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We used a situated approach to examine the aftermath of citations for racial
disparities in special education and discipline. The study was conducted in
one suburban school district and examined staff’s interpretations and
responses to multiple disproportionality citations. We found that bistorical,
spatial, and sociocultural contexts mediated stakebolders’ interpretations
and reactions to citations and the consequences of their responses. Our find-
ings demonstrate how a history of race relations in the district and the com-
munity as well as spatial opportunity structures shaped disability and
discipline racial disparities; the consequences of a damaged imagery for mul-
tiply marginalized youth and their families in explanations of disproportion-
ality citations; and the shortcomings of the district’s symbolic and
predominately color-evasive responses as a consequence of ambiguous federal
and state policy mandates.
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Racial disparities in special education constitute a persistent civil rights
challenge in the United States. Over five decades of scholarly scrutiny
shows that the intent of special education policy—to expand civil rights to
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students with disabilities—is a promise yet to be fulfilled. Two National
Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine reports and ongoing schol-
arship have established the persistence of racial disparities in disability iden-
tification and discipline outcomes (Donovan & Cross, 2002; Skiba et al., 2014).
Research demonstrates that the contours and direction of the problem and the
affected groups shift as the data are examined across different scales (nation,
state, city, district), groups (disability category, race, language, gender), and
geographic locations (urban, suburban, rural) (Skiba et al., 2008), with
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Black and Indigenous students most affected. Notably, much of the research
focuses on predictors of disproportionality, utilizing large secondary datasets
and quantitative methodologies (Cruz & Rodl, 2018). Most studies examine
the role of sociodemographic factors and, to a lesser extent, professional prac-
tices (Waitoller et al., 2010). Research also points to alarming trends in puni-
tive disciplinary practices of learners with disabilities, particularly students
from racialized backgrounds (Losen & Martinez, 2021). Despite the longevity
of research on disproportionality, in recent years, several studies challenged
decades of research, reporting that students of color are underrepresented
in special education (e.g., Morgan et al., 2015). Notably, this work has been
criticized on theoretical and methodological grounds (Collins et al., 2016;
Skiba et al., 2016).

A consistent criticism of scholarship on disproportionality research is the
oversimplification of the problem, particularly given some recent framing
focused on binary questions—for example, Is there overrepresentation? Is
special education racist? Less is known, however, about this problem from
a situated perspective—that is, considering how local contexts, including
sociocultural and historical factors, shape disproportionality outcomes. Few
studies, for instance, examine the role of professionals’ beliefs and percep-
tions of students of color in disproportionality (Cruz et al., 2021). Even fewer
studies have targeted the perspectives of stakeholders in schools at distinctive
locations such as suburban settings (see Ahram et al., 2011; Skiba et al., 2000;
Tefera et al., 2022). Skiba et al. (2006) documented how teachers explained
the causes of disproportionality and found that “cultural gaps and misunder-
standings [between teachers and students of color] may intensify behavioral
challenges” [which was a significant issue for teachers] (p. 1424) (see also
Ahram et al., 2011). Teachers in this study also regarded special education
as the only resource to support struggling learners and were reluctant to
discuss the role of race in disproportionality. With few exceptions (e.g.,
Kramarczuk Voulgarides et al., 2021), the research on the local perspectives
of professionals after disproportionality is documented is virtually nil.
There is even a greater knowledge gap about such perspectives in school dis-
tricts with recurring patterns of disproportionality.

Other neglected aspects of a situated perspective in the study of dispro-
portionality are equally significant. For example, a historical perspective
can shed new light on changes in policies and practices over time regarding
education equity for multiply marginalized students with disabilities (Eitle,
2002). Similarly, attention to spatial factors within a community (e.g., racial
and economic segregation of schools) opens up opportunities to understand
how marginalized students with disabilities may be positioned differently
based on their physical and social location within a school or community.
Additionally, while research is bringing new light to how educators attempt
to comply with education policies related to disproportionality (e.g., Ahram
et al., 2011; Albrecht et al., 2012), more scholarship is needed to understand
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the relationship between school personnel’s explanations and responses to
the problem and their ongoing efforts to comply with policy mandates, espe-
cially in districts faced with enduring disproportionality. Finally, although dis-
proportionality is documented in urban contexts (e.g., Sullivan et al., 2014),
less is known about how and why these disparities emerge in suburban com-
munities (Ahram et al., 2011). Indeed, the changing nature of suburban
schools with their increasing diversity make them beneficial locations to
expand understandings about race, place, and inequities in education
(Diamond et al., 2021).

In this study, we aimed to address these research limitations and contribute
to the next generation of disproportionality research in three distinctive ways.
First, we emphasize a situated perspective using qualitative methods to study
the aftermath of disproportionality, an aspect rarely addressed in the literature.
Specifically, we examine how district and school staff working in a district with
recuring citations interpreted and responded to disproportionality monitoring
requirements. Second, we focused on contextual influences—another key
research gap—by examining how interpretations and responses to multiple dis-
proportionality citations within a school district were shaped by historical, spa-
tial, and sociocultural considerations. Third, we studied a suburban school
district with increasing racial, linguistic, and economic diversity given evidence
that rates of disproportionality are increasing in suburban communities
(Kramarczuk Voulgarides et al., 2014). To address these aims, we asked the fol-
lowing research questions: How do spatial and sociocultural contextual influ-
ences mediate the bistorical production of racial disparities in a suburban
school district? How do suburban school district educators explain multiple cita-
tions for racial disproportionality in special education? And, How do suburban
school district educators respond to these citations?

Next, we set the context for the study with an overview of special education
policy and outline the project’s conceptual framework. We then describe the study
methods, followed by the research findings. We end with a discussion about what
can be learned from school districts struggling with disproportionality.

Racial Disproportionality in Special Education and Policy
Responses: A Primer

According to the Individuals With Disabilities Education Act IDEA), each
state determines a numerical threshold for disproportionality based on school
districts that identify, place outside the general education classroom, or disci-
pline children from any racial or ethnic subgroup at markedly higher rates
than their peers (U.S. Department of Education, 2016)." IDEA was reauthor-
ized three times—in 1990, 1997, and 2004. The 1997 reauthorization included
formal recognition of disproportionality and provided guidance for local edu-
cation agencies (LEAs) and state education agencies (SEAs) on how to identify
the problem. However, questions regarding the effectiveness of initial
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regulations to abate racial inequities in special education have been raised
(Albrecht et al., 2012). The 2004 policy clarified how disproportionality is
measured and resulted in states adopting 20 State Performance Plan (SPP)
indicators to monitor special education outcomes within school districts (20
U.S.C. 1416(a)(3)). Three SPP indicators focus on disproportionality.
Indicator 4 has two components: 4A refers to significant discrepancies in
the rates of long-term suspensions of students with disabilities compared to
districts in a state; and 4B refers to significant discrepancies in the rates of
long-term suspensions of students with disabilities, based on race and ethnic-
ity, compared to districts in a state due to inappropriate policies, procedures, or
practices. Indicator 9 refers to the disproportionate representation of racial
and ethnic groups in special education and related services that is the result
of inappropriate identification. Indicator 10 is the disproportionate represen-
tation of racial and ethnic groups in specific disability categories as a result of
inappropriate identification.

An LEA is required to reserve 15% of their total special education funds on
coordinated early intervening services (CEIS) if there is significant dispropor-
tionality based on race or ethnicity with regard to identification, placement in
restrictive educational settings, or discipline (U.S. Department of Education,
20106). It is important to note that IDEA does not define significant dispropor-
tionality. Instead, the law requires “states to use a standard methodology for
analysis of disproportionality, which includes a threshold above which dispro-
portionality in the identification, placement, or discipline of children with dis-
abilities within an LEA is significant” (U.S. Department of Education, 2017, p. 1).
Scholars have pointed to challenges related to the ambiguities in this definition
leading to differences among states in their thresholds (Cavendish et al., 2014).
The latitude afforded to states in defining, monitoring, and addressing dispro-
portionality results in significant variance in terms of what counts as dispropor-
tionality and whether it is sufficiently addressed through IDEA (U.S.
Government Accountability Office [GAO], 2013).

Equity concerns underlying disproportionality include the specter of mis-
identification or whether disproportionate patterns reflect (individual or insti-
tutional) racial bias. At the heart of these concerns is whether disability
identification will compound the stigma (and its consequences) that racialized
groups already experience by virtue of their marginalized status. Moreover,
questions about disparities in accessing special education resources after
identification have been raised (Artiles, 2019)—for example, Are racialized
groups placed in more segregated settings, or do they receive fewer related
services than their White counterparts with the same disability diagnosis?
Disproportionality, therefore, produces an equity paradox in which an equity
remedy for one group (special education students)—might unwittingly be
creating other inequities—further marginalization of racialized learners
(Artiles, 2011). It is possible this paradox is shaped by, in part, the policy’s
ambiguous and primarily technical framing, focused on monitoring and
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compliance (Kramarczuk Voulgarides, 2018), and a disregard for how differ-
ent contextual influences mediate racial disparities (Harry & Klinger, 2014). Of
significance, there is an absence in this literature of the complex sociohistor-
ical and cultural nature of schools, which can create and perpetuate inequities
(Welner, 2001). Thus, there is an urgent need to understand neglected critical
dimensions of this problem, particularly the aftermath of disproportionality
citations.

A Critical Cultural-Historical View of Racial Disparities

Our research on racial disparities in subjective disabilities” is informed by
the foundational theoretical premise that disability has a dual nature, as an
object of protection and a tool of stratification (Artiles et al., 2016).® A disability
diagnosis can cast a stigma, but it also affords entitlements and access to serv-
ices, thus protecting the educational rights of individuals. Nevertheless, there
are sociocultural processes, practices, and structural dynamics that make dis-
ability a means of marginalization that we describe as DefectCraft, a notion
previously conceptualized by the second author that leverages the theoretical
and empirical literature on racial disparities, interdisciplinary scholarship on
race and inequality, and a critical sociocultural perspective (Artiles, 2003,
2011, 2019a; Bal et al., 2018; Benjamin, 2014, 2017; Fields & Fields, 2012;
Harris, 2001; Lamont & Pierson, 2019; Omi & Winant, 2014; powel &
Menendian, 2016)." Our previous work documented that DefectCraft is con-
stituted by othering processes and practices that peg deficits and deficiencies
to already stigmatized individuals and groups (Artiles, 2011). Moreover,
DefectCraft makes the newly attached deficits distinctively inherent traits of
these groups. From a DefectCraft perspective, it is reasoned that racial dispar-
ities in subjective disabilities are defensible due to the disproportionate pov-
erty rate among students of color. In this way, DefectCraft biologizes race and
sanctions a deficit mindset about racialized bodies. In other words, racial
disparities are justified because racialized learners have deficits that require
fixing (Harris, 2011). DefectCraft uses the ideology of colorblindness’ to
obfuscate the structural weight of race and the cultural-historical conditions
that racialized groups experience, while scapegoating the cultures of racial-
ized groups (e.g., bad parenting, inadequate linguistic practices). However,
Benjamin (2017) reminds us that “cultural explanations for disparate out-
comes is an ever-ready lexicon with deeply racist roots” (p. 228). Stated differ-
ently, DefectCraft construes racial disparities in disability rates as detached
from considerations regarding unjust access to opportunities, discriminatory
infrastructures, historical wealth disparities, racial segregation, and stratified
access to health care and food delivery systems (Darity, 2011). A perverse con-
sequence of DefectCraft is that it naturalizes disproportionality in subjective
disability rates—for example, high poverty rates and inadequate home cul-
tures in communities of color explain racial disparities in disability rates.
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Understanding the mechanisms of DefectCraft makes visible how racial
disparities are structurally constituted. DefectCraft flattens people’s intersec-
tional identities (e.g., disability-race) giving primacy to single identity mar-
kers—for example, is race or poverty the cause of disability identification?
In addition, DefectCraft elides the influence of cultural-historical contexts
and spatial factors by using aggregate evidence at broader scales. Finally,
social mechanisms perpetuate the inequalities of racial disparities, which
are particularly visible in school responses to remedy policy mandates.
Grounded in the multifaceted notion of DefectCraft, we attend to five aspects
in our analysis of racial disparities to garner a situated and nuanced under-
standing of this problem.

1. Formation of disability and racial identities and their attendant
consequences. It is necessary to document if identities are constructed using
a binary logic (normal/abnormal; White/non-White) and as biologically
rooted (Shifrer & Frederick, 2019), or as social constructions in which socio-
cultural, historical, political, and economic forces shape their formations
and their attendant hierarchies (Artiles, 2011; Erevelles & Minear, 2010; Omi
& Winant, 2014). Bestowing identities begets recognition (e.g., adscription
of membership in racial or disabled groups) and affords access to resources
based on identities (e.g., specialized services, special benefits). Inquire how
local actors conceptualize disability—for example, is it pathologized when
applied to racialized students and medicalized when assigned to white learn-
ers? How are the connections between recognition, distribution of resources
and the (re)production of inequality formulated? For example, is access to
resources differentially distributed across groups?

2. Roles of ideologies in the construction of identities. Disability and
racial identities are constructions of human difference. Examine whether oth-
ering processes or structures use disability (or race) to beget marginalization
and inequality among groups (Lamont & Pierson, 2019; powel & Menendian,
2016). It is important to document the role of deficit thinking (e.g., is there an
emphasis on attributing deficiencies to build hierarchies?) and color-evasive
ideologies (e.g., is the role of race ignored or erased?) in explanations of racial
disparities. Beliefs, values, tools, and routine practices often encode deficit
constructions and color-evasive ideologies (Annamma & Jackson, 2017;
Bonilla Silva, 2006; Erevelles & Minear, 2010). Further, it is necessary to exam-
ine if deficit views of racial disparities are used to construct students of color as
innately defective or incompetent, thus generating ideology-ontology circuits
(Artiles, 2022).

3. Identity intersections and cultural-historical influences. Although dis-
proportionality entails at least two identities—race and disability—it is impor-
tant to trace whether a unitary approach is used where one identity is assumed
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to be more stable and significant than others (Hancock, 2007)—for example,
is race or social class assumed to predict a disability diagnosis (Artiles, 2013)?
Stated differently, the conventional practice of “controlling for race” in statisti-
cal analyses presumes race is an independent variable that produces outcomes,
instead of being the result of social processes (Benjamin, 2014). Moreover, the
analysis of cultural-historical influences requires attention to whether the histor-
ical entanglements of race and disability are accounted for (Baynton, 2005):
What is the history of disability-race intersections in these school contexts?
What is the history of race relations in the surrounding communities? How is
the confluence of various forms of oppression (race, disability) played out in
people’s everyday experiences? For instance, are abstractions of racialized
bodies used to naturalize racial disparities (Ross, 1990)? These abstractions
are produced with technical tools or measures (e.g., intelligence, language
competence, poverty) that erase the cultural historical contexts in which such
disparities are produced (e.g., segregation, stigma and lower status, racialized
access to resources) (Artiles, 2011, 2019a; Fields & Fields, 2012), thus “failing
to produce adequate representations of how and why disparities persist”
(Benjamin, 2017, p. 228, emphasis in original).

4. Role of space in the production of racial disparities. Educational ineq-
uity “is in part . . . a manifestation of inequality occurring at the level of indi-
viduals, families, and groups that is mapped on to spaces. However, spatial
opportunity structures and inequalities are due to the intentional efforts to
organize physical spaces in ways that maintain or reinforce inequality”
(Galster & Sharkey, 2017, p. 2). This is a crucial assumption given the deepen-
ing of societal inequities and sociodemographic shifts in urban and suburban
communities (Tate, 2008). For instance, research suggests that the configura-
tion and magnitude of racial disparities vary depending on the demographics,
historical moment, and locations of school districts (Oswald et al., 2002;
Shifrer & Fish, 2020). It is critical to analyze the role of space in the formation
and reproduction of racial disparities: How does the organization of space
contribute to these disparities? Are identities of groups linked to spatial con-
siderations? Are there relations or practices in certain spaces contributing
forces in shaping such disparities?

5. Social mechanisms mediating school and district responses to remedy
mandates. This entails the examination of routine practices and organiza-
tional spaces in which school staff grapple with equity policies to address
racial disparities in subjective disabilities. Social mechanisms produce and
maintain inequalities in institutions. Multiple such mechanisms have been
identified and are used in this analysis. For instance, legitimization refers to
“a bias to accept the perceived status quo as appropriate” (Lamont &
Pierson, 2019, p. 8). This mechanism justifies meritocratic ideas and prejudi-
ces toward marginalized groups. Evaluation is a mechanism used to create
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categories of students sorted in hierarchies that reinforce inequality though
meritocratic criteria used to distribute resources and recognize status
(Lamont & Pierce, 2019). Quantification is a mechanism that rests on metrics
that can buttress inequalities.

Methods

This study was part of a larger mixed methods project that aimed to under-
stand the contextual factors that contribute to racial disproportionality in iden-
tification and discipline in suburban school districts. In this article, we report on
one case study6 conducted in the state over an 18-month period between 2014
and 2016. To select the school district, we first conducted descriptive analyses of
school district citations in a northeastern state from the 2004-2005 school
year—following the 2004 reauthorization of IDEA—to the 2011-2012 school
year. We focused on these dates to account for the stricter disproportionality
regulations included in the 2004 reauthorization of IDEA. The descriptive anal-
ysis examined all citations in the state during this period across Indicators 4, 9,
and 10. The analysis revealed that suburban districts received the most citations
compared to urban and rural districts in the state. The analysis also revealed that
of the over 200 suburban districts in the state, 43% were cited at least once in the
period under review. Therefore, we chose to focus on suburban school districts
because they had the highest rate of citations in the state and given the scarcity
of disproportionality research in suburban areas.

Descriptive analyses also revealed that cited suburban districts were more
racially and linguistically diverse, had higher poverty rates, and lower levels of
achievement compared to suburban districts that were never cited (see
Kramarczuk Voulgarides et al., 2021). In addition, suburban districts with
three or more citations enrolled the highest number of students of color
and suspension rates in these districts were more than three times greater
than districts that were never cited. In short, we concluded cited suburban
school districts were potentially rich contexts to examine how school staff
understood and responded to disproportionality.

School District Selection

Results from the descriptive analyses were used to identify suburban
school districts that had fluctuating citation patterns under disproportionality
Indicators 4, 9, or 10. We targeted suburban districts that received at least three
citations from 2004 to 2011 for disproportionality because of the 3-year time-
line prescribed by the state department of education for addressing dispro-
portionality if cited under Indicators 4, 9, or 10. According to state
guidelines, after receiving an initial citation for disproportionality, school dis-
tricts were required to undergo a self-directed IDEA compliance review of
their policies, practices, and procedures as they relate to the nature of the cita-
tion. If a district remained above the state’s determined numerical threshold
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for racial disparities for more than 3 years, or if they were noncompliant with
IDEA mandates, the state would intervene and actively monitor district actions
and responses. If a district was cited and then recited within a short period, the
state offered supplementary professional development and technical assis-
tance services to the LEAs and continued to monitor compliance with IDEA
mandates regarding significant disproportionality. Therefore, we posited edu-
cators working in districts with fluctuating histories of at least three citations
had complex experiences taking actions and responding to citations and
could share their local practices to address the citations over multiple years.

The state determined significant disproportionality by using a risk index
and relative risk ratio (see Kramarczuk Voulgarides et al., 2021). The state
could cite a school district through either measurement. All school districts
were subject to the same threshold for disproportionality. The evidence
showed that 31 districts in the state had at least three citations during the study
period. Of the 31 districts, two suburban school districts from this pool agreed
to participate in the qualitative portion of our project. We report the findings
from one of the LEAs—Lakeview School District.”

The Context of Lakeview School District

Located in a middle-income community in a northeastern U.S. state,
Lakeview School District is one of 90 + LEAs in the region, of which Lakeview
ranked in the top 10 on academic outcomes. The high achievement of the district
contributed to academic accolades such as its schools being awarded with blue
ribbons of academic distinction. The district served about 3,000 students in its
four schools, including two elementary schools—Morningstar and Holbrook;
one middle school—Lakeview Middle School; and one high school—Lakeview
High School.

Morningstar and Holbrook were located in opposite ends of the district.
While Morningstar had the most sociodemographic diversity in the district and
bordered the lowest-ranked urban school district in the region—Center
City—Holbrook included mostly White students and was adjacent to the top-
ranked school district in the region. Lakeview Middle and High School were
located near one another in the center of the district. Substantial demographic
shifts occurred in Lakeview during our study period from 2004 to 2011. Table
1 shows that while the number of students of color, students on free/reduced-
priced lunch, and the number of emergent bilingual learners increased, the num-
ber of White students and the overall number of students decreased in the district.
At the same time, the suspension rate nearly quadrupled during our study period.

Although racially, linguistically, and religiously diverse, the state under
investigation had among the most racially segregated schools in the country.
Given growing evidence of segregation in school districts and its implication
for educational opportunity (Clotfelter et al., 2018), we examined segregation
within Lakeview by calculating the dissimilarity index. This index measures
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Table 1
Lakeview School District Sociodemographics and Suspension Rates, 2004-2011
Total Students Free/Reduced- Special Emergent
Students of White Priced Education Bilingual Suspension

Year in District Color (%) Students (%)  Lunch (%)  Population (%) Population (%) (%)

2004 3,084 20.5 79.5 13.1 n.a. 0.8 1.2
2011 2,889 25.1 74.9 20.0 10.7 2.1 4.0

Note. n.a. = data not available.

Table 2
Index of Dissimilarity, 2004—2011

Year Black-White Latinx-White Citation
2004 .28 .18 v
2005 23 .16

2006 24 .30

2007 19 21

2008 .20 21 v
2009 .20 24

2010 21 .24 v
2011 .20 19

Mean .22 21

the degree to which students of any two racial/ethnic groups are distributed
evenly across the schools within a school district. For instance, if every school
in Lakeview had the same proportion of students between two racial groups,
the index would be 0. In contrast, if all schools were completely segregated,
the index would be 1.0. Typically, an index > .6 demonstrates high segrega-
tion between schools within a district (Massey & Denton, 1993). Table 2 shows
the Black-White and Latinx-White dissimilarity scores in Lakeview from 2004
to 2011, as well as the year they received a citation for disproportionality. The
Black-White dissimilarity index in the district ranged from .19 to .28, and the
Latinx-White index ranged from .16 to .24, but the latter showed more
fluctuation.

Lakeview also struggled with racial disproportionality in both identifying
Black students with disabilities and disciplining Black students (both with and
without disabilities). While White students comprised approximately 75% of
the student population in Lakeview, they made up slightly less than 60%
of students that received in-school and out-of-school suspensions (U.S.
Department of Education, 2011). In comparison, Black students comprised
approximately 15% of students in the district yet made up just above 40% of
students that received in- and out-of-school suspension. Similar discipline dis-
parities existed for students with disabilities.
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Neighboring the Lakeview school district was the urban school district of
Center City, making Lakeview an inner-ring suburb of Center City. Center City
faced many of the challenges densely populated urban communities around
the country face. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2018), approximately
60% of residents in Center City were people of color. The median income in
the city was nearly $35,000 per year, and over 30% of residents lived in pov-
erty. Lakeview, on the other hand, included about 20% residents of color, with
a median income of about $75,000, and approximately 10% of residents living
in poverty (U.S. Census, 2018).

In 2004 and 2008, Lakeview was cited under Indicator 10 (racial dispropor-
tionality in identifying students with disabilities in certain disability categories).
In 2010, the district was cited under Indicator 4B (racial disproportionality in
discipline for students with disabilities). Lakeview received additional citations
in 2012 and 2015 under Indicators 4A and 4B for disproportionately suspending
Black students and Black students with disabilities. Although the last two cita-
tions (2012, 2015) occurred outside our study period, repeated citations demon-
strate the district’s ongoing struggle with racial disparities in special education.

Data Collection and Analysis Procedures

Data collection and analysis took place over a period of 18 months. Data
were drawn primarily from individual interviews, but also included school dis-
trict documents, participant observations, a focus group with students, and
follow-up in-person and phone interviews. Interviews allowed participants to
share their views and discuss their reactions or ambivalences regarding policies
and practices related to disproportionality and Lakeview’s context.

A total of 30 in-person individual semistructured interviews with educa-
tors, including district and building leaders (72 = 11), teachers (1 = 8), staff
(n =5), and high school students (72 = 6) were conducted. Representing the
racial dynamics of educators in the district, the majority of leaders, teachers,
and staff interviewed were White (7 = 23), with far less people of color
(n=1). We also conducted one in-person focus group with four high school
students with disabilities. Students interviewed included six students of color
and four White students with disabilities. The lead author conducted all inter-
views, which lasted 45 to 60 minutes, were audio-recorded, and were tran-
scribed verbatim.

Interviews focused on understanding the context of Lakeview and how
educators explained and responded to the history of their citations in 2004,
2008, and 2011. We modeled interview protocols based on previous studies
on racial (in)equities in special education (Harry & Klingner, 2014;
Kramarczuk Voulgarides, 2018). Specifically, the leadership interview proto-
col was designed for district and school leaders who were directly involved
in the citation process. We aimed to understand how the context of
Lakeview—for example, historical and sociocultural factors—mediated
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educators’ explanations of disproportionality, responses to the citation, how
administrators were notified of their citation, what reactions ensued, and what
steps were taken to address the citation. Consistent with a situated analysis
approach, we examined how Lakeview staff explained and responded to
the citations to understand how context shaped understandings of policy
compliance (Edelman & Talesh, 2011).

The interviews with district and school staff, including teachers, counselors,
and social workers explored how staff members understood their professional
roles within the context of a district-level citation for disproportionality. During
interviews, we also sought to understand individuals’ perspectives on the role
of local context on district practices, how policies operated in the district, and
what it meant to address disproportionality in practice. Interviews with students
focused on impressions of community, students, teachers, leaders, and staft, as
well as schoolwide policies and practices to understand school climate.

We also collected school district documents, including citation docu-
ments, referral procedures, compliance assessments, staff handbooks, the dis-
trict professional development calendar, school websites, and online media
sources. The lead author engaged in participant observations for 2 days at
each school site and the surrounding communities of Lakeview and Center
City. Observations took place in neighborhoods, hallways, classrooms, and
district and school open areas. These observations focused on differences
and similarities in material resources in and between schools and communi-
ties, distribution of resources within Lakeview and between Lakeview and
Center City, as well as relationships between students and educators both
in and between classes. Field notes were written to document observations.

The first round of interviews took place over a 2-week period. After this ini-
tial data collection period, research team members® read and reread the inter-
view and field note data, writing memos regarding initial thoughts about the
evidence. The team met biweekly to discuss initial reactions, making connec-
tions to the literature and conceptual framework. We then began the coding
of data using MAXQDA. Interview data coding began with the development
of deductive codes using our conceptual framework and existing literature
(MacQueen et al., 1998). Specifically, we used key elements of DefectCraft as
a guide as we wrote memos about emerging themes and similarities and differ-
ences across stakeholder groups. During the first round of coding, broad
descriptive codes were developed. Examples of descriptive codes included
“racial segregation,” “IDEA challenges,” “technical shifts to practice,” and “cita-
tion response”. Next, the research team met to define and refine initial codes
using a constant-comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 2017). During this pro-
cess, we paid attention to similarities and differences within stakeholder groups
as well as across groups to reveal emerging themes in the data.

Once interview data were coded, the fifth author reviewed document
data (e.g., citation and self-review documents and staff handbooks) to under-
stand connections and divergences between themes in interview and
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document data. Field notes were also reviewed and revisited throughout the
interview analysis process to explore similarities and differences across differ-
ent forms of data. A comparative matrix was developed to analyze how inter-
view, document, and observation data related to each other. Once document
and observational data were analyzed, we scheduled follow-up in-person
interviews with participants to clarify remaining questions and gather more
details about themes. After follow-up interviews, we requested additional
documents related to the district’s citation history, self-reviews, and compli-
ance assessments to add details to emerging themes and patterns and answer
the research questions. A final round of phone interviews was conducted with
some participants to clarify remaining questions.

Trustworthiness was achieved through calibrating the conceptual clarity
and robustness of codes through systematic procedures. We began by devel-
oping an initial list of codes with a common set of data. Then, the research
team participated in regular debriefing sessions to refine codes and address
potential disagreements and lack of clarity in the initial codes. After develop-
ing the preliminary list of codes, the first and third authors coded a sample of
interview data, assessing the agreement level in the codes. When agreement
was attained (i.e., both coders identified similar codes), we decided that codes
were acceptable and then defined the codes. If coders did not agree (i.e., two
coders did not assign the same code), we reexamined and refined the defini-
tion of codes. Once agreement was consistently attained with all codes, the
first author coded the corpus of data. Additional trustworthiness strategies
included triangulation of the data, engagement in the field, memo writing,
and presenting preliminary findings to district leaders as a form of member
checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Study Limitations

This study has several limitations. First, we interviewed only individuals
that agreed to participate. We also only conducted member checks with dis-
trict leaders and not all stakeholders. In addition, the study focused on a dis-
trict that received disproportionality citations for disability identification and
discipline suspensions. It will be helpful to conduct fine-grained analyses of
stakeholders’ interpretations and responses in districts cited for one type of
disproportionality (i.e., disability identification or discipline) or districts that
were not cited more than one time.

Findings

Space and History in the Present: Situating and Contextualizing
Disproportionality Citations

From the outside looking in, Lakeview was the type of suburban district
that many families seek to send their children to. Indeed, teachers, leaders,
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and students discussed how the district was “like a family.” When students
entered Lakeview schools, one teacher explained, “[It is like] you're walking
into our house, you’re our family, you’re gonna be treated the way we would
treat our own kids.” Although educators repeatedly expressed the idea of
“family,” the challenges the district faced were complex, multifaceted, and
in many ways suggested the notion of the Lakeview “family” applied to cer-
tain groups only—that is, White families and students. DefectCraft ideology
was evident in how some staff articulated who was included in the district fam-
ily. When describing “African American transfer students” and their families
moving to Lakeview, one staff member hesitatingly described, “I would say
[their] family culture and value for education, at times, is different [than
ours].” Another staff member shared her concerns about the “othering” of
people of color in Lakeview. She was troubled about White teachers’ and
leaders’ lack of understanding of race and culture, and the ways this lack of
understanding “sends a big message to students of color. [Students of color
might ask,] ‘Am I not worthy? Why can’t I see myself in the teaching team?
Do my teachers really care about me?”

We found that historical racial tensions within Lakeview mediated educa-
tors’ understandings of disproportionality citations. First, Lakeview’s forma-
tion as a district was deeply tied to historic patterns of White flight from
Center City. After World War II, Center City experienced an increase in the
number of Black residents due to growth of jobs in the region. The result
was a growing Black population that was forced to live in segregated neigh-
borhoods while White residents fled to the suburbs, including Lakeview, con-
tributing to hypersegregation in the community. In fact, a 1960s census report
showed that on a scale of 0 to 100 where 0 meant 7o segregation, Center City
was rated nearly a 90 (anonymized source).” Decades later, in 2010, Center
City was still one of the nation’s most segregated cities for Black residents.
Today, Center City remains one of the largest and most racially and econom-
ically segregated cities in the country.

These historical, sociodemographic, and spatial transformations contrib-
uted to racial and income segregation that produced racialized differences
and inequalities for students throughout the district (Galster & Sharkey,
2017). For example, nearly two decades ago, attempts were made by the
then superintendent to challenge racial and economic segregation and inte-
grate schools within Lakeview. In line with DefectCraft’s processes that obfus-
cate mechanisms of power that stratify identities, the superintendent was
ultimately forced to resign as a result of oblique political backlash from pow-
erful community members. The current superintendent detailed the conten-
tious time:

The [then] superintendent and some members of the Board of

Education tried to create a K-1-2 school and 3-4-5 school [using the
Princeton Model]. It became highly controversial . . . but I think in

381



Tefera et al.

the end the superintendent ended up leaving, quite honestly, because
the pressures were so intense. People are very territorial. . . . Is it time
to look at that again? Perhaps. We've talked about that. Would that help
the transition of these kids into middle school and high school and
cause for all of our staff to better understand diversity? Absolutely. Is
the community ready for it when you ask the community the question?
I don’t know.

This was an important historical moment for the district, as it demonstrated
the political consequences school leaders were reminded of if attempts
were made to engage in institutional changes to improve racial and economic
equity, including racial disproportionality in special education. Moreover, the
superintendent’s reflection reminded us of DefectCraft’s attention to historical
legacies of inequality in the present—*“Is the community ready for it when you
ask the community the question? I don’t know.” This historical evolution also
reflects the reproduction of a spatial opportunity structure (Galster & Sharkey,
2017), as White families held on to the prevalent spatial arrangements of
schooling and their clear understanding of the privileges and opportunities
that were aligned within these spaces. The desire to hold on to these spatial
privileges were heavily tied to historical practices. This was evidenced in
documents that outlined how discriminatory practices, including redlining,
reproduced racial inequities (anonymized source). Bordering the majority
Black community of Center City, the principal of Morningstar described
how perceptions of the school’s composition created a dual housing system
and education system in the district. “We [Morningstar] are perceived to be
not as successful in achieving academic milestones [compared to
Holbrook]. . . . We are perceived as . . . being kinda the ugly stepsister in
the district.” In this sense, “the constitution of [new] spaces [in Lakeview]
reproduceld] racial hierarchies” (Razack, 2002, p. 1.

Spatial opportunity structures were evident at the neighborhood level as
reflected in different socioeconomic and racial configurations (Galster &
Sharkey, 2017). Neighborhood schools were also impacted. According to
a central office leader, the primary rationale for halting integration efforts in
the past was to allow students to attend their “neighborhood school” or “com-
munity school” so they could continue walking to their elementary school
rather than having to drive across the district (approximately 10 minutes).
District leaders and White families legitimized (Lamont & Pierson, 2019)
racial, economic, and spatial segregation by co-opting an inclusive education
discourse—with its emphasis on the right to attend neighborhood schools.
Symptomatic of DefectCraft, the byproduct was the perpetuation of racial seg-
regation without exposing the role of privilege. In this vein, the principal of
Morningstar described the ways neighborhood schools upheld segregation
within Lakeview. “Segregation, economic segregation, which ends up being
racial segregation is killing us. . . . This whole thing about neighborhood
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schools . . . it’s just a way that we keep people more segregated. I think we
need to stop [the practice of neighborhood schools].”

DefectCraft’s structuring of spatial inequalities at the school and neigh-
borhood levels naturalized racialized differences. The resulting hierarchies
from this form of recognition were associated with the distribution of resour-
ces; after all, spatial inequalities can result from the organization of physical
spaces in ways that reinforce inequalities (Galster & Sharkey, 2017). The hous-
ing sector was a piece of this puzzle as it was consistently mentioned as a sig-
nificant difference between Morningstar and Holbrook elementary schools.
Most prominently, two subsidized housing apartments and university housing
near Morningstar were discussed as distinctive features of the housing near
Morningstar compared to Holbrook, an area described as having “million-
dollar” homes. The principal of Morningstar described how housing shaped
perceptions of the two elementary schools and the need to constantly combat
the perception of her school not being academically strong, explaining,
“Realtors would say [to parents], ‘Let’s go move over to Holbrook. Let’s not
go to Morningstar.” Morningstar and Holbrook were often described as
a “dichotomy” between the “haves and the have nots.” The principal of
Holbrook also described the advantages his school benefited from even in
the midst of budget cuts.

With tighter budgets we lost money . . . so our PTA [Parent Teacher
Association] has risen to fulfill that need . . . and on an annual basis
our PTA makes available to our teachers a total of $8,000 in grant
money they can apply for. . . . [Tlhat money then is used to either
take students on field trips . . . or to purchase materials for the
classroom.

The Holbrook principal went on to explain how the PTA provided him with an
additional $1,000 per year to support the school however he chose and
described a list of PTA sponsored events throughout the year, including a fall
festival, a pancake breakfast, and family fun night. Importantly, while per pupil
funding was technically equal across Holbrook and Morningstar, the economic
and social capital of parents in Holbrook enabled them to ensure key resource
advantages for their students in ways parents of Morningstar could not.

The legacy of racial segregation within the district had important implica-
tions for the schools in Lakeview, particularly the two elementary schools.
Another central office leader described the contrast between the two schools:

One of our elementary schools [Holbrook] is geographically located in
a more affluent area of Lakeview and has historically had deep roots as
being historically more affluent. The other elementary school over at
Morningstar is embedded where there’s significantly more poverty.

Indeed, we found important material differences between Morningstar and
Holbrook. Morningstar teachers were more likely to be in their first year
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compared to teachers at Holbrook (8% compared to 2% respectively) (U.S.
Department of Education, 2011). Teachers at Holbrook also received slightly
higher salaries with an average of approximately $60,000 a year compared to
Morningstar teachers who made an average of $58,000 a year. Although the
difference in salary was small, the perception was that there were significant
resource advantages to teaching at Holbrook.

We should note that the recognition of identities that shaped spatial
inequalities was not limited to race. Lakeview staff also engaged in
DefectCraft evaluative practices (Lamont & Pierson, 2019) that placed all
emergent bilingual learners and many special education students at
Morningstar. The principal of Morningstar noted,

We're very different from our sister school of Holbrook because of our
demographics. Morningstar is very diverse with most English
Language Learners coming to our school. They are from all over the
world. . . . Holbrook tends to be above income and are mostly White.

This way, the categorization and intersections of race, language, and ability
differences sanctioned the creation of hierarchies distributed across schools
that, as we explained above, were ultimately associated with resource distri-
bution and educational opportunity—for example, poor/affluent schools;
academically strong/weak schools (Lamont & Pierson, 2019). For instance,
in 2011, Morningstar had double the number of students of color compared
to Holbrook, and all elementary school suspensions in the district occurred
in Morningstar compared to none at Holbrook. Notice that while the racial dis-
similarity index did not demonstrate high levels of segregation (see Table 2),
this evidence shows DefectCraft, or the sorting and stratification practices
embedded in the district.

In turn, DefectCraft’s color-evasive ideology was deployed to justify the
spatial segregation of groups. In this vein, a central office leader explained,

It makes the most sense . . . to provide support [to emergent bilingual
learners] within the classrooms [at Morningstar]. Not specifically
because Morningstar has something more to offer than Holbrook. . .
. It was [more about not] pulling teachers and having them travel
between two buildings and decreasing the amount of time that we
could provide direct services to students.

The question, however, is for whom does this make “the most sense”? If one
were to use the same logic parents employed when resisting integration
efforts two decades earlier, forcing emergent bilingual learners and some stu-
dents with disabilities who lived near Holbrook to travel to Morningstar
would disturb the notion of “neighborhood schools.” Yet this was never dis-
cussed as a potential inconvenience for emergent bilingual learners or stu-
dents with disabilities and their families who were compelled to attend
Morningstar. Instead, these practices were perceived as innocuous despite
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the segregation of students into separate schools during the elementary
school years.

Educators often used the fact that all students within the district eventually
“flowed” into one middle and high school in the district as conciliation for the
segregationist practices that created two distinct elementary schools. A district
leader explained that when the students came together in middle and high
school, “They don’t have all the preconceived biases that they've learned
from their families.” Similarly, one teacher described that going to the same
middle and high school “provide opportunities for students to come
together.” Yet many teachers and leaders also conceded that students grouped
themselves based on the elementary school they attended. To this point, one
teacher described that “sometimes kids from Holbrook get a negative false
impression and sometimes they’re [told by their parents] that ‘Oh, they’re
gonna go meet the Morning kids [once in high school].”” As one district leader
explained, “I think there’s definitely the haves and the have-nots in the com-
munity. I'm sure they are happy to exist parallelly.”

The reasoning that all students were integrated at the middle and high
school levels was not supported in our analysis. We identified practices within
the middle and high schools that continued to reproduce a spatial opportunity
structure. For instance, while White students comprised approximately 78% of
students in the high school, they made up nearly 88% of students who took at
least one advanced placement (AP) course (U.S. Department of Education,
2011). Comparatively, Black students made up about 16% of enrollment in
the high school and only about 2% of students taking at least one AP course.
This reflects a form of hidden segregation that is taking place within schools,
particularly in districts that are becoming more diverse (Clotfelter et al., 2018).
Some students described the consequences of these opportunity structures in
the focus group. As one Black student explained,

I'd prefer to be in honors courses [rather than special education]
because it’s a faster pace and there’s more homework. And since my
mom was a teacher, she always wants me to push myself and be moti-
vated which I love to do.

This sentiment was echoed by students in the focus group, the majority of
whom were students of color with disabilities who described wanting access
to more challenging curriculum to gain the respect they perceived was tied to
more challenging courses. Again, this demonstrates that the dissimilarity
index (Table 2) did not capture alternative forms of segregation within
schools that can have key consequences. Notably, the students’ value for edu-
cation departed significantly from the deficit orientations of educators’ and
their low expectations.

To conclude, these findings make visible the intertwining of temporo-
spatial legacies and other DefectCraft practices that contributed to racial,

385



Tefera et al.

linguistic and ability segregation and educational inequalities. Keeping
Lakeview’s historical and contextual complexities as a backdrop, we describe
in the next section how district staff explained a pattern of recurring dispro-
portionality citations.

Explaining Citations: Cartographies of Damaged Bodies,
Expectation Mismatches, and Color-Evasiveness

The increasing diversity of the district was touted as one of its primary
strengths. Stakeholders in the district described the “changing demographics”
of Lakeview as a clear departure from the type of schools they attended grow-
ing up, which was often described as a welcome change. Although diversity in
the district was initially discussed as an “asset,” this embrace was primarily
done in a cursory fashion, given the many contradictions that we identified
when educators’ practices and beliefs about students were examined in
more detail. Aligned with the spatial opportunity structures we identified par-
ticipants’ perspectives were shaped in large part by the district’s relationship
with the adjacent urban community—Center City—the historically Black,
working-class community.

The demographic changes brought about substantial transformations and
challenges to Lakeview, including multiple citations for disproportionality. A
school administrator described Lakeview as a “high-performing district with
an increasing—I don’t wanna say challenging, but student population whose
needs have certainly changed over the past 10 to 15 years.” The administrator
went on to explain:

I think, maybe, if I were to pinpoint it, it might be an adjusting of
expectations. I think that would be on both parts. . . . It’s an adjustment
of expectations on the staff’s part, in understanding and dealing with
students from different backgrounds than they may be accustomed
to, if they’ve been working here for 15 to 30 years. I think it’s an adjust-
ment on the students’ part, in being new in a district, in a community,
and understanding those expectations, as opposed to where they may
have been previously.

In fact, staff explanations of disproportionality were articulated in the lan-
guage of DefectCraft. We found that district staff’s narratives of academic
achievement and ability differences were braided in spatial dynamics that
reified a “damaged imagery,” which historically portrays Black students and
other minoritized groups as psychologically, emotionally, and socially defec-
tive (Scott, 2007). A common belief was that troubling student behavior was
a result of being “at-risk” due to students’ family backgrounds and poverty.
When asked who “at risk” students were, a high school teacher shared,

I would put all of our kids who receive special education services, the
ELL [English Language Learners] kids just because they’re dealing with
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a separate set of challenges, and then at-risk kids as far as behavior that
... for whatever reason are not able to function.

These beliefs sustained a DefectCraft ethos through the hierarchization of
group categories, the justification of segregation, and the naturalization of dis-
proportionality. Specifically, many district staff believed that the citation was
the result of families from neighboring urban communities moving into
Lakeview—what was described as a challenge given their status as a “first-
ring” suburb of a major city. One district leader used a spatial framing to
describe Center City families and schools:

Well, we're a first-ring suburb so we’re on the border of Center City. I
think there’s a tremendous amount of dysfunction in Center City pub-
lic schools right now. A lot of folks see [Lakeview] geographically as
a better alternative to where they are, in terms of safety and the future
of their kids. I think, also, we have a pretty good reputation of being
a district that promotes diversity and tolerance as well as the high aca-
demic standards. . . . They're well-meaning, well-intentioned parents
who want something better for their children. Because I think it’s
been pretty highly documented in this area, in the media, and in the
paper, that the Center City schools are dysfunctional and failing.

Indeed, many educators relied on deficit perspectives as they tried to make
sense of the citations. To illustrate, a high school special education teacher
rationalized the disproportionality citations as the product of academically
challenged schools in Center City, where families were looking for something
more for their children. Consistent with DefectCraft practices, the teacher
went on to connect geography to ability by explaining, “when a lot of the
urban creep started and we were seeing a lot of kids coming from the city,
they would come into our classes and they couldn’t keep up.” The work of
DefectCraft is reflected in the teacher’s othering language (“they would
come into our classes”), the construction of student identities through spatial-
ized considerations and a deficit discourse. When explaining the recurrent
citations, staff consistently targeted City Center students and their families
assembling spatial and cultural-historical factors to craft deficit-laden student
academic identities and problematic family cultures.

In turn, students tended to have a more ambiguous view on discipline dis-
parities. One Black student shared, “we have some students that [were] at
Center City public schools, and some of those students bring those bad habits
to Lakeview, and I believe that is why they get kicked out.” The student later
elaborated, however, about how there were also times when students were
unfairly disciplined in the district based on race:

Like my friend [who is Black], he used to go to another high school in
Center City, but that school is getting shut down, and so he was wear-
ing a hoodie, and he was about to take it off, like he was just coming in
through the front door, and the assistant principal, he was like, “Why
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do you have your hoodie on in the school?” And he [the friend] got
detention on the spot.

On the one hand, some students shared the staff’s deficit view about learners
from Center City, but also acknowledged (based on personal experiences)
disciplinary inequities based on race. The disparities these students witnessed
aligned with district data showing an association between the growth in the
number of students of color and an increase in suspensions (see Table 1).

DefectCraft deficit beliefs about race, ability, and academic preparedness
were juxtaposed to Lakeview’s unique culture in district staff’s explanations
about disproportionality. That is, educators strongly believed that the district’s
“high expectations” contributed to challenges new students of color from the
neighboring urban community faced. These challenges included issues
related to academic ability and discipline. For instance, an administrator
involved in school discipline described what he perceived as the growing
challenge of students from Center City moving into Lakeview:

How many are transferred in from, let’s say, Center City, where expect-
ations and culture is a little bit different than what we provide and what
we expect here? 'Cause, unfortunately, we do have higher expecta-
tions and higher standards for our students than Center City, which
is shown through our testing, and through our attendance rate.
Looking at that data, I'd actually like to see how many of our students
have actually gone through our entire school system, and then be able
to chunk that. Because I think when a student transfers into our build-
ing, and our expectations are set a little bit higher, some of those peo-
ple are caught off guard. Then you will have to question, is this an
appropriate setting for them to be transferring [intol, if they’re a student
with special—a special education, or if they're just a Black student in
general?

Notice DefectCraft’s othering language in this illustrative statement that per-
meated the views of many leaders and educators—for example, “higher
standards for owur students”’; “our attendance rate”; “our expectations”’;
“some of those people are caught off guard”; “is this an appropriate setting
for them” (emphases added). DefectCraft’s comparative ideology was
deployed to contrast these students’ deficits and inadequate home cultures
with the district’s culture of high expectations. A school principal offered an
additional example:

It's hard . . . T talk about having high expectations when we have some
kids who come in and they’re in third grade. They transfer in and they
don’t know how to read. Are they special education? I don’t know. Or
have they just had a really poor academic experience and really no
home support? [emphases added]
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DefectCraft’s “cultural” argument was used in the context of students’ homes
(as in the preceding example) as well as to describe students’ values and cul-
tural practices. A high school administrator captured this perspective when
focusing on lack of “respect” in today’s “culture”:

Unfortunately, in today’s society, I don’t think that our culture really
comes from a generation, from parenting, from what they see in soci-
ety and what they experience, that respect is something that needs to
be done. That's a challenge I see every single day, especially with
authority. Our students question; they don’t feel that it’s wrong to
question a teacher. They don’t feel it's wrong to be argumentative
towards an adult within the building, and those are some challenges
in order—that I see, just with the simple character education trait, is
respect.

The administrator’s focus on students’ lack of “character” and “respect” exem-
plified the subtle ways DefectCraft's damage imagery was propagated across
the district, which was even more troubling coming from an administrator
who wielded considerable power to discipline students.

Despite this principal participating in culturally responsive training
offered by the district, deep-seated cultural archetypes of Black students
and their families were used to consolidate DefectCraft’s work. These pro-
cesses affirmed deficit assumptions about the nature of this racial group
and its traits, particularly with regard to the ability level of Center City stu-
dents. Through these rhetorical moves, Lakeview staff engaged in the practice
of Black abstraction by erasing the complex contextual influences that shaped
inequitable spatial opportunity structures in Center City schools (Ross, 1990).

The favored “expectation mismatch” explanation was a core thread in
DefectCraft’s work at Lakeview, which, incidentally, enabled the staff to exer-
cise White innocence—*the insistence on the innocence of contemporary
Whites” (Ross, 1990, p. 2)—as it did free them from having responsibility
for the recurring citations. At the same time, the district staff were in a bind
as they wanted to ensure the needs of students and their families in the
wealthier (and White) parts of the district were being met, while also, often
in questionable ways, trying to meet the needs of its growing diversity.

An insidious feature of DefectCraft is that it engages with race (in prob-
lematic ways), while it obscures the role of racism. We found instances, how-
ever, in which DefectCraft was disrupted. A staff member, for instance, made
visible the role of racism in the district and the inertia it engendered. She spun
an alternative version of the “different expectations” theory by saying,

I think that [White teachers and leaders| expectations are different. I
think that the lenses that they look at [students of color] through are
different. They’re not favorable . . . T got my lily White, good old boy
system of administrators. I got my lily White, good old boy system of
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teachers. Racism is so entrenched in the system and what’s the incen-
tive to change?

This critical stance regarding race, however, was not widely reflected in inter-
views with school leaders and staff. In fact, consistent with DefectCraft ideol-
ogy, we found that color-evasive perspectives were largely unquestioned and
embraced throughout the district, particularly because it was perceived as an
impartial practice that should be lauded. Again, this strengthened a color-eva-
sive stance and obscured the role of racism. This was illustrated in the views of
a number of teachers who were conflicted about whether there was in fact
segregation, or whether segregation was simply a result of the type of self-
sorting mechanisms students and families “naturally” engaged in. These
teachers held on to this view despite the histories of citations and racial seg-
regation in the district and surrounding communities.

Several DefectCraft processes, such as legitimization, sustained a color-
evasive vision in the district (Lamont & Pierson, 2019). A middle school
administrator, for example, discussed the disproportionality citation related
to school discipline by saying,

Are people being prejudicial in the way they write people up? Is that
subgroup just more likely to misbehave? I try not to focus on that to
be honest with you. I handle [it] as a school disciplinarian. I'm charged
with handling the referrals that are sent my way. I pride myself on han-
dling all referrals that are sent my way and holding every student
accountable to our code of conduct, but also treating every student
as an individual.

While the administrator did not speak explicitly about race, he implicitly con-
veyed not “seeing race” in his equal treatment philosophy. Moreover, he legit-
imized (Lamont & Pierce, 2019) the inequality in school disciplinary practices
by “holding every student accountable to our code of conduct.” Similarly,
a special education teacher from Holbrook legitimized the citations when
she stated,

The one person this year that has spent two lunch periods in the prin-
cipal’s office for non-completion of homework—you know, you get
three warnings and then you have to go and do it during lunch—is
Black. I mean that’s just—it is what it is.

This teacher used the school policies and rules to legitimize the practice of
sending a Black student to the principal’s office without interrogating why
or whether there were other practices to support the student, particularly
given the challenges the district faced with citations for disproportionality
and school discipline. These illustrations of DefectCraft processes show
how race was made invisible (“hold every student accountable”) and visible
(“the person that . . . spent . . . lunch periods in the principal’s office . . . is
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Black”) to explain disproportionality while racism is pushed backstage
(Artiles, 2019a).

District staff also used quantification arguments (Lamont & Pierson, 2019)
to justify disproportionality. The principal of Holbrook Elementary illustrated
quantification’s reliance on metrics to reproduce DefectCraft:

I think that data piece is pretty critical in terms of taking a deeper look
at that. The other thing would be . . . and I don’t know whether this is
the case or not, but having pre-thought-out consequences, so that way
if A happens, then the result is this. If B happens, then the result is this,
and really kind of, if you will, having a menu of behavioral responses,
or responses to behavior, based on what that offense is. I think one of
the things that’s critical is to be consistent when responding to any
behavior.

In this logic, racial disparities are not the result of inconsistencies (i.e., differ-
ential treatment) in the application of behavioral rules. Rather they merely
mirror the application of systematic rules and metrics that are “equally”
applied to everyone. Hence, the tally of infractions merely reflects reality.
But Lamont and Pierson (2019) remind us that quantification is not consis-
tently just: “What looks like fairness and the rewarding of merit may in fact
compound existing inequalities” (p. 9). A fundamental challenge for this prin-
cipal and the rest of the district staff was to disentangle their assumptions
about description and interpretation. More specifically, they needed to
come to the realization that numbers are not only descriptive; “numbers are
interpretive, for they embody theoretical assumptions about what should
be counted” (Poovey, 1998, p. xii), and that the descriptive representations
of numbers are crafted from social contexts that demand interpretive work
(Artiles, 20192a). Metrics do not necessarily guarantee equality.

Responding to Citations: Compliance as Procedure in District Responses

Thus far, we documented Lakeview’s historical and cultural contexts and
the ways staff explained a pattern of recurrent disproportionality citations.
Next, we examine how Lakeview staff responded to the citations as a means
to gain a contextualized understanding of policy compliance by drawing
attention to the space between the formal dimension of organizations (mon-
itoring rules and procedures) and everyday enactments in practice (Edelman
& Talesh, 2011).

Similar to the explanations of disproportionality, district staff responses
were grounded in DefectCraft processes that produced defective identities
(prejudiced teachers), marshalled symbolic remedies that framed the problem
in abstract terms, and obscured the role of structural racism (Lamont &
Pierson, 2019). We found that district staff’s responses were, in part, due to
ambiguous policy regulations, especially given that IDEA guidelines do not
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provide standard metrics for determining the presence of the problem, and
compliance is ill defined (Cavendish et al., 2014).

The reauthorization of IDEA in 2004 required districts to use 15% of funds
from their CEIS to address disproportionality. Given Lakeview’s fluctuating
citation patterns, in addition to conducting an audit of their policies and pro-
cedures, one of the primary ways district leadership used their CEIS funds was
adopting culturally responsive practices training (CRPT) with guidance from
a regional technical assistance center. District and school leaders pointed to
three additional ways they used CEIS funds—including hiring a special edu-
cation teacher to ensure students in the In-School-Suspension (ISS) classroom
had appropriate supports, adding academic supports after school, and adopt-
ing a computer program focused on promoting social-emotional develop-
ment to improve student behaviors. Nonetheless, leaders emphasized that
the most important response to the citation was CRPT. Indeed, many staff
described CRPT as the district’s “cornerstone initiative” to improve equity in
the school, particularly as a response to disproportionality. Grounded in
a DefectCraft perspective, these initial responses forged flawed identities
(i.e., biased teachers) thus, locating the problem in prejudiced teachers and
students’ developmental deficits.

The district hired a nationally recognized consultant to develop a 3-day
CRPT that was offered once a year and worked with a university partner to
further develop and implement the program. District leaders described
CRPT as a pedagogical training focused on improving the practices of teachers
and bringing critical awareness about racial disparities to district educators. As
described by district leaders, the goal of CRPT was to build community trust
within the district, improve cultural awareness, advocate for social justice,
and engage in systemic transformation. Of particular importance was an
emphasis on teaching and leading in a way that more groups of students
could, as one district leader explained, “achieve at a higher level and engage
ata deeper level.” During the 3-day workshop, participants engaged in group
activities to learn about how to build authentic relationships with students
across differences, understand how to ensure learning environments were
“culturally inviting,” and examine concepts such as White privilege and
White supremacy. Missing, however, was an interrogation of intersectional
racism and ableism broadly and an examination of the struggles the district
faced regarding disproportionality in identification and discipline policies
and practices more specifically.

The district organized CRPT as a yearly professional development for
approximately 20 teachers, staff, or leaders to participate out of approximately
300 staff. Initially, specific individuals were targeted who district leaders
believed would benefit from the training that focused on cultural awareness,
but later leaders decided to make participation voluntary and open due to
negative feedback that some faculty were unfairly required to take the train-
ing, rather than making it optional and open to all faculty and staff. A district

392



The Aftermath of Disproportionality Citations

administrator described the purpose of the CRPT program as “trying to get
everyone on the same playing field in terms of understanding our biases,
understanding institutionalized racism, and understanding that our students
aren’t doing as well in certain populations.” Indeed, for many it was, as
they described it, an “incredible experience” and a time when their “eyes
were opened.” The superintendent described it this way:

It was an incredible experience. I think I'm a pretty self-reflective per-
son. I always thought of myself as being extremely nonjudgmental,
open, and open to diversity; I learned a lot about my own personal
biases and how I view the world. . . . Then from that, I think I just kinda
became even stronger on my mission to make sure . .. we’re a culturally
sensitive school.

The superintendent’s sentiment about the value of CRPT represents many dis-
trict- and school-level leaders who embraced CRPT as the primary “fix” for
improving equity outcomes for students of color in the district, and for
responding to racial disproportionality. We found that for many, particularly
special educators across schools, the training was embraced. One high school
special education teacher shared:

I also think the culturally responsive teaching effort that we've made
has made a big difference because I think people are just more aware
and more sensitive to what they’re doing and that it isn’t necessarily the
kids. When everybody thinks that there’s something wrong with the
kid, and really there’s something wrong with you, or there’s something
different you can do.

The key distinction the teacher made was that the problem resided in part in the
interpretations and reactions of teachers, and not the students. In the end, how-
ever, the CRPT and other measures constituted managerial responses to the cita-
tion that signaled compliance. In this way, the leaders in the district, however
well meaning, “created symbolic legal structures [that] served as visible indicia
of attention to the law, which offered legitimacy benefits to the [district]. . . .
These structures allowed for compliance in form, without requiring much sub-
stantive change to the workplace environment” (Edelman & Talesh, 2011, p.
108). The equity goals of IDEA regulations were diluted as the district built in
discretion or rules to evade the managerial responses purportedly created to
comply with the policy (Edelman & Suchman, 1999).

The emphasis on CRPT suggested the solution was to fix deficit-laden
identities (prejudiced staff), leaving unexamined how their newly gained
abstract understandings of personal racial biases connected with institutional
considerations related to opportunity to learn, referral processes, behavioral
and assessment assumptions and norms, and critically significant, a past of
racial and socioeconomic tensions in the community and the district. As
Krieger et al. (2015) reminds us, “Organizations adopt antidiscrimination
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policies, but often decouple their formal policies from their informal practice”
(p. 846). In the end, the role of power is obscured and inequalities are main-
tained. Transition came about through the recognition of racial biases among
staff; however, the racist underpinnings of institutional norms and practices
that produced and maintained disproportionality were unaltered, a manifesta-
tion of White innocence (Ross, 1990).

As documented above, Lakeview and its surrounding communities experi-
enced significant demographic changes in the preceding years. These develop-
ments brought greater diversity in race, language background, and
socioeconomic status, while IDEA regulations for identification and interven-
tions remained ambiguous. In addition, established school policies and practi-
ces stayed largely stagnant despite the changing characteristics and needs of the
student population. Although our document analysis revealed some efforts to
account for demographic shifts with, for example, professional development
activities focused on how to identify emergent bilinguals with disabilities, the
majority of professional development activities were color-evasive. This
included a focus on behavioral interventions, creating safe schools, and how
to engage in alternatives to suspension. The high school principal exemplified
a common view among participants when he explained the training helped him
with the “obvious self-awareness that, in general, we are White teachers teach-
ing Black students. [And as such] we have to learn how to calibrate some of our
styles.” Notice how DefectCraft’s othering language in the principal’s discourse
(us/them) retraced the boundaries of the notion of a Lakeview “family.” In this
sense, we did not find evidence of substantial efforts to bridge the distance
between existing regulations and practices and the evolving sociodemographic
conditions of the district. Overall, the district’s responses to the citations were
unclear and hesitant, which was partly the result of the alternative (and polar-
izing) staff responses to the district’s citations. As a staff member stated, “I think
we talk the talk, but we don’t walk the walk.”

Discussion

In this study, we focused on an enduring educational equity paradox,
namely, racial disparities in disability identification and discipline sanctions.
IDEA requires monitoring this paradox, but research suggests “states under-
report, fail to report, or face a lack of severe penalties or sanctions when found
to have significant disproportionality within the state” (Strassfeld, 2017, p.
1127). There is an alarming scarcity of evidence about the aftermath of dispro-
portionality citations. What can be learned from school district contexts where
there is a documented problem? What are local actors’ interpretations of and
responses to these sanctions? These are the issues and questions that animated
this study. The findings reported in this study convey three messages.
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1. Educators’ explanations and responses to citations must be examined in the
cultural-historical and sociospatial contexts of school districts and communities

Multiple disproportionality studies relying on large datasets have painted
a mixed picture of complex interactions that vary by disability category, race,
school location, school demographic profiles, and types of covariates and
predictors, such as socioeconomic status (Cruz & Rodl, 2018; Shifrer, 2018).
While there are important caveats germane to the nature of datasets and
analytical approaches used in these and other quantitative studies (Skiba
et al., 2016), one message consistently emerges from these findings:
Disproportionality patterns are associated with the racial and socioeconomic
contexts of districts and schools, yet we have a dearth of evidence on how
these contextual influences shape stakeholders’” explanations and responses
to racial disparities.

We documented the ways legacies of race relations and socioeconomic
stratification played a role in district staff’s understandings of disproportional-
ity citations. Despite the spatial proximity to the predominately low-income,
racially diverse school district of Center City, Lakeview staff neither had expe-
rience educating students of color nor understood these communities.
DefectCraft othering discourse and practices mediated staff’s explanations
and responses to recurrent racial disparities. To illustrate, the Lakeview
parents and staff had crafted a cohesive vision of their community; in fact, staff
alluded to the Lakeview “family” to describe themselves. But this strong col-
lective identity was spatialized, and it was evident that students of color were
not included in this vision and were regarded as newcomers and outsiders.
The relative representation of racial groups in schools can contribute to dis-
proportionality (Fish, 2019).

Interestingly, the centrality of race and poverty in staff’s explanations was
not necessarily reflected in district-wide measures of segregation (uneven-
ness), as evidenced in Lakeview’s dissimilarity indices during this time period
(see Table 2). This is not surprising given research that within-school segrega-
tion is increasing compared to between district segregation (Clotfelter et al.,
2018). Nevertheless, the contrast between the racial distancing and contempt
in district staff’s views and the relatively low levels of racial unevenness was
puzzling and offers a nuanced perspective on the racial climate of the district.
In this sense, although measures of racial segregation (unevenness) were not
pronounced in Lakeview, historical legacies of a racial divide permeated dis-
trict staff’s explanations.

Additionally, district leadership used managerial language—for example,
reduce teachers’ travel time between schools—to relegate emergent bilin-
guals and students with disabilities (who substantially intersected with racial-
ized learners) to a specific space (i.e., Morningstar Elementary) under an
equity argument: to ensure the efficient delivery of much-needed services.
Not surprisingly, students of color and discipline sanctions at the elementary
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level were concentrated at this school. As we noted in the findings, these prac-
tices impacted educational opportunities.

To summarize, the use of a situated lens that accounts for cultural-historical
and spatial influences enabled us to document a nuanced representation of
staff’s understandings and responses to disproportionality. A DefectCraft per-
spective illuminated the spatial fluidity and situated nature of race and disability
and the consequences on minoritized learners. Our findings call for a closer
scrutiny of the histories of local dynamics to understand how race becomes spa-
tialized (Razack, 2002) and produces particular identities for certain groups that
rest upon such spaces (Phillips, 1997). Future studies should examine disability-
race intersections with a focus on organizational cultures in districts and schools
to detail the local conditions and historical factors that exacerbate or neutralize
disproportionality patterns.

2. Explanations of citations were grounded in a spatialized damaged imagery of
students of color

Most school staff and leaders endorsed a particular explanation for the
multiple disproportionality citations that Lakeview received in the preceding
years. Consistent with a DefectCraft perspective, they envisioned Center City’s
students of color as damaged, an identity that was predominately bestowed
upon Black students, though emergent bilingual students were also included.
The explanation’s main tenet was the mismatch between Lakeview’s higher
expectations and the perception that students of color were unable to meet
the district’s requirements. A masked supposition of this rationalization was
that these students’ failure was due to City Center schools’ lower expectations
and culturally impoverished homes.

It is important to note that staff’s explanations and responses seemed intent
in erasing the intersections of disability with race or language. This logic fol-
lowed a particular sequence: (a) Black children are defective, academically
weak, and/or behaviorally uncontrolled; (2) students with disabilities are aca-
demically weak and unruly children need specialized interventions to advance
their education; and (3) Black children must be disabled or out of control and
should be placed in special education or suspended. Notice (2) presumably
requires a distribution of resources that promises positive effects. But the
DefectCraft damaged imagery used to essentialize Black children was undis-
puted in staff explanations. There was no acknowledgement of the possibility
that Black communities, families and children had assets or cultural resources.
In turn, the promise of resources distributed to support Black children (i.e.,
a disability diagnosis or corrective discipline measures) was destabilized as
they were deployed to segregate and reduce educational opportunity.

DefectCraft entails historical sedimentations that contextualize how these
spatialized damaged identities were manufactured and reproduced. The
assembling of difference markers (race, ethnicity, gender, social class) with
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disability to sustain a damaged imagery has a long and deep ancestry
(Baynton, 2005). Moreover, DefectCraft was instantiated through a set of prac-
tices fueled by a color-evasive ideology that produced unstable formations
such as race and disability and their intersections, making them visible and
invisible across contexts and situations, while precluding engagement with
racism and ableism. Specifically, race was made visible through the official
body count by disability and the racial bias reduction training but vanished
in damage imagery through a poverty or low academic performance justifica-
tion. Race was also invisible in explanations of the decision-making processes
that enforced rules and procedures—for example, disability diagnosis criteria
and discipline codes apply equally to all. Race mattered and did not matter
given ambiguous monitoring regulations. This challenge emerged in
Lakeview in part because of IDEA’s ambiguities in monitoring regulations.
The perverse consequence of this logic is that race becomes raceless because
it ignores the asymmetrical nature of race—but as Cheryl Harris (2001)
reminds us, “Applying a rule of symmetrical treatment to conditions which
are fundamentally unequal actually reproduces inequality” (p. 1775).

DefectCraft materialized in district’s everyday practices that were
grounded in damaged imagery. As we reported above, several social mecha-
nisms were used to reinforce disproportionality’s inequities. For instance, staff
legitimized the problem by explaining that the impartial application of district
policies and procedures to all students produced a distribution of infractions.
Relying on the mechanism of quantification, staff concluded that the tally of
such violations merely reflected the reality of Lakeview’s student body.
Thus, disproportionality was naturalized.

Future disproportionality research and interventions must situate the
problem in the broader contexts of social injustice—that is, the economic
and social structures that create poverty and disability. Similarly, future studies
must be grounded in more fluid notions of space that capture not only the
physical spaces that surround students of color and educators, but also the
sociocultural spatial dimensions of everyday school practices. Of significance,
a way to begin disrupting the work of DefectCraft is to examine not only the
social positions of individuals with disabilities (e.g., across intersections with
language, social class, race), but also their social positioning—that is, “how
individuals come to be ‘raced, ‘classed’ and ‘gendered’ in relation to
[DefectCraft] processes” (Morrison, 2012, p. 135, emphasis in original).
These theoretical and analytic shifts will enable investigators to frame future
research using a geography of opportunity perspective.

3. District responses to disproportionality’s complexities and the ambiguity of
policy mandates constituted symbolic gestures that signaled compliance

The present study contributes to a new generation of disproportionality
research grounded in a situated perspective about a neglected aspect of this
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problem. The deployment of a situated perspective to study the consequences
of disproportionality enabled us to document the limits of symbolic fixes that
painted a fagade of legal compliance. District staff struggled to explain the per-
sistence of disproportionality and make sense of IDEA’s compliance require-
ments. Specifically, the district carried out two lines of responses, namely,
racial bias and pedagogical training for staff and remedies to fix students’ def-
icits. Aligned with DefectCraft’s damage imagery, locating the causes of dis-
proportionality in prejudiced teachers and students and families was an
expedient way to generate responses to the citations. This led to a focus on
“fixing” teachers and children’s academic or behavioral challenges rather
than encouraging critical reflection about how broader social and contextual
factors (e.g., community race relations) and organizational contexts contrib-
uted to disproportionality.

Although it is laudable that district leaders aimed to develop a more crit-
ical stance on race, inequality, and opportunity with the enactment of CRPT,
the district continued to struggle with fluctuating citations, while quarrels
ensued about the meaning of the policy and the district’s efforts to build
capacity through the training. Moreover, in line with the notion of Black
abstraction, the CRPT mostly framed the problem in abstract terms calling
attention to staff’s racial biases and erasing the humanness and sociocultural
realities of learners of color. We learned that power struggles permeated some
staff’s resistance to the CRPT. Underlying these tensions were disparate inter-
pretations of the problem and opinions about the appropriateness of district
responses to citations. Staff resistance to CRPT was spatially distributed across
the district and shaped by its history of racial tension. Ultimately, district lead-
ership yielded to their demands and made the training optional. In the end,
the district responses were largely inadequate in addressing racial disparities
and the underlying social mechanisms encoded in staff’s responses repro-
duced a spatial opportunity structure. The district leadership engaged the
ambiguity of the disproportionality policy through the creation of structures
(policies, rules, procedures) “in [a symbolic] attempt to achieve legal legiti-
macy” (Edelman & Talesh, 2011, p. 107). Paradoxically, responses to citations
represented both advancement (through the recognition of racial biases) and
continuity (by ignoring the institutional layers that contributed to citations) in
the struggle over disproportionality.

To a significant extent, the staff’s technical perspective of policy collided
with the superficial nature of an equity-oriented framework which was
decontextualized from important sociohistorical forces, thus rendering
IDEA ineffective in addressing disproportionality. As we begin to understand
how districts, schools, and school actors explain and respond to policies
aimed at improving equity, it will also be necessary to conduct studies pre-
mised on the tenet that “legality is an ongoing structure of social action”
(Silbey, 2005, p. 328). The next generation of this research can record the
potential mediating roles of race, gender, social class, and language in how
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school staff, students, and families understand experientially these equity pol-
icies and responses to citations. It is plausible there is variability in interpreta-
tions of disproportionality citations and understanding this variance will be
insightful. This is critical given evidence that even full compliance with the
law can lead to manipulations that reduce the intended benefits of compli-
ance and genuine transformation (Saaticioglu & Skrtic, 2019). Situating social
actors’ interpretive processes and actions related to disproportionality policy
in their organizational, legal, and cultural-historical contexts will enable
researchers to account for the moral dimension of this long-standing inequity
in education.
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States have tremendous latitude to develop a formula for determining identification
and discipline racial disparities that triggers disproportionality, which contributes to lack
of clarity and uniformity across states (Cavendish et al., 2014). This includes what peer
groups are used for determining disproportionality.

The term subjective disabilities includes categories that require substantial interpreta-
tions and judgments from professionals when making diagnostic decisions. These include
learning disabilities, intellectual disabilities, and emotional disturbances.

*This dual nature does not constitute a binary because disability’s facets are neither
mutually exclusive nor equivalent. Indeed, people may benefit from specialized supports,
but still get stigmatized by a disability label; marginalization may mitigate the benefits of
identification and vice versa.

“The notion of DefectCraft was inspired in part by the seminal contributions of
RaceCraft (Fields & Fields, 2012), though other theoretical ideas complement this work
as indicated in the references. Like Racecraft, DefectCraft entails social processes that mud-
dle the underlying role of power in the formation of differences. Racecraft focuses on racism
and race as an inherent group trait, ignoring the contextual influences that invoke race as
difference. Racecraft was conceptualized with a broad scope covering racism in multiple
spheres of life in U.S. society from economics to politics and everyday life. DefectCraft is
grounded in the educational arena and is concerned with the formation of intersectional dif-
ferences. Specifically, DefectCraft intensifies the stratification of marginalized groups—for
example, by virtue of their race or language—by adding defects and deficiencies to their
identities. These defects are assembled as disabilities—a major category of marginalization.
Unlike Racecraft, DefectCraft is explicitly concerned with intersectional identities of differ-
ence and considers race, disability, and associated deficiencies intrinsic to group ontologies.
Although Racecraft is less clear on this point, DefectCraft envisions research as a sociocul-
tural practice and, thus, it approaches the analysis of racial disparities from a situated per-
spective. Racecraft draws theoretical insights primarily from history and sociology;
DefectCraft builds on Racecraft, but it is also informed by related sociological scholarship
on inequality, critical race theory (including intersectionality), ethnic studies, social studies
of science, and disability studies. DefectCraft contributes to the emergent body of work on
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social, cultural-historical, and critical approaches to disability (e.g., critical disability studies,
DisCrit, Learning Lab) (Annamma et al., 2013; Artiles, 2003; Bal et al., 2018; Banks, 2018;
Cioe-Pena; 2021; Padilla, 2021).

’Ideologies are “about meaning in the service of power” (Bonilla-Silva, 2006, p. 25).
Dominant groups use ideologies to maintain an existing state of affairs. Racial ideologies
use frames or “set paths for interpreting information” (Bonilla-Silva, 2006, p. 26).
Colorblind ideology is the frame used to ignore, deny, or erase the role, meaning, or impact
of race in a racially stratified society. We use the term colorblindness interchangeably with
color-evasiveness, though we recognize there are subtle distinctions between these terms.
Colorblindness calls attention to the role of ideology that circulates in systems of meanings,
policies and practices, categories, perceptual frames, and interpretive lenses.
Colorblindness is a floating signifier that does not primarily depend on a person’s deliberate
erasure of race. Color-evasiveness is also concerned with omitting race but may be inter-
preted as an actor’s volition to evade, and thus, it might unwittingly have a narrower mean-
ing and field of action. Both terms have shortcomings—colorblindness’ ableist undertones
and color evasiveness’ potentially narrower semiotic reach. We use both to leverage their
Complementary and critical meanings.

%This article reports findings from a larger mixed methods project, which consisted of
(a) a quantitative study (under review) examining contextual factors in suburban school dis-
tricts related to racial disproportionality in special education and (b) a qualitative portion
that consisted of two case studies. One case study was published by the authors in 2021.
This article is based on the second case study. Key differences exist between the two
case studies given distinctions in contextual factors (e.g., sociodemographic, historical,
pol1t1cal) that shaped responses to disproportionality citations.

All district and school names are pseudonyms.

SOur study team consisted of one Black woman (lead author), one Latina (fifth author),
one Latino (second author), and two White women (third and fourth authors). Notably, we
each have experience working with diverse learners with disabilities in schools and after-
school programs in urban, suburban, and rural settings in the United States and other
nations of the global South and North. Collectively, we have training and expertise in spe-
cial education, sociology of education, critical legal and policy studies, and sociocultural
theory to examine racial disparities in special education. Taken together, our experiences
inform our positionalities and understandings of the need to consider critical perspectives
related to racial disparities in special education. Consistent with professional ethics, the
authorahlp order reflects each team member’s contribution to the project.

To protect the anonymity of the school district and community, we have included
anonymized sources.
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