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ABSTRACT 

This study was designed to examine the effects of 

ethnicity and gender on African teachers' judgements 

regarding potential special education placement. The 

participants were to be 120 randomly-selected black-African 

teachers in the Southern African country of Botswana. The 

selection was to have been stratified on the basis of gender 

and district. Fictitious and equivocal information was 

given regarding the ability, behavior and academic 

performance of a nine-year-old student. Due to 

methodological problems, the study did not yield 

quantitative data thus a descriptive analysis was performed. 

The results of this analysis were that significantly fewer 

questionnaires regarding Negro students were returned than 

those depicting Caucasian students. Also, more females than 

males were suggested for referral, though the difference was 

not statistically significant. On the basis of the results, 

the author suggests that future research in this area would 

be beneficial to the understanding of the role played by 

gender and ethnicity in special education referrals. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Literature Review 

The classification of children in education, 

particularly in special education, has received considerable 

attention in the last few decades (e.g., Reschly, 

Kicklighter, & Mckee, 1988; Serwatka, 1986; Rose & Heufner, 

1984; Jones, Bennet, & Sacks, 1983; Tobias, Zibrin, & 

Menell, 1980). This classification has historically been, 

and continues to be, through the use of labels, a fact which 

is somewhat alarming as the deleterious effects of such 

labels have been shown (e.g., Jones, 1972). Not only do 

such labels have a stigma attached, but they also have an 

effect on expectancies. Contrary to past assumptions - that 

teacher expectancy is the result of student performance -

studies have shown that teacher expectancy will 

significantly affect the child's performance and behavior 

(Prieto & Zucker, 1981). This phenomenon is somewhat aptly 

called the "self-fulfilling prophecy". 

Other factors affecting teacher expectancies have also 

demanded much attention in recent years, particularly those 

concerning the child's gender and ethnicity (e.g., Tobias, 

Cole, Zibrin, & Bodlakova, 1982; Prieto 6 zucker, 1981; 

Zucker, Prieto, & Rutherford, 1979; Kelly, Bullock, & Dykes, 
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1977; Zucker & Prieto, 1977; Jackson & Cosca, 1974). Of 

these particular studies, only one, Zucker and Prieto 

(1977), used special education teachers in the study, the 

others preferring to use regular educators. All these 

studies consisted of presenting information on a fictitious 

student to teachers to rate the student's appropriateness 

for special education. The simulation student was given 

equivocable test results so that referral was a matter of 

subjectivity. Ethnicity was studied in all these studies, 

with two (Zucker, Prieto, & Rutherford, 1979; Zucker & 

Prieto, 1977) also studying the effect of the student's 

gender on the teacher's decision. Results showed that 

ethnicity played a significant role in the decision process, 

with more minority students being referred, but student 

gender failed to influence teacher ratings in either study. 

While the method of presenting a hypothetical case for 

review has been used by many researchers, some have 

questioned this approach, suggesting that teachers may 

respond differently to hypothetical pupils than to those 

pupils with whom they interact (e.g., Bahr, Fuchs, Stecker, 

& Fuchs, 1991). Bahr, Fuchs, Stecker, and Fuchs (1991) also 

suggested that the referral decision be a team decision, and 

also that the teacher's ethnic background should be studied 

as a possible factor in the question of bias. 
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Other evidence exists to suggest that children from 

minority socioeconomic backgrounds are referred to, and 

represented in, special education services more frequently 

than are students of other socioeconomic backgrounds (Shinn, 

Tindal, & Spira, 1987; Flynn, 1983; Tucker, 1980). Shinn, 

Tindal, & Spira (1987) question Gerber and Semmel's 

rationale for treating teachers as tests (i.e. that teachers 

are adept and correct in identifying those children for 

Special Education). This rationale is based upon four 

premises (Gerber & Semmel, 1984), namely (a) that the high 

probability that teacher referrals will be certified by 

special educators is indicative of high accuracy in problem 

identification; (b) that teachers are sufficiently skilled 

as "disability detectors"; (c) that teachers are in an ideal 

position for basing their identifications on the direct 

observation of discrete behavior events; and (d) that the 

student is outside of the teacher's tolerance and therefore 

unlikely to profit instructionally from that teacher. 

Although Gerber and Semmel (1984) suggest that this 

must be supplemented empirically, Shinn, Tindal and Spira 

(1987) question the use of teacher as tests at all, 

suggesting that decision-making errors are frequently made, 

particularly due to: 
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1. Biasas due to different degrees of tolerance 

for specific student behaviors and prejudicial 

judgments influenced by naturally occurring pupil 

characteristics such as ethnic background, gender, 

and physical attraction. 

2. Taachar's accuracy in problem identification or 

the extent to which their appraisal of pupil 

behavior or performance is confirmed by objective 

criteria, (p.36) 

Biases due to ethnic background have been suggested by 

some to be the cause of minority over-representation in 

special education for two decades (MacMillan, Hendrick, & 

Watkins, 1988; Duffey, Salvia, Tucker, & Ysseldyke, 1981). 

However, not all researchers have found this to be the case, 

for example, Lietz and Gregory (1978) found that while more 

black students than their white counterparts were sent for 

testing, referral rates were comparable among the two 

groups. They suggested that it is "maleness" and not 

ethnicity that is the most important factor in special 

education referral. 

Algozzine, Mercer, and Countermine (1977) proposed that 

the seemingly ethnic bias in referral is due not only to the 

biases of the classroom teachers selecting the children for 

testing but also to the fact that referrals nearly always 
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lead to testing, that testing often results in special 

education placement (Algozzine, Ysseldyke, & Christenson, 

1983), and that the tests themselves can be biased (e.g., 

Flynn, 1983). There have been a number of litigations 

concerning this (e.g., Hobson vs Hansen, 1967; Diana vs 

State Board of Education, 1970; Parents in Action on Special 

Education [PASE] vs Hannon, 197 5). The words of Judge 

Skelly Wright in the Hobson vs Hansen case (1967) were 

perceptive and illuminating. He said, as quoted by Rose and 

Heufner (1984): 

Because these tests are standardized primarily on 

and are relevant to a white middle class group of 

students, they produce inaccurate and misleading 

test scores when given to lower class and Negro 

students. As a result, rather than being 

classified according to ability to learn, these 

students are in reality being classified according 

to their socioeconomic or racial status, or - more 

precisely - according to environmental and 

psychological factors which have nothing to do 

with innate ability, (p.172) 

The competency controversy of intelligence tests is not 

a new issue as potential problems have previously been 

identified (e.g., George, 1979). It has been argued that 
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intelligence cests must not be looked at in the context of 

predictive validity due to the fact that they are used 

•ftar, and not before educational failure (Reschly, 

Kicklighter, & Mckee, 1988). They suggest that there must 

be greater emphasis on alternatives in regular education, 

and that decisions must be based on social skills, adaptive 

behavior, and direct assessments of academic skills as in a 

curriculum-based assessment. This is not a new idea. In 

the Marshall vs Georgia case (1984,1985), the court upheld 

that classroom grouping practice be based largely on skill 

acquisition in basal curricula. 

Another interesting concept emerged during this trial. 

The court characterized the case by stating: 

The evidence in this litigation can only be 

characterized as statistical battle-ground. 

(quoted in Trial Opinion) 

Many researchers (e.g.Jones, Bennet, and Sacks, 198 3) 

concur that the role played in research by statistics is a 

powerful one, and can lead to different conclusions 

depending on the type of analysis chosen. In light of these 

differences, they suggest that it is potentially misleading 

to rely solely on statistically significant tests to 

determine adverse impact on minorities of a placement 

process. Jones, Bennet, and Sacks also noted that errors 
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can result from a variety of factors, for example, using 

statistical tests when assumptions for random sampling are 

violated, or comparing enrollment rates instead of 

representation rates. While the use of statistical analysis 

can be of value as a benchmark, it must be remembered that 

disparity may not be of "practical" significance, and that 

some allowance should thus be made for this. 

It is thus evident from many of the studies cited that 

gender and/or ethnicity play(s) a role in the referral and 

subsequent identification of potential special education 

students. All these studies have a commonality; that of the 

continent in which the research was conducted. It is the 

intent of the author to conduct a similar study to those 

previously quoted but to do so from the African perspective, 

with African teachers from the Southern African country of 

Botswana answering placement questions regarding a 

fictitious student. Negro teachers were chosen as the 

participants for two reasons. Firstly, there are very few 

non-Negro teachers in the public schools of Botswana due to 

the low salaries as compared to those in the private sector. 

Had random assignment been implemented as intended, the 

chances of a non-Negro teacher being included would have 

been minimal due to their lack of representation in the 

schools of interest. Secondly, although the author concedes 



13 

that teacher ethnicity may be an important factor in 

placement issues, she decided to keep the research question 

simple due to the fact that she was dependent on friends 

residing in the country of interest to oversee the research. 

Although this research was planned to be similar to 

those studies conducted in the United States (with the 

reversal of the minority and majority roles), different 

findings were anticipated. The rationale held was based on 

personal experience of having worked and travelled on the 

eastern side of the African continent for over two years. 

It was anticipated that there would be no difference in 

referral rates due to ethnicity or gender i.e. that the 

referral process would be free of bias. The researcher 

deemed it important to establish existing bias(es) in order 

that training to overcome or compensate for any existing 

biases be incorporated into teacher training when the 

country officially establishes special education 

departments. This is anticipated to occur within the next 

five years. The intent of this study, therefore, is to 

identify any existing biases in the assessment and referral 

processes in order that these can be dealt with immediately, 

and that Botswana may benefit from the experiences 

pertaining to the establishment of special education 

departments in the United States. 
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The author deems necessary one final comment on the 

rationale behind using research studies from the U.S.A. in a 

cross-cultural study. As the elementary educational model 

in Botswana is based upon, and funded by, America through 

U.S.AID, the review of research conducted in the U.S.A. may 

prove pertinent. As with any cross-cultural research, 

however, comparisons must be made with extreme caution. 
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CHAPTER 2 

METHODOLOGY 

120 black-African teachers of nine-year-old students 

were to be chosen randomly to participate in this study. 

This random sampling would, if possible, be stratified to 

include teachers from all primary schools in Botswana. This 

was to be accomplished with the aid of the British Council 

who are presently involved in establishing and overseeing 

the secondary education system in Botswana. Participation 

in the study is voluntary, and should a teacher refuse to 

participate, he or she was to be replaced by a colleague. 

The country of Botswana was chosen for a number of 

reasons: (a) While Setswana is the primary language, English 

is very widely taught and spoken (due to its historical ties 

with the UK, and due to its geographic closeness to the 

English-speaking country of South Africa), thus the language 

factor should not have a dramatic effect on the results; (b) 

Botswana, while a developing country, is more developed than 

most in East Africa. This is an important consideration as 

general education is a luxury and not a right in some of its 

bordering countries. Botswana has been receiving help from 

the British and the Americans for a number of years, and as 

a result, not only is education available to most people but 

special education is also a concept of which they are aware. 
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if not yet practicing; and (c) As circumstances do not avail 

the researcher to conduct the study herself, it is 

imperative for the country to be chosen due to availability 

of research assistants. The researcher has personal friends 

in the chosen country, namely Dr. M. Young, PhD, and Dr. B. 

Plant, PhD, both of whom agreed to act on her behalf in the 

present study. Both have research experience and agreed to 

ensure, as far as possible, that the research would be 

conducted as designed thus lessening the chance of design 

problems. 

Materials 

The fictitious information concerning a student was 

incorporated into a questionnaire (see Appendix A). While 

the questionnaire format was chosen based on research, it 

was simplified. The reason for this simplification was to 

keep the language and information furnished simple in order 

to keep the task short and easy, and in the hope of not 

placing undue stress on the pertinent questions, thus 

lessening the possibility of biasing the responses. 

Dependent Variable 

The dependent variable in this investigation is the 

teachers' responses to the referral to special education 

placement question regarding the fictitious student (see 

appendix A), as measured by the response to question #9: 
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Given that special education classes were available, would 

you refer for such a service? 

If YES, what would be your reason for the placement? 

The research question is the role, if any, of student 

gender and ethnicity in the special education referral 

process. 

Hvpothesis 

As there is no literature to suggest otherwise, the 

hypothesis is that there will be no gender or race 

difference in the number of children identified as 

potentially benefiting from special education. 

Procedure 

Four groups were to be randomly constituted from the 

subject pool. The British Council in Botswana had agreed to 

randomly select 120 teachers from a list of elementary 

teachers. The selection would be stratified based upon 

gender and area. Of the four emerging groups, Group 1 were 

to receive information depicting a Negro Male, Group 2 were 

to receive information depicting a Negro Female, Group 3 

were to receive information depicting a Caucasian Male, and 

Group 4 were to receive information depicting a Caucasian 

Female. Each of the four cells would contain information on 

3 0 individuals. All given information was identical, except 

for the race of the child. 
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STUDENT ETHNICITY 

Caucasian Negro 

STUDENT Female n=3 0 n=3 0 

GENDER Male n=30 n=30 

All teachers were to respond to all the questions. 

Their only instructions were to be that they had been 

randomly chosen to be involved in a research project, and 

that they were to answer the questions as honestly as 

possible. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESULTS 

A t test comparing the reactions of male and female 

teachers was to have been conducted, and a 2 (student's 

ethnicity) X 2 (student's gender) analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) was to have been performed, as well as a chi-square 

test. This, however, was not to be. Due to limitations 

enforced by the low number of questionnaire returns, a 

descriptive analysis of pertinent information from the 

questionnaire was conducted (see the Discussion section for 

possible reasons as to the low response rate). 

Due to the fact that the distribution of questionnaires 

was restricted to the private schools, only teachers in the 

capital city of Gaberone were included in the survey, thus 

there was no rural representation. Of the 34 teachers who 

responded, 34 (100%) were female. Although intriguing, 

the fact that only females returned the forms rendered 

another planned comparison (that of male v female responses 

to the referral question) impossible. 

Of the teachers who responded, the mean number of 

years' teaching experience was 14.94 (Standard Deviation 

5.76) with the range of 1 year to 3 5 years. Only 4 of the 

34 responding (12%) had less than 10 years of teaching 

experience. This may be due to the schools' policies of 
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employing experienced teachers, or due to younger teachers 

being unprepared to participate in the study. 

With respect to the breakdown of ethnicities 

represented in the schools, 11 of the 34 participating 

teachers (33%) refused to answer the question, stating that 

it was a prejudiced one. The mean ethnic representation in 

the 2 3 replies was: 

Negroes 41% 

Caucasians 38% 

Other 21% 

Special education classes are presently available in 

the schools represented by 2 3 of the 34 returned 

questionnaires. This represents 67% of the responses. 

Another 6 (17%) indicated that remedial lessons were 

available in their schools. 

The data indicates that intelligence tests are used in 

the schools of 18 (54%) of the respondents. In every case, 

the test used was the South African Group Intelligence Test. 

As only teachers from Botswana's private schools were 

permitted to respond, all the data was furnished from urban 

schools, specifically schools in the capital of Gaberone. 

It is unclear as to how many different schools are 

represented (the question was omitted due to the fact that 

there were to be a random sampling of teachers from all 
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elementary schools) but the researcher would guess the 

number to be 3 or 4. 

Maybe the most interesting information to emerge from 

this study are the results from the referral question (see 

Table 1). Although the numbers are too small to conduct a 

valid analysis (and the results are not representative of 

the public schools in which the researcher was interested), 

the differences in numbers and percentages are quite 

stri)cing. 

Of the 4 responses regarding Negro males, 100% were 

referred; 

Of the 14 responses regarding Caucasian males, 50% were 

referred; and 

Of the 16 responses regarding Caucasian females, 69% were 

referred. 

While no comment can be made regarding ethnicity on the 

basis of only four responses for Negro students, the 

question arises as to why only 4 of the 34 (12%) completed 

forms were those portraying a Negro student and also why no 

forms portraying a Negro female were returned. The lack of 

information arising in this study poses some interesting 

questions for future research. 



Table 1 

Answers to 

the Referral Question 

Refer 

A B A+B 

Don't Refer 

Caucasian 10 6 

Male 

n=14 

Caucasian 0 1 10 

Female 

n=l6 

Negro Male 0 0 4 n=4 

Negro 

Female 

n=0 

where A = refer on basis of academics 

B = refer on basis of behavior 

A+B = refer on basis of academics AND behavior 
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Most surprising is the result that a higher percentage 

of Caucasian females were suggested for referral as compared 

to their male counterparts (see Table 2). This is in direct 

contrast to results from previous studies conducted in the 

U.S.A. (e.g. Lietz & Gregory, 1978) which have tended to 

suggest more males than females are referred for special 

education. 
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Table 2 

Percentage of Referral 

Caucasian Female 

Caucasian Male 

Negro Female 

Negro Male 

Responses 

n. % 

16 53.3 

14 46.7 

0 

4 13 . 3 

Refer 

n. % 

11 69 

7 50 

4 100 

Don't Refer 

n. % 

5 31 

7 50 
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CHAPTER 4 

DISCUSSION 

While a descriptive analysis was not the primary reason 

for the study, such analysis was planned in the hope that 

some interesting information may arise from such an 

analysis. Prior to reporting the results of the descriptive 

analysis, the author has deemed it appropriate to explain 

the reasons for the lack of the planned quantitative 

information. 

Firstly, despite the initial approval by the pertinent 

authorities for this research to be conducted, the people in 

power subsequently denied access to the public schools. The 

reason given for the denial that this was the second 

questionnaire to be presented in the space of the same 

number of weeks. It was also later stated that there was 

some concern over the possibility of negative information 

regarding Botswana's schools proving forthcoming. Access 

was therefore only granted to the private schools in the 

capital city of Gaberone, which changed the focus of the 

research somewhat but, all being equal, would allow some 

quantitative analysis to be conducted. 

Secondly, teachers at the private schools objected to 

the prejudiced wording on the questionnaire (namely "Negro", 

the presently politically correct way of referring to 
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individuals of black ethnicity), and many refused to 

participate in the research due to this. Consequently, only 

34 of the initial 120 forms were returned, making any 

quantitative analysis invalid due to the shortage and lack 

of representativeness of those forms returned. This 

methodological problem could have been avoided had the 

questionnaire been piloted prior to its use. The researcher 

had asked some of her American teacher friends to provide 

feedback on the questionnaire and this proves the importance 

of piloting an instrument in the country in which it is to 

be used. The two research assistants had also provided 

feedback on the questionnaire, and the danger of the term 

"Negro" being seen as potentially prejudiced had also 

escaped their notice. It is likely that there would have 

been a higher response rate had the terms "Caucasian" and 

"Negro" been substituted by those of "White" and "Black". 

However, while the focus of the research was forcibly 

changed to that of a descriptive study, some interesting 

information emerged. The author cautions the reader as to 

the lack of validity or generalization of these results due 

to the lack of randomization in the selection of subjects. 

The fact that 100% of the respondents were female is 

surprising, and it would be interesting in the future to 

research the reason - are most of Botswana's private 
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elementary teachers female, or are they the only ones who 

chose to respond? If the latter is true, why? 

The question of teachers' ethnicity could have been 

included into the questionnaire. As the purpose of this 

study was to have been to collect data from teachers of 

African ethnicity, it was decided not to incorporate that 

particular question. Due to the change in subject pool, 

over which the researcher had no control, a question 

concerning teachers' ethnicity would have yielded added 

information. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Despite the lack of any conclusive results in this 

study, those results attained may be sufficient to whet 

researchers' appetites as to the value of future research in 

this area as some interesting information emerged, and the 

reproduction and generalizability of this information may 

prove of interest. However, researchers need to be aware of 

people's sensitivity toward subjects and labels which may be 

considered prejudiced, and to beware of the potential effect 

this may have on the data. 

Should a similar study be conducted, the main 

researcher may consider travelling to the country in 

question not only for rapport purposes, but also as the 

experimental design is apt to be tighter when an interested 

party is directly involved. The author of this paper has 

realized that, even if quantitative analysis of her results 

were possible, there are concerns in the design which bring 

up questions of internal and external validity. Some of 

these problems could have been overcome with on-site 

supervision. Involving the authorities concerned would have 

a positive effect on rapport and should be considered, 

assuming no detrimental effect of this involvement on the 

research design. 
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In conclusion, despite the failure of this study to 

provide quantitative data and valid results, it has 

succeeded in providing interesting qualitative data and 

could, with few changes in design, be replicated in the 

future to provide stronger and more generalizable results. 

Thus, the author suggests this research yields data 

suggesting that research on the role played by gender and 

ethnicity in special education referrals is necessary from 

the African perspective. 
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APPENDIX A 
Sample Questionnaire 

Dear Teacher, 
I am a postgraduate student of Educational Psychology at the 
University of Arizona, USA, and am currently gathering 
information regarding teacher judgements about student 
performance based on case study information. To this end, I 
would be grateful if you would take ten minutes of your time 
to read and to answer this questionnaire. The information 
gathered will be used for research purposes only and, as 
your name is not asked, your identity will be unknown. 
Thank you for your time and effort in this matter. 

Please read the following information and, where applicable, 
circle the correct answer as it applies to you. Where a 
space has been left, please fill in the answer to the best 
of your knowledge. 
N.B. A Special Education Class is one for those students who 
need a special learning environment for medical, teaching, 
and/or academic (curriculum) purposes. A student is placed 
here when the traditional classroom is inadequate to cope 
with his or her special needs, and once placed, will often 
stay in such a class for the rest of his or her education. 

1. What is your gender? 
Male Female 

2. For how many years have you been a teacher? years 

3. What is the ethnic mix in your school? 

% Negro % Caucasian % Other 

4. Do you have Special Education classes in your school? 

Yes No 

5. Are Intelligence Tests used at your school? 

Yes No 

If YES, which one(s) is (are) used? 

6. In what type of area is your school? 

Urban Rural 



31 

7. How many students are in your class? students 

8. What is the age range of your class? to years. 

Based on the following information, please respond to 
questions 9-12. 

John is a nine-year-old Negro boy. He scored 80 on the 
WISC-R Intelligence Test (100,15). He reads at the level of 
an eight-year-old, and his performance in all his schoolwork 
lags his chronological age by 11 months. He is sometimes 
disruptive, and often does not complete his homework 
assignments. 

9. Given that Special Education classes were available, 
would you refer John for such a service? 

Yes No 

If YES, what would be your reason for the placement? 

His His behavior His behavior 
academic AND 
performance his performance 

10. Do you have such a student as John in your class at 
present? 

Yes No 

11. Do you think that such students are best taught in a 
normal classroom? 

Yes No 

12. Do you have remedial classes at your school? 

Yes No 

Once again, I thank you for your time. Your effort has 
been extremely useful to me and I appreciate your 
cooperation. 
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