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Special education is instruction that is specially designed to meet the unique needs of a child with a disability. 
This means education that is individually developed to address a specific child’s needs that result from his or her 
disability. Native learners are disproportionately over represented in special education. No easy answers can be 
found to the question of what causes disproportionate representation and how to reduce it.

Many in the field of special education believe that a response to intervention (RTI) approach1-2 will help to reduce 
disproportionality and advocate for a culturally responsive RTI approach3.  A key element of this approach is the 
ability to successfully differentiate instruction for learners.  Differentiated instruction is a framework that teachers 
can use to implement a variety of evidence-based strategies in culturally responsive ways.

RTI is a multi-tier approach to the early identification and support of students with learning and behavior 
needs. The RTI process begins with high-quality instruction and universal screening of all children in the general 
education classroom. Struggling learners are provided with interventions at increasing levels of intensity to 
support their learning. An RTI model provides learners with appropriate instruction as soon as their learning 
difficulties are noticed. RTI stresses the use of evidence-based practices before special education referral within 
the general education classroom.

The Office of Special Education Programs 
Annual Report to Congress5 on the 
Implementation of the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 
identified:

• In 2012, the disability category of 
specific learning disability accounted 
for 46.4% of Native learners in special 
education 

• Native learners were more likely to 
be served under IDEA than were the 
children ages 6 through 21 in all other 
racial/ethnic groups combined 

• The majority of Native learners 
identified to have a disability are 
educated inside the regular class 80% 
or more of the day

• Native Learners, ages 6 through 21, are 
the highest racial/ethnic group served 
under IDEA for Washington State at 
13%.

PERCENT OF 9TH GRADE AI/AN BOYS 
RECEIVING SPECIAL EDUCATION Compared 
to White boys and the National Average of 
boys across races4
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DISPROPORTIONALITY & NATIVE 
LEARNERS

A major portion of special education today is driven by Federal 
Law, now known as the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA), which was reauthorized in 2006. This law specifies 
the types of children who are classified as having a disability, the 
criteria to be so classified, and the procedural guidelines schools 
must follow. For a student to be placed in special education the 
student must meet the criteria of one of the disability categories, 
and there must be evidence that the disability has had an 
adverse effect on the student’s educational achievement5.

Native students are disproportionately over represented in 
special education. Two factors have been identified to contribute 
to the problem: poverty6 and systemic bias, or favoritism toward 
a particular group that occurs at multiple levels within a society 
or institution, making such favoritism an implicit part of it.  This 
type of bias can occur at multiple levels within an education 
system: curriculum and instruction7, teacher attitude8, and the 
special education referral process9. 

Research suggests that reducing disproportionality requires 
a comprehensive approach that includes teacher training, 
culturally appropriate assessment and instruction, cultural 
sensitivity, home and school collaboration, and an effective pre-
referral process10. One instructional approach, differentiated 
instruction, focuses on designing and delivering effective 
learning experiences for students based upon individual student 
learning needs and preferences11. Differentiated instruction is 
a culturally responsive strategy that recognizes that learners 
can excel in school when their culture, language, heritage and 
experiences are valued and used to facilitate their learning and 
development. 
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CRITICAL REFLECTIONS:

• How does your organization support the 
active involvement of parents/guardians of 
learners with disabilities?

• How might an RTI approach be useful 
within your context?

• How does your organization ensure that 
learners who struggle within a general 
education setting are provided with 
culturally responsive and differentiated 
instruction prior to a referral for special 
education?

FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR RESEARCH
Increasingly, scholars are continuing to identify factors that 
contribute to disproportionality and are developing strategies 
to reduce disproportionality.  Use of a culturally responsive RTI 
model and related differentiated instruction has been implicated 
as being a valuable area for future research.

Emerging areas for research in the field include:

→ Continued development and application of a culturally 
responsive approach to RTI3.

→ A focus on high quality, culturally responsive multi-tiered 
academic and behavioral interventions prior to special 
education placement

→ Teacher training on RTI models and implementation of 
differentiated instruction.

Differentiated instruction is a culturally responsive 
strategy that recognizes that learners can excel in 
school when their culture, language, heritage and 
experiences are valued and used to facilitate their 
learning and development. 
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CONSIDERATIONS FOR PRACTITIONERS
For RTI to be effective, general educators must know about it.  They 
also must know and be able to implement research-based instruc-
tional practices and to document their impact on student learning12. 
Differentiated instruction is critical to teaching Native learners and 
includes strategies such as learning contracts and tiered lessons13. 

Learning contracts allow teachers and students to work together in 
tailoring the what and how of instruction to student learning needs 
and preferences. Tiered lessons allow teachers to differentiate in-
struction within a given skill area based on the prior knowledge and 
skill base that individual students bring to the learning task. 

The three components of instruction that can be modified based on 
a teacher’s ongoing assessment are the content, the process, and 
the products. You can modify content by choosing the way you “in-
put” it. You can simplify for those who are not yet ready and enrich 

the content for those who have mastered it. Some of the ways you 
can modify the process are by helping students make the learning 
experience relate to their needs and interests. You can make the 
material more meaningful (the process) when you include a variety 
of strategies. 

These strategies include graphic organizers of all sorts, group in-
vestigation, classifying and sorting, cooperative learning, reciprocal 
teaching, advance organizers, and analogies and metaphors. You 
can modify the product by designing product options for your stu-
dents or use tiered assignments where a range of products are used 
to demonstrate learning14. 

In many Indigenous communities, listening and observing are valued 
skills, and Indigenous students may be more likely to listen and ob-
serve at school than Western students15. Teachers can differentiate 
instruction to honor these valued skills. 
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FOR MORE INFORMATION 

ALSO SEE INDIGENOUS TEACHING TOOLS:  
RESEARCH BRIEFS

→ #4 Indigenous Suicide: Risk & Resiliency

→ #10 Culturally Responsive Classroom Management

→ #11 Critical Dimensions of Teaching Indigenous STEM

CONNECT WITH US ON SOCIAL MEDIA

→ Facebook- Indigenous Education Tools

→ Twitter- @indedtools; #nativeeducation

FOR MORE RESOURCES

→ RTI Action Network

→ The IRIS Center for Training Enhancements

→ Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development 
(ASCD)

→ Differentiation Central

DIFFERENTIATING BASED 
ON CONTENT

DIFFERENTIATING BASED 
ON PROCESS

DIFFERENTIATING BASED 
ON PRODUCT

→ Provide manipulatives (hands-on 
activities) to some students while 
others complete the math assignment 
without these tools.

→ Develop learning centers.  A defined 
area of the classroom organized 
around a topic, theme or activity in 
which students learn, practice, or 
build on a concept or skill.

→ Use interactive journals.  A 
notebook in which the student and 
teacher communicate through writing 
or drawing.

→ Provide an array of graphic 
organizers:  diagrams, outlines, or 
charts on which students arrange 
information.

→ Assess students’ knowledge prior to 
instruction so that those who already 
understand key concepts can be 
given alternative tasks and those who 
lack background knowledge can be 
prepped for the core instruction.

→ Provide a variety of materials. Build 
a library of varied, supplemental 
materials providing contemporary 
representations of native learners.  
Use a variety of resources such as the 
internet, newspapers, or videos.

→ Provide learners with a variety of 
media and formats and allow students 
to choose what works best for them.  
For example: demonstration, build/
construct, pictures, and film.

→ Provide learning menus or choice 
boards where you provide students 
with four to six options for producing 
a final report

→ Offer options for students to 
demonstrate their knowledge of a 
novel they just read.  Some may want 
to make a poster, some may create an 
alternative ending, and yet others may 
want to act it out.

http://indigenouseducationtools.org/bf/04
http://www.facebook.com/IndigenousEducationTools
http://www.rtinetwork.org/about-us
http://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/di/#content
http://www.ascd.org/research-a-topic/differentiated-instruction-resources.aspx#content
http://www.ascd.org/research-a-topic/differentiated-instruction-resources.aspx#content
http://differentiationcentral.com/videos.html
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BUILDING CAPACITY AND CULTIVATING INNOVATION 
BCCI is designed to develop resources and practices that 
will have exponential impacts on efforts to improve Native 
student success across a variety of sectors.

BCCI Project Contacts
Megan Bang- mbang3@uw.edu
Charlene Nolan- nolanc3@uw.edu
Gabriel de Los Angeles- kender20@uw.edu
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