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ABSTRACT

Roacarch in speciad cducation placement consistaently indicates

a preponderance of males in  these classes. A number of

invesltigators have suggested (hat girls in special education

classes are more disabled than boys, and Lthat boys in special

education evidence more behavioral difficulties. The present study

was designed to determine whether WISC-R subtest palteriis euploying

Kaufman's classification system differ batween males and f[emales,

to c¢larify whether females in special educalion are more

significantly impaired than males, and whether males exhibit more

behavior problems. We examined these cquestions in a group of 330

male and female certified special education children who we

compared on Kaufman’'s three factors of the WISC-R. A significant

Sex X Locale X TFactor Ltype ihteraction was found indicating
significantly lower Verbal Cowprehension scores than males. No
significant differences on the other two factors emerged. The

findings are discussed in light of the research on attitudes and

axpact at ions toward male and female students.
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The accurate identification of children as being aligible to
tecoive apecial  coducat ion gervicens g owmore  han an academic
exercine. Federal law and regulation (EHA, 1975; L[DEA, 1991) as
well as state laws and regulations detail the definitiong of
various educationally disabling classifications which render
children eligible to receive special education services.
Regardless of the educationally disabling condition we might wish

to identify and discuss, an unquestioned foundation of both federal

and state statutes 1is that the definitions are consistently
applied. For example, there is no doubt that the intent of federal
law was to establish a standard of practice Lhat would eliminate,
or at least reduce, disparities in the classification of children
of different racial/etthuic groups as eligible for special
education. Conisiderable material has been published on the issue
of racial disparities in special education placements, some of
which was motivated by federal lawsuits that successfully
challenged the wvalidity of psychological testing in the
classification process of wminority children (e.g., Larry P. v,
Riles, 1979). There is another area where disparities exist and
are well known, however, but which has received far less altention
in Lhe psychological literature: sex bilas in special education
placement.

The predominance of wmale c¢hildren in special education
literatuire is well documented (Ashurst & Meyers, 1973; Leinhardt,

Seowald & Jigmond, 1982; Hercey, 1973). Carvient. estimales of he

proportion of male Lo female students sugygests that there are Lhree
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males Lo every one female in special educal ion ¢lasses (Clarizio &

Philbipes, 1986 Faatovil & Railoey, tona;: Ricluu daon, Kaly & Kol ler,
1986) . The over-representation of males placed in special
educaltion has been found across all Lypes of exceptionality;
educable mentally retarded (Mercer, 1973; Prillaman, 1975;

Richardson et al., 1986), learning disabled (Leinhardt et al.,

1982; Reynolds, 1985) and emolionally handicapped (Ashurst &

Meyers, 1973).

A number of studies have suggested that girls in special

education classes are slower and more disabled than boys (Mercer,

1973; Owen, 1978). Leinhardt aund her collieagues (1982) ?ound that

smaller levels of deviance were required to place or retain a male

student: in learning disability classes than a female student.

Richaidson and colleagues (1986) lound that although "intellectual
retardation" (as determined by standardized 1Q scores) was equally

prevalent among males and females, males were overrepresented in

educable mentally retarded (FMR) classes. Females who had placed

EMR classes were significanlly wore relavded Lhan Lheir wale peers.
Other researchers found that although non-educational factors such

as gender did not appear to be a major consideration in special

education placement:, they did lind evidence that sex differences

related to reason f[or referral may have heen a factor

in the
initial referrals. (Clarizio & Phillips, 1982). Boys were often
referred for behavioral problems while girls were wmore often

referrnd for academic Aifficult jes.,

One possible oxplanation Tor the obseirved dilfetences in
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ender disthibalions in apeciatl ecducat ion claases lies in atltitudes
q

and cxpectations that teachers hold fTor wale and female stadents.

Gregory (1977) found that leachers, given identical information

about a child’s acadewic and behavioral problems, are wmore likely

to refer boys than girls for special education placement . It has
beeu demonstrated that boys are given a higher referral priority
than girls, given identical problems (Schlosser & Algozzine, 1980).
Mercer (1973) suggested Lhat educators may have higher expecltaltions

for boys and thus set higher standavds for boys than girls. Lower

ability levels may bhe wore easily tolerated in Females than males

(Fratovil & Railey, 1986) . Boys are also more frequently parceived

as exhibiting behavioral disorders (Kelly, Bullock, & bykes, 1977),
and poor school behavior is commonly associaled wilh special
education placement in average 1Q children (Rubin, Krus, & Balow,

1973) . Boys therefore, may be more frequently referved and placed
in special education because of disiuptive social behaviov.

Taken ltogether, two factors secem (o contribute Lo the

overrepresentation of males in special educalion. One [aclor is

that girls may not be refevred Lo special education unless they are

very significantly handicapped, This, therefore, gencerates the
hypot hesis L hat girls  in cpecial ceducation  will be  more
intellectually impaired or lower functioning than boys. The second

factor suggests that boys may be wmore {requenlly identified as
handicapped because of disitupltive social behavior rather than

bocanse of  acadtemie peeedd o int el lectual impaitwent o This tesull s

in the hypolthesia that boys in special cducal ion not be be less
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academically or intellectually iwpaived Lhan girls; hownver, bovs

should cuvidence wore hoehavioral poroblcme .

The present study was designad to further the amall hody of

research on sex differences in special education placement and to

clavify whether females in special education possess different

intellectual profiles than males. We also studied whether males

evidence more behavioral problews, as infervecd lrow Lheiv pattern

of scores on Lhe WISC-R and from Lhe reasons lhey were initially

referved for a multi-disciplinary evaluation.

We studied a vandow sample of inner-city children (primarily

learning disabled) who were placed in special education on  Full

Scale, Verbal and Performance JQ scores and on Kaufman's three

factors of the Wechsler I'mtelligence Scale for Children - Revisged

(WISC R), Verbal Comprehension, Percepltual Organizaltion and Freedom

from bistractibility, also rtefermed to as FaclLor 3. ‘The students

were Aalso compared on the 1teasons Lhey were referred for

evalual ion, academic reasons or behavioral 1easons. Ve selected an

urban sample becanse of Lhe greater likelihood thatl many children
would be referred for behavioral reasons than in suburban or rural
schol distiicts. Several hypolheses were lLested in Lhis study.

Firtst, weo predicted that malens would be rewlierived morte often for

behavioral reasons. Second, we predicted that females would score

lower than males on Full Scale 10. Thitd, we predicted Lhat females

would have different cognitive piofiles Lhan males on Faulman'’s

conceptualization of WISC R factors, We predicled that  on the

Verbal comprehension factor, which relales most din et Iy to achool
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per formance (Raufwan, 1979; Snow, Cohen, & IHollwan, 198%), wmales

will have higher ascores, boto oon Uhe @roedom from Diatract ihility

fact.oy, which relates most diveclly lo anxiely, behavioral

difficulties, and attention-concentration deficits (Kaufman, 1979;

Snow et al

., 1985), males would have lower scores, i.¢., we

anticipated Lo observe a Sex X Kaufman factor type interaction.

Method
I'he school records of 330 children spanning grades 2-8 f{rom a

large uirban school district, were reviewed. Of the 330 students,

115 were male. 2All of the children had been certified for special

educaltion services, primarvily as learning disabled, and had been

administered the WISC-R intelligence test as part of their initial

evaluation. HNone of the pupils was clasified a=s mentally retarded.

The 330 urbau special education students were part of a larger

sample of 758 students who were vrandomly sampled by the

investigator (.JG) as part of a study of evaluation practices in the

urban distiict (Golttlieb, 1985).

Three faclorn scores [rom Lhe Kaufman scoring system (Verbal

Comprehension, Perceptual Organization, And Freedom from

Distvactibility) were derived from sub-scale scores for each
subject . TThe Verbal Comprehension  [actorv is comprised of

Information, Similarities, Vocabulary and Comprehension; the
Perceptual Organization factor is comprised of every Performance
subtest exceplt coding, and the Freedom from Dhistractibility is

compt ised of Arithmetic, Digit Span and Coding.

Regulls
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In order to validate the present data with past findings we

conducted A maltivariate analysis ol variance with Sex and lLocale

serving as independenlt variables and Kaufman's three factor scores

as Lhe dependent variables. We ware primariiy interested in Lhis

analysis in the wain effects, both of which were statisltically

significant. Wilks’ Lambda for Sex was .94 (df=3,170, p<.02), and

Wilks' hambda for Tocale was .85 (df-=3, 170, p<.001). The Sex X

hocale interaction was not  significant  in  this analysis.

Inspection of the means and standavd deviations which appear in

Table 1 indicate that boys score higher than girls and that

subu ban students scove hiagher than urbhan students. Rolh findings

were as predicted and serve Lo validate Lhe present data set with

previous {indings. '

We were also interested in deterwmining whether the pattern, or

profile, of abilities differ between the sexes and between urban

and suburban students. A Multivariate profile analysis of variance

was conducted Lo examine differences between male and female

student.ts in the urban and suburban school dislricts on Lthree

Kaufman factor scores. Two significant findings emerged from the

analysis. Fiist, there was a significant effect: for the Constant

in the equation, indicating significant differences among Lhe three

Kaufwman faclors across all sLudents. The overall mean for the

Verbal Compreheunsion [actor (8.17) was significantly lower than for

the Perceptual Organization lfacltor (9.29), and the overall mean for

the lalter was sitgnilficantly highoer than the mean for Lhe Freedonm

from Digtractibilily facltor (8.27). Second, and more importantly

&
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from the present peraspective, a signilicant Sex ¥ locale X Kaufwman
1 1 I C

Factor score interaction cwerged Trom the analysia (Wilks’ Lambda

= .91

o df= 6,312, p o= 01). Figwe 1 illustrates the nature of the
interaction. In the wiban district thefe were no differences on
Facltcr 3 scores beltween boys and girls, but boys were higher than
girls on both Verbal Comprehension and Perceptual Organization
factors. [n the suburban district boys were higher than girls on
Verbal Coumprehension and Perceplual Organization, but girls were
higheyr on Factor 3. Additional data on this poinl appear in Table

1.

discussion

The results of this study support the first major hypothesis,

which predicted Lthat girls who were placed in special education
classes would obtain significanlly lower scores on the Verbal

Comprehension factor, cowpared to boys. This faclor relates most
specifically Lo school performance (Kaufman,1979; Snow et al.,
1985), suggesting that girls who are placed in special education
are significanlly wore impaired academically than boys. -As such,
the present study supports bolh Owen's (1078) and Leinhardt and her
colleagues’ (1982) findings Lhat girls in special education ¢lasses
are lower fimclioning Lhan boys in similar clasases, The inferior
abilily of girls, however, was nolt evident across the entire
specLium ol sub-Lesls, but was confined to the verbal domain. The
lack ol significant overall differences in profiles belween boys
and girtla on the Porceplual Organization factor and on L he Fireedom

from Distractibility flactor was evident: by tLhe absence of a

o L
<
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significant Sex main effect for profile differences. This Jdoes not

imply that Lthe ovevall 10 scores of boys and giitls in special

education do not differ. They do as we indicated above.

The second major hypolthesis, predicting that boys in special

education classes would evidence more behavioral difficulties than

girls, as reflected in lower scores on the Freedom form

Distraclibility factor, was not supported. Previous research

studies (Brophy, Good, 1970; Kelly et al., 1977) have suggested

that bhoys 1receive wmore management and negative contacts with

teachers than girls do, and therefore may be referred for special

educatl ion on Lhe basis of behavioral difficulties. These findings

were not supported in the present study when Freedom from

Distractibility was inferred to reflect behavioral difficulties.
One obvious possible explanation for the failure of Lhe data
to support the hypothesis is Lhat Freedom from Distractibility

factor was not sufficiently sensitive to pick up classroom

behavioral difficulties, and therefore may not have been an

adequate measure of behavioral problems. This explanation is
suppoited by an examination of the reasons offered by general

educal.ion classroom teachers for 1referring pupils Lo special

educaljonn in the wurban and suburban districls from which the

present data were collected. In the urban distiict, 5%5% of the

°

sample was referied exclusively for academic problewms, whereas the

corresponding data in the suburban district was 83%. Simitarly, 10%

of Lhe pupils in the urban distyict weve teferved exalusively for

behavioral reasons, while only 3% of the suburban pupils were
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referred for poor behavior. Additional research wilth saspecial

cducation populations way boe required to determine whet har, in

fact, TFreedom from Distractibility is a predictor of school

behavior problems for this group of students.

The profile main effect for liocale, yielding a Wilks' Lambda

of .97 and a corresponding probability level < .06, coupled with

the significant main effect for locale reported earlier illustrates
Lhe need Lo consider the inportance describing and repor Ling socio-

economic backgrounds and school environments when offering

conclusions based on research with special education samples.

Findings based upon research conducled in submban areas, and

presumably rural areas as well, may not generalize Lo urban school

systeus. Although this point may be intuitively obvious, it is
oft 'n  overlooked in discussions of research implications,

especially as Lhey pertain to special education. Inspection of the

data in Table 1 indicates that lLhere is close to a full standard

deviation difference in full-scale TQ beltween urban and suburban

students placed in special educaltion prograwms.

In conclusion, although the predominance of males in special

educal ion classes has been explained on biological grounds such as

slower intellectual and physical development. and yreater

vulnerability to biological stress in male children (see Eme, 1979

for a comprehensive review of the literature), the present study

suggests an additional explanation. The finding that girls in
special education classes are more inlellectually jwpaired than

boys in those classes may at  Ieast partially account for the

12




overiepresentat ion of males in Lhese classes. Lesser levels of
acadewmic or inLtellectual impairmeunt wmay be required to place hoys :

in special educalion classes, suyggesting that educators may have a

higher expectation for boys, and tLhus set higher standards for boys

than for girls. Lower functioning in girls may be more easily

*tolervalted by regular classroom teachers.
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Tabhtiea 1.
tieans and Standard beviat ions

for Kaulwman’s ‘fhaiee Factors by Sex and lLocale

(in Scaled Scoves)

Males Females
Urban

M Sh M Sh
Verbal
Cowpi chiension 7.7179 2.69 7.30 2.28
Perceptual
Organization 9.18 2.341 8.48 2.22
Freedom From
Distractibility 7.61 2.30 7.61 2.24

Suburban

M sh M SD
Verhal
Compt eliension 9.71 2.54 8.42 2.42
Perceptual
Organization 10.12 2.41 9.61 2.27
Freedom [Frow
Distractibility 9.35 2.13 9.38 4 .72
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