
Whose Deficit Is It? (continued) 

Far too often, we make these beliefs in children’s deficits official. 

The disproportionate placement of some minority groups in special education continues to be a central 
problem in the field. As noted in a report by the National Research Council (2002), the categories with the 
highest incidence of disproportionate minority-group placement are also those categories whose criteria 
are based on clinical judgment: Educable Mental Retardation, Emotional/Behavioral Disorders, and 
Learning Disability. The categories whose criteria are based on biologically verifiable conditions—such as 
deafness or visual impairment—do not show disproportionality by ethnicity. 

Across the United States, African American students are represented in the category of Educable Mental 
Retardation at twice the rate of their white peers; in the category of Emotional/Behavioral Disorders, they 
are represented at one and one-half times the rate of their white peers. In some states, Native American 
and Hispanic students are overrepresented in the Learning Disability category (National Research 
Council, 2002). 
From Discarding the Deficit Model in Educational Leadership, February 2007 (Seriously, nearly 10 years 
ago?!? We’re not farther along than this?) 
 
Slightly more recent, from Paul Gorski at George Mason University: 
Briefly, deficit ideology is a worldview that explains and justifies outcome inequalities— standardized test 
scores or levels of educational attainment, for example—by pointing to supposed deficiencies within 
disenfranchised individuals and communities (Brandon, 2003; Valencia, 1997a; Weiner, 2003; Yosso, 
2005). Simultaneously, and of equal importance, deficit ideology discounts sociopolitical context, such as 
the systemic conditions (racism, economic injustice, and so on) that grant some people greater social, 
political, and economic access, such as that to high-quality schooling, than others (Brandon, 2003; 
Dudley-Marling, 2007; Gorski, 2008a; Hamovitch, 1996). The function of deficit ideology, as I will describe 
in greater detail later, is to justify existing social conditions by identifying the problem of inequality 
as located within, rather than as pressing upon, disenfranchised communities so that efforts to 
redress inequalities focus on “fixing” disenfranchised people rather than the conditions which 
disenfranchise them (Weiner, 2003; Yosso, 2005). [emphasis mine] 
 
I don’t believe I can fix the world. I don’t believe I can fix my community. I’m not even sure I know what 
fixing would look like. 

I do know I can walk into my school each and every day with the complete and firm belief that my students 
can do anything and everything they want to do. I can make sure they know that too. I can give my heart 
and soul to helping them do that. And that’s worth doing. 

Jennifer Orr is a Kindergarten Teacher in Fairfax County and a member of VASCD's Board of Directors. 
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