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THE PHONE CALLS WERE THE FIRST SIGN OF
trouble. Donata Joseph’s boy, Dhmar Schomberg, a tall,
bright, energetic 5-year-old with wide eyes and an invit-
ing smile, was akindergartner in a Montessori program
ataMiamipublicschool, which focusesonchildrenlearn-
ing more than just reading, language and math skills.
“The school called daily with reports of Dhmar pushing
someone, pulling something down, tearing something
up. The routine was such that I knew by lunchtime to
expectacall,” Donata says.

Afteramovetoamorestructured classroom, Dhmar’s
behavior improved, but the calls still came. Then came
suspensions. Donatacouldn’timagine thatthe child she
sawathome was the same child at schoolfor whom “time
out” was almost a daily ritual. “I thought the teachers
werelying,” she says. Until she hid outside the door ofhis
classroom one day, observing Dhmarthrough the window:
“Iwas shocked when I saw what he was doing—kicking,
angry, he pushed over adesk.”

Donata, a single mom with two older girls, agreed to
the school’s suggestion to have Dhmar evaluated by a
doctor. His pediatrician determined the boy had atten-
tion deficit, oppositional-defiant and conduct disor-
ders—each of which was based on teacher and parent
reportsof Dhmar’sbehavior. The diagnosesled to more
evaluations by the School Board of Miami-Dade County,
which led to placement in Miami’s special education
program, in a separate, smaller classroom of children
with similarbehavior challenges.

And with that, about a year and a half ago, Dhmar
beganaprecariousjourney, joiningtheranksofthousands
of African-Americanchildreninspecial education pro-
gramsintheU.S.Somemightarguethathe doesn’tbelong
there. While Black children make up 15 percent of public
school students ages 6 to 21, they represent nearly 33
percentofthoseinspecialed, accordingtothe U.S. Com-
mission on Civil Rights. Black students are three times
more likelythan all otherracial and ethnic groups com-
bined tobelabeled mentallyretarded (recentlyrenamed
“intellectually disabled”) and 2.3 times more likely to
belabeled emotionally disturbed.

Donata and Dhmar’s story probably sounds familiar
to families whose children learn differently, or have
trouble focusing or following the rules. Alongwith the >
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evaluations, labels, confusion and
heartache over Why can’t he learn?
oftencomesfrustratingand sometimes
contentious meetings with special
education panels where people who
hawvenevermetthechildreninquestion
decide theirvery future.

Our kids are not only dispropor-
tionatelytrackedinto special education
programs and separated into special
rooms and schools, but studies show
thatforchildreninspecial education,
thelikelihood declinesforeverything
from graduating from high school in
four years to finding employment to
avoidingrun-ins with the law.

Its nowonder that many African-
Americanparentsresist placing their
childreninspecialed. Butonthe other
side of the coin, when a child needs
exira help, the most important thing
2 parent can do is identify his or her
needsassoonaspossible, then pursue
those services and support. In fact,
children with special needs but no
support or the wrong kind of support
maybecome sodiscouraged thatthey
give up and eventually drop out.

The Individuals with Disabilities
EducationAct (IDEA) of 2004 protects
therightsofdisabledyouthages3to 21
bymandatingthateverychildreceives
2 free, appropriate education. A child
with physical'disabilities has a clear
need for special supports,suchasbooks
inBrailleand wheelchairaccess. Ifshe
can’t keep up with reading or math or
has trouble communicating or under-
standing, the solutions are more com-
plex. And if that child can’t sit still, is
distracted or is a distraction in the
classroom, thelevel and nature of sup-
port can be very subjective. Factor in
that 84 percent of teachers are White
and of those, 84 percent are female, it
is easy to see how race, culture, class
and genderbiases canlead toan “inap-
propriate” educationforBlack children.

“There are so many children who
are linguistically and culturally
diverse—who donotbelongin special
education,” says Elizabeth Kozleski,
Ed.D., principal investigator of the
Equity Alliance, an initiative funded
by the Office of Special Education
Programs in the U.S. Department of
Education that works to reduce inap-
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linguistically and cultura y diverse—who

do not belong in special education.

—ELIZABETH KOZLESKI, ED.D.

propriatereferralstospecial education
and to close the achievement gap
between students from diverse back-
grounds and their peers. “Ifthey goin
there, they’re not coming out. As a
whole, it’s a pipeline that pushes kids
intojuvenilejustice,into adultprison.
That’s aserious path to acquiesce to.”
Of course, not all children who go
into special education end up jobless
orinjail;notallteachers misjudge our
kids; and not all special ed programs
are notoriousdropoutfactories,losing
students long before graduation day.
Thekeyisunderstandingyour child’s
needs and finding the right support.
That’s why knowing how to navigate
the system can make areal difference.
Afterdoingherownresearch,Donata
agreed to Dhmar’s placement, found a
tutor and a therapist and put him on
medicationtohelphimfocusandreduce
impulsive behavior. “Hewasbehindin
hisreading—Ididn’twanthimtostrug-
gle,” she says. By the time he finished
second grade last May, Donata says,
Dhmar, once a year and a half below
gradelevel, was sixmonthsbehind. She
added thathehad more confidence and
behaved more appropriately, and the
constant phone calls have stopped.
What’s encouraging: The federal
government is funding research into
addressing mislabeling and dispropor-
tionate placement. One newapproach,
Response to Intervention, provides
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WATCH FOR MILESTONES

“No parents want theirkids tracked =
labeled negatively,” says Denise Sanc
ers, M.S.Ed., aspecial education co=
sultantbasedin New York. “Ifthe chiid
is, say, 18 months and not speaking.
parentshould ask “‘Whyisn’tthathzas
pening?’instead of saying she’llbe amie
to when she gets ready.” If a chilc
born prematurelyorhashad difficu’ss
indelivery, ask the pediatrician abc
early occupational, speech or physic
therapy, says Sanders. “That usua'"
gives the child an advantage.”

DON’T ASSUME YOUR
CHILD IS FLAWED
Consider the source and context of
teacher’s red flag, says Kozleski, w*
isincomingchairofthe specialeduc
tiondivisionatthe University of Kansas
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She adds that some children’s experi-
ences are shaped by poverty. lack of
access to early resources and even
parents’ suspicions that the system
won’tbefairto their child “Iftheideal
is‘Let’sgetallkindergartners sreading
by the end of kindergarten” 2nd the
children haven’t had the p prelearning
opportunities that gear toward readine
they’ll look like they don't have the
abilitywhen theyjustwerentprepared =

KNOW THE LAWS
WhileIDEAisintended to ensure that
everychildreceivesafree. appropriate
education, your idea of “approprizate"
may differ from the school’s : %:a of,
say, segregating hyperactive
tominimizedistractionsin classm
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Knowthatspecial educationcan inciude
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kids.” Kozleskisays. “The lawis about
saying your child needs additional
supportfobeasuccessfullearner.” To
be eligible for special ed services, a
student must have a disability under
oneofl3federally mandated catego-
ries. Disabled students who don’t
gualify for services under IDEA are
covered bya504 Plan, which fallsunder
a civil rights law that is intended to
prohibitdisability discrimination.

UNDERSTAND
TESTS AND RESULTS
Specialeducational services areiden-
fified through anIndividualized Edu-
cation Program (IEP). The IEP should
bereviewed andrenewed every three
years, but you can ask for a review at
any time. Disabilities are determined
by a medical provider and through
psychological and educational evalu-
ations. which are to be provided at no
cost to the parent. However, some

school system. Some pay for
the testing; others get their
health insurance to cover
some of the cost.

SHIFT YOUR THINKING
“Parentsseetheir children astrapped
in special education settings,” says
Sheldon Horowitz, Ed.D., director of
learning disabilities resources at the
National Center for Learning Dis-
abilities. “Special education is not a
thing, it’s not a place; it’s a process
through which children get services
they need to succeed at grade level.”
Anddon’tthinkofintervention as “let’s
tindoutif somethingis wrongwith my
kid,” Kozleskisays, butas “what’s going
on, whatservices willhelp my child get
caughtup, and howlong will it take to
getcaught up?” That shifts the power
to the family instead of the people
delivering the news. A parent with a
more powerful perspective might think

parentsarrange tohave theirchildren | and say: “Thereissomethingwrong, but

tested by professionals outside the

Questions to Ask

3 SIGNS YOUR CHILD MIGHT NEED EXTRA SUPPORT

challenges that can be ad-

dressed by accommodations?
Donata feels smaller class size and
specialized instruction helped
Dhmar improve, but soon learned
that in the fall, Dhmar’s school
would combine his grade 3-5 sec-
Tion with K-2. Thinking that’s too
much, she requested an IEP review.

2 Does testing point to specific

\

3 SIGNS YOUR CHILD MIGHT BE MISLABELED

Does the school lack clear,
2 concrete solutions? “It’s not

enough to say ‘Hakim never
wants to focus’ or ‘Hakim finds it
hard to sit down,’ ” Sanders says.
Teachers must be able to outline
for you the specific ways they’ve
tried to help a child be successful,
such as redirection. Ask the school
To describe in detail what strate-
gies they’ve employed to help set
up your child for success, as well as

suggestions for alternative solu-
Tions that might work.

that doesn’t mean it’s with my

Have previous accommoda-
3 tions failed? If a teacher has

been unsuccessful in teach-
ing to a child’s learning style, you
should consider other approaches.
It might require changing teachers,
looking for alternative options
within the school, or doing your
research to find choices outside
the school that could help.

Does the environment favor
3 tracking and “warehousing”?

Observe and talk to parents
about the racial history of your
school and district, and whether
the rules tend to be more lenient
for children of other races or
ethnicities. Some statistics have
shown that predominantly White
schools label minority students as
special ed at higher percentages
while the number of White students
in special ed at these schools have
sharply declined.
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child,” Kozleskisays. Questions from
that perspective: “What is the cur-
riculum? How effective is the teacher
inteachingarangeof children? What
is the norm and how is my child sup-
posed to conform toit?”

THROUGH THE YEARS

KNOW THE IEP PROCESS

A multidisciplinary team considers a
child’s challenges to determine how
to shape the IEP. The team includes
parents or caregivers, the child (if
appropriate), a special educator, a
psychologist and a general education
teacher. Teams can include another
parent familiar with the TEP process
and a representative of your child’s
school. Youareentitled tobringanother
person to the meeting to help raise
guestionsand clarifywhat’s discussed.
Donatanowtakesherbrotherorsister-
in-law. “The IEP canbeveryintimidat-
ing."shesays. “You'resittingatatable
with ten different people, and if a
parentthinkstheyhave no power, they
can get lost in the system.” You are a
critical member of the team and you
have a voice. Make suggestions and
ohjectifyoufeel agoal oraccommoda-
Tion isn’t adequate. Ask questions so
vou understand the process and how
the IEP should help your child. Don’t
sicman IEP unless you agree with it.

COMMUNICATE WITH
TEACHERS AND THE SCHOOL
Find awaytocommunicate regularly
with your child’s teacher, whether by
e-mail aconversation everyfew days
or 2 motebook that comes home from

school each day. Donata and Dhmar’s
teacher were in touch consisiently
throughout the year. “Any problems,
shewould textorcall,” she says. Raise
concernsandbe open tosolutions, and
ask howyou could support the school
plan at home. Ask for meetings with
the teacher or principal if necessary
toensureyouare all onthe same page.

STAY ORGANIZED
Document everything. Ask teachers
and other professionals to document
any academic or behavioral concerns
aboutyourchild. When communicat-
ingwith your special education team,
save copies of everything, including
fax confirmation reports. Your files
cananddo getlostin the shuffle.

KNOW WHERE TO
GO FOR HELP

Through researching Dhmar’s chal-
lenges, Donatalearned she has ADHD
herself. She started an organization,
AddingDoses of Hope Daily Foundation
(adhdfdn.org), to provideinformation
and resources to families of people
with ADHD and other mental dis-
abilities. “I realized Dhmar has this
problem for areason,” she says.

Nancy Tidwell founded the National
Association for the Education of Afri-
canAmerican Children With Learning
Disabilities (AACLD; aacld.org) to
address needs in Black families. “We
recognizedthatalthoughthereisgood
workbeing done on kids with disabili-
ties, it’s not being done in African-
American communities,” she says.
“Often the cultural sensitivity isn’t
there.” The AACLDistraining parents
throughout the country to help guide

other parents through the special
education process. In Angust at Ohio
State University, in Columbus, the
organization held its first major sym-
posium, training 42 people from 19
states to work as parent advocates.

The Parent Technical Assistance
Center Network (parentcenternetwork
.org) includes a state-by-state listing
of Parent Centers, which provide train-
ingand assistance to families of chil-
dren with disabilities.

ENCOURAGE OUTSIDE
ACTIVITIES
Iffocusing is anissue, find something
your childlikes to focus on, othert
TV. If hyperactivity is the challe:
Sanderssays, cultivateinterestinasport
thatgetsthemmoving, burningenerzs.
“Identify something thatcan empowes
rather than defeat your kid,” sax
Sanders, adding that parents shoulc
lookbeyond schooltoserve theirchilds
emotional,socialand educationalneeds

TEACH YOUR CHILD TO
SELF-ADVOCATE
“Teachingachild thatheorshestruggles
because of adisability doesn’t mean &=
or she can’t do it; it means it will take
longerorthatheorshewillneed suppors
to get there,” Horowitz says. You can
boost children’s self-esteem and sociz®
andemotionaldevelopmentbyhighlight-
ingstrengths and whattheydowell. 172
childisaslowreader, “youdon’twant e
say, ‘Youdon’thavetoreadit, but Lets
read it out loud with a buddy,” or ‘Lets
put it on tape,”” Horowitz says. “Over
time, children willbegin to know them-
selves as learners. They will be able o
say, ‘I just need more time’ or ‘I neec

EXERCISE YOUR OPTIONS

I¥ your child is not meeting IEP performance goals, you can find another school to serve her or his needs, includ-
na = private school or one outside your service area. You can secure funding to place your child in certain nonpublic
schools if you prove that a particular school is more appropriate than what the public school system has to offer.
The process, which may involve suing the school board to get the funding, is not easy or cheap, but it can be done.
Z =n it involves hiring a lawyer who specializes in special education. Once you identify a school you feel is more
=ooropriate to meet your child’s needs, follow the application procedures and contact your local parent resource
c=nter (parentcenternetwork.org) to find out how to pursue the funding to pay. Don’t sign any letters of financial
commitment with your school of choice until you have been advised to do so.
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f you had met :
Shariah Price six
years ago, you
never would have
imagined she’d be :
aiming for a degree :
in health admin- -
istration. But last
year she attended
Ohio’s Shawnee
State University, a
world away from
the hard life she
knew in Cincin-
nati. Orphaned at
12, homeless by 17,
truant and “angry,”
as she describes
her younger
self, Shariah has
struggled with fo-
cusing and reading
since grade school
At her alma mater,
Woodward Career
Technical High
School, she was
among the 33
percent of
students in
the school’s
special ed
program.
Leslie Hattemar,

ON CAMPUS AND ADJUSTING

: for at least nine
: months a year.”

2 Although
Shariah ended

: her first year with

: al.63 GPA, she
isn’t daunted. “I’'m
: the first one to

: graduate from high
school and go to

: college,” she says.
“There were a lot

: of people who told
me | wasn’t going

: to make it.”

: For now, Shariah
: is back at home,

: working to pay off

: her year at Shaw-
nee. She hopes to

: enroll in Chatfield,

. asmall, private
two-year college in
: Cincinnati, until she
: can return to Shaw-
nee. Clearly her

: success will depend
: on harnessing

: the drive her high

: school teachers

: saw, as well as

: campus resources.
i “l want to keep

: going,” she says.

someone tohighlightspecificwords. The
more they do that, the better they getat
advocating for themselves.”

HIGH SCHOOL AND
BEYOND

PLAN FOR TRANSITION
Startihg at around age 14, students
should be a part of their IEP meei-
ings to help determine the next steps
after high school is completed. These
discussions should center on the sin-

dents’ likes and skills and how they
see themselves living self-sufficiently.
Some students may seek employment,
while others seek vocational programs
or set their sights on two- or four-year
colleges. The IEP meeting helps iden-
tify how to help your child successfully
transition postgraduation.

DON’T REMOVE
SUPPORTS TOO SOON
“Some people-think, I don’t want my
kidto have an IEP by the time he leaves
high school,” Sanders says. “I see that

alotin Black communities.” Colleges
aren’t obligated to follow IEPs, and
students aren’t obligated to disclose
them. But schoolsdo considerthem as
ademonstrated need foraccommoda-
tions like extra time on tests. In fact,
update your child’s IEP heading into
juniororsenioryearsoit’s considered
current. “Inother communities parents
fight to keep an IEP loaded so by the
timetheir childisin the twelfth grade,
that student can have a test read to
them,” Sanders says. “We need to be
aware ofadvantages and disadvantages
ofeliminating these resources.”

CHOOSE SCHOOLS BY MAJOR,

NOT ACCOMMODATION
The National Center for Learning
Disabilities (ncld.org) offers a free
guide to planning for college. By law,
every school has an office of disabil-
ity services; some schools are more
accommodating than others. But while
students may choose aschool that has
agreatlearning disabilities support
program (see fulllistat college-schol
arships.com/learning_disabilities
.htm), they may realize the school
doesn’t offer the classes they want.
“Pick a school that offers what you
want to study,” Horowitz says. “A
student who has experience negotiat-
ing for himself or herself should be
more than able to articulate their
learningdisabilityand requestservices
theyneed.”

GET HELP EARLY
Assoonaspossible, have your child visit
the school’s office of disability services
and ask for help identifying professors
whoseteachingstylebestfitsherlearn-
ing style, as well as those classes that
bestsuithisneeds, Horowitz advises.
Onestudyrevealed thatonly 25 percent
of students take advantage of accom-
modations on campus. Oftentimes,
students who try to “makeit” without
support show an urgent need for help
by mid-semester. Know that it might
take weeks before supportisinplace,so
getitup front.d

Robin D. Stone is a New York City
health and wellness writer and longtime
ESSENCE contributor.
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