly disproportionate], she shared it with me. We shared it with our SELPA director. We 
shared it with our whole administration team, our school board. We told them, ‘This is coming down the road. We’re 
getting more information. We’ll let you know. There’s going to be a process.’”

Addressing Fear
According to Curry, honesty—and the safety and permission to be honest—has been an important part of Weaver’s 

process to address disproportionality, creating opportunities for the staff “to be together—and commiserate. To be 
frustrated and be scared and be shocked.” He talks about “the fear of the unknown: How much work was this going to 
take? Are we going to be punished? Will there be an exposé out about us? Are they going to make us fire people and 
hire people? And then are we going to get lawsuits, too? That was a big fear for us.”

Curry also talks about the fear that accompanies the sensitivity of the subject. “When you’re talking about African 
American students, the initial response is often, ‘Hold on, I’m not a racist.’ That was an interesting subject for us 
to walk through and digest. You start to wonder, ‘Do I have to look at myself as well? I don’t think I treat these kids 
differently, but . . . ” Curry says he believes that the collective experience of emotional honesty made it possible for the 
district’s leaders to take the next step. “We went through all the stages of grief. But then we said, ‘OK. What are we 
going to do next? How can we go through this together and do the right thing for our kids?’” 

Owning the Problem
Leadership and staff at both Grossmont and Weaver avoided the blame game and looked at what they needed to 

learn and do differently to ensure student success. They owned the problem and pursued a solution.
“You can provide all the outside resources you want, but that interaction between the student and the teacher 

is key to the student learning,” says Kemper. “So the next question is ‘How do we enhance that interaction and 
environment?’ And there was no doubt that training in UDL would work. “We’re breaking away from the mentality 
of  ‘one size fits all.’ One size does not fit all,” she says. Grossmont is committed to supporting each student by 
designing instruction to fit “what students need and allowing students choices in what works best for them—and 
helping staff recognize the importance of that. That shift is what we’ll be working on in the workshops we’re 
planning.”

Gaining Cultural Competence
These workshops also will support staff to develop cultural competence so that they are able “to look at each 

student as an individual,” says Kemper. “Each student has a story we need to be sensitive to. Not everyone comes to 
school prepared in the same way. So we need to tailor our approaches to the individual student, not to ‘the average’ 
student.
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“We’re looking at meeting each student where he or she is—that’s where cultural competence comes in, and UDL, 
and best first instruction in any classroom. What’s interesting about this work is that what we do to help students with 
disabilities engage [in school] is the work we need to do to help all students engage. What’s best for students with 
disabilities is what’s best for all students.” 

Engaging Parents
Research also shows that engaging parents is best for all students. Yet many schools struggle to create a way 

to authentically include parents, especially when cultural differences are at play. “The key” to successful parent 
engagement, says Tagnesi, “is first to recognize that each parent and child have a special relationship, and that the 
parent cares about that child more than anyone else. Then to focus on the student—and how together as a team we 
can work to help this child become successful, stay healthy, be happy. That is the common ground we all share, and 
that’s where we try to start. 

“It works. And when parents know that we care about their kids as human beings—that goes a long way.”

Using Data
Both districts are making effective use of data. “We have a wonderful assistant superintendent who’s really great 

at crunching numbers,” says Curry. “He brought the data forward very quickly—the numbers of suspensions and 
expulsions and chronic absenteeism of our students.” These data “gave us the evidence to prove” the district’s 
disproportionality. “They say we’re disproportionate. Here’s the data that show we have an issue. So let’s help our 
students.” 

Grossmont also spent time “looking hard at data,” says Tagnesi, “looking at the scores and suspensions of African 
American students and how those things can play a role in referrals for special education.” The expectation is that 
with new approaches to addressing behavior, to understanding cultural differences, and to addressing implicit bias, 
the districts will be better able to support positive behavior in culturally appropriate ways—and there will be fewer 
referrals for behavioral issues and for special education evaluation. 

Just Keep Going
Addressing disproportionality “is a massive undertaking,” says Kemper. “All of our teachers will go through the 

UDL training. All our staff will be trained in cultural competence. We’re spreading [the trainings] out over a couple 
years because it would be impossible to do it all it once.” The expectations, too, are massive—training everyone in an 
entire system to be accountable—and then measuring progress and continually improving efforts. 

But the amount of work required to address disproportionality does not seem to be daunting for either district. 
Kemper summarizes their collective attitudes: “We have set these projects going forward as a priority. The beauty of 
what we’re planning is that it can address any issue I can think of related to students who need academic and social-
emotional support to succeed. It’s the central work that we do in education.”

Resources
For more about Universal Design for Learning, see the Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST) at http://www.cast.org/
For more about multi-tiered system of supports, see https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/cr/ri/
See “The Enduring Importance of Parental Involvement” from the National Education Association at http://neatoday.

org/2014/11/18/the-enduring-importance-of-parental-involvement-2/
Losen, D. J. (2008). Annotated Checklist for Addressing Racial Disproportionality in Special Education. Retrieved from 

https://spptap.org/resources/1132/annotated-checklist-for-addressing-racial-disproportionality-in-special-
education/  

Fergus, E. (2010). Distinguishing Difference from Disability: The Common Causes of Racial/Ethnic Disproportionality in 
Special Education. Equity in Action. Retrieved from http://www.niusileadscape.org/docs/FINAL_PRODUCTS/
LearningCarousel/Distinguishing_Difference_from_Disability.pdf
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SELPA Leads
Special Education Local Plan Areas (SELPAs), as California’s subgrantees under the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA), ensure that students with disabilities within each of the designated SELPA regions receive 
the special education and related services and supports that are guaranteed by law. The California School Dashboard 
has recently highlighted inequities in student progress at identified local educational agencies (LEAs) for their 
populations of students with disabilities, among other student groups. In response, the state’s 2018 budget granted 
$10 million to select SELPAs to serve as special education resource leads within the Statewide System of Support 
(SSS). These SELPA leads will work collaboratively with the other lead agencies in the SSS, with a focus on building 
the capacity of SELPAs and LEAs statewide. There are two types of SELPA leads: SELPA System Improvement 
Leads focus directly on building the foundational knowledge and capacity in systems improvement processes for 
SELPAs statewide. SELPA Content Leads focus on building the capacity of SELPAs across the state in specific 
content areas of need. SELPA content leads will work collaboratively with capacity-building leads and the SSS in the 
following areas:

• Marin County SELPA—in partnership with the California Autism Professional Training and Information 
Network (CAPTAIN), scaling up the use of evidence-based practices

• Placer County SELPA—Open Access Project, focusing on universal design for learning, assistive technology, 
and augmentative alternative communication strategies

• South County SELPA— addressing disproportionality 

• Imperial County SELPA—addressing the needs of students with disabilities and English language learners

For more information, go to https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/ac/selparesourcelead.asp
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San Diego South County SELPA:  
Disproportionality Lead

A data tool that measures the probability of inequity and disproportionality is part of what earned San 
Diego’s South County Special Education Local Plan Area (SELPA) the role of Content Lead for addressing 
disproportionality in all areas (see sidebar). This tool, along with strategies for addressing issues of equity, cultural 
competence, and bias, are what South County plans to refine, develop, and then share with other SELPAs across the 
state. 

SELPA Director Russell Coronado says South County is “committed to helping school leadership meet their 
equity-related goals in special education. We want to partner with SELPAs and discover the changes they can make 
to create a more equitable environment, leveraging the powerful resources that SELPAs across the state are using 
successfully.”

South County’s Program Administrator Ryan Estrellado plans to facilitate this kind of change by supporting 
SELPAs “to be honest about what they see, honest about how things are working out, and systematic about what they 
do to address issues of disproportionality.”

The South County team has been working to address disproportionality in its SELPA region for several years, 
Estrellado says. “We designed this [data] program to serve as an early warning system, running algorithms to help us 
quantify populations with elevated risks” so that schools can use the data not just “to look back, but to look ahead.” 
The data tool can then give school leaders the opportunity to address a problem at its earliest stages—or even before 
it becomes a problem.

“Our model incorporates the risk-ratio numbers” that are required by the federal government, says Estrellado, but 
“we can also simulate population growth and give a range of risk ratios using varying fields. The scores then become 
symbols of the degree of the problem.”

Estrellado sees this predictive model, however, as a useful tool only “in a place that is committed to improving 
systems.” With that commitment, “statistics and data can accelerate improvement. Part of the analytics involves 
understanding the differences and ranges of outcomes among subgroups. We must look at all students—and at the 
intersectionality of disability with other factors, such as income and race.” To address any defined problem, he says, 
schools then must have access to resources. “And we all have limited resources. Our data tools can help to determine 
where to put them.” 

This tool is “just one within a larger process of inquiry,” says Estrellado. South County’s plan echoes the approach 
recommended by the Technical Assistance Center on Disproportionality: support LEAs to understand the problem, 
determine the root cause(s), and develop an effective plan; build networks to support efforts to address the problem; 
and teach and instill interventions that LEAs can use to continuously implement their plans to improve, while 
monitoring their rates of disproportionality (Fergus, 2016). 

“Our basic goal,” says Estrellado, “is to build capacity in other SELPAs to understand the problem and then to 
recognize why and what they need to change to better serve students.” And then support change.

Disproportionality represents a complex set of challenges, cautions South County’s Executive Leadership Coach 
Marcus Jackson. And efforts to remedy it require more than a static formula. “You can have all kinds of strategies, but 
even the evidence-based ones—even when they’re used consistently and with fidelity—don’t always work because 
every system is different. So every solution will be different.” South County plans to design an approach that can be 
adapted to the unique characteristics of any given place.
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Still, “people are afraid” when asked to face issues of inequity and race, Jackson says. “But we can’t shy away. We have 
to take a first step.” The success of that step, he says, will “rest on how well we can develop a reflective and safe place for 
having challenging and honest conversations. We feel confident that we can do that.”

Data can help make those difficult conversations more manageable, Estrellado says. “It describes what we see” and 
can move the conversation away from difficult feelings and conflicting beliefs and instead place the focus on facts. He 
also emphasizes the importance of “finding the right contacts at all levels. As we learn and develop quality networks, 
we will unlock a ton of expertise to help us see what’s working and what’s not. We know that there is a lot of good work 
happening in the field. Our team is going to identify and build on that—on MTSS, for example. We’ll be working with 
other agencies on how to develop the approach. We also know that general education is part of the solution. And we plan 
to build capacity to bring parents on board. The training has to be meaningful for all. 

“The larger questions,” says Estrellado, are “What happens after kids leave school? What is the impact of their 
schooling? How should that inform our mission? We want all kids to have a fair shot. The conversation has to start there.”

Reference
Fergus, E. (2016). Distinguishing Difference from Disability. Equity Alliance. Retrieved from http://www.niusileadscape.org/docs/

FINAL_PRODUCTS/LearningCarousel/Distinguishing_Difference_from_Disability.pdf


