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Joy Banks, PhD, interviewed by Rachel James, MSLIS

A FRICAN AMERICAN STUDENTS ARE MANY TIMES MORE LIKELY to be diagnosed with dis-
abilities than their peers. Why does this happen, and what should schools do differ-
ently? Joy Banks, an associate professor at George Mason University, speaks on the 

overrepresentation and disparities in treatment of African American students in special education. 
She also shares the steps that schools must take to create environments where all students can 
thrive. This All Things ADHD conversation was edited for clarity and length.

RACHEL JAMES: Are there any estimates 
on the number of students with 
disabilities in grades K-12 in the United 
States? What about the number of Black 
students with disabilities, especially 
those with ADHD?

JOY BANKS: African American students 
have been overrepresented in special education 
for over fifty years. Disparities and identifica-
tion are greatest for those students in the sub-
jective disabilities, sometimes called soft dis-
abilities, like specific learning disabilities, intel-
lectual disabilities, and emotional disabilities. 
These are the areas in which the teachers make 
the decisions very often about whether or not 
the student has a disability. African American 
students are twice as likely to be labeled as 
emotionally disturbed and are three times as 
likely to be identified with an intellectual dis-
ability when compared to their white peers. 

Consequently, even before examining data 
to determine the prevalence of students of col-
or with ADHD, it’s also important to acknowl-
edge that those prevalence rates vary widely 
across the United States and vary widely across 
age ranges. For example, New Mexico, New 
York, and California identify a prevalence of 
ADHD that is significantly lower than the na-
tional data of 8.7%, whereas a cluster of south-

eastern states, such as Georgia, Alabama, and 
Mississippi, comprise the most states with sig-
nificantly higher ADHD identification rates.

The variance in these prevalence rates across 
different states is an indication that the admin-
istration and scoring during the diagnostic 
period varies according to the context, varies 
according to the disposition of the individual 
that’s administering the test, and according to 
their skill level when interpreting the results. 
The number and percentage of rates of ADHD 
provides a starker realization about the quan-
tity of children in the United States that have 
ADHD. For example, the CDC estimates that 
6.1 million children, which is a rate of 9.4%, 
are diagnosed with ADHD.

The fewest children diagnosed with ADHD 
are between the ages of two and five, with those 
between the ages of six and eleven as having the 
next highest rates. We also know that males are 
more than twice as likely to be diagnosed with 
ADHD as compared to females. And rates of 
diagnosis in African American children are esti-
mated to be 65% to 75% the rates of diagnosis in 
white children of similar socioeconomic status 
and symptom severities. Researchers have sug-
gested that teachers or assessment bias could 
have greater impact on the more subjective dis-
abilities, thus leading to these racial disparities.

This podcast is supported by Cooperative Agreement Number NU38DD000002-01-00 from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC). The contents are solely the responsibility of the authors and do not necessarily represent the official views of the CDC. Listen to the 

full recording at https://podcasts.chadd.org/e/how-to-improve-the-educational-experience-of-african-american-students-with-adhd/.
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What are the experiences of Black students with 
ADHD and other disabilities? And how do they differ 
from their peers with disabilities at school?
If we take a look at the history of special education, we 
can see that the US educational system continues to 
struggle with how best to educate African American 
youth. The talents that African American students bring 
to the classroom are often overlooked, and their behav-
ioral styles, which some researchers have called verve, is 
often characterized as a behavior problem. As a result, 
African American students receive higher levels of disci-
plinary actions, are placed deeper into special education, 
and experience limited exposure to rigorous academic 
curriculum. We know that they experience harsher disci-
plinary actions than their European American peers. Af-
rican American students in general experience higher 
rates of suspension, restraints, and expulsion.

As an example, African American students account for 
about 16% of the total school age population, yet they ac-
count for 42% of students who experience out-of-school 
suspension. After being identified as having special needs, 
African American students are more likely to be taught in 
separate classrooms. While 55% of white students with 
disabilities spend more than 80% of their school day in a 
general education classroom, only a third of African 
American students spend that much time in the general 
curriculum classroom. This is important, because access 
to the general curriculum provides students with exposure 
to more academic rigor and opportunities for advanced 
coursework. It’s important to note that days away from 
school, due to expulsion, and limited access to academi-
cally rigorous coursework have long-term academic and 
economic consequences for African American students.

What are some of the biases held by educators and 
school personnel? How can these views be 
changed?

Some of the conversations around teacher bias begin with 
economic differences. But even when African American 
students are from the same economic level as other stu-
dents, economic status does not fully explain the dispro-
portionate placement of African American students in 
special education. We have to take a deeper dive into sys-
temic racism and teachers’ implicit bias about African 
American children, families, and communities, and ex-
plore how these teachers are perceiving difference and 
why is difference being perceived as a deficit. To address 
these biases, school districts will need to consult with out-
side agencies to identify the way the students’ culture and 
linguistic differences contribute to the identification pro-
cess. School districts will want to commit to hiring teach-

ers and school personnel from culturally and linguisti-
cally diverse backgrounds. There’s also a need for school 
districts to begin implementing equity audits.

Equity audits ensure that all students and families have 
access to the same resources and that there is the absence 
of opportunity hoarding. Opportunity hoarding is the 
idea that only a select few students will have 
opportunities—as an example, for honors classes or 
advanced placement classes. So school districts will want 
to implement equity audits, and these equity audits 
intentionally include parents, teachers, and community 
members in the process of data analysis. All of these 
stakeholders come together in order to analyze the data, 
propose solutions, and identify causes, if there are any 
disproportionate representation of students of color in 
special education in the school district. The importance 
of an equity audit is that it allows for and encourages 
shared decision-making among school personnel, as well 
as families and the larger community.

Building on that, how can schools help to create 
environments where students with disabilities 
thrive?

Schools will have to ensure that teachers, principals, and 
counselors adopt an anti-racist and an anti-ableist 
approach to education, and they have to be explicit about 
adopting those positions. For special educators who 
advocate for inclusivity and social justice, teaching is 
viewed as a political endeavor in which teachers and 
students continuously confront the problems of 
oppression and marginalization in the school system and 
in the general society. So teachers have to acknowledge 
how their own classroom, the school, and the general 
society may have ableist perspectives.

Ableism is a form of discrimination that favors able-
bodied people. To be anti-ableist requires that school 
personnel acknowledge the way deficit beliefs about 
people with disabilities influence educational decision-
making. Similar to ableism, racism is the discrimination 
against a person due to their race or ethnicity. So schools 
will need to create educational spaces that use universal 
design for learning, so that everyone’s learning needs and 
behavioral needs are taken into consideration. Schools will 
need to adopt culturally sustaining pedagogies and even 
an inclusive approach to education. These approaches 
increase the chances that students from differing abilities, 
racial backgrounds, languages, and perspectives feel a 
sense of belonging and ensures that their cultures are 
valued. They even provide educators with an approach to 
critique existing school processes while still working 
toward improvements in educational practices.
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What could an educator say to parents if they suspect a 
student has a learning disability and/or ADHD?
I’ll approach this question by describing the actual process that 
should be implemented, because the process is one of problem 
solving, as opposed to identifying a child with a disability.

The initial step is called Response to Intervention, a multi-
tiered system of intervention. RTI is an early intervention ap-
proach designed to provide students with the appropriate aca-
demic and behavioral supports, before they are referred for spe-
cial education. An RTI team is designed to determine which in-
terventions are best for the student. The intention is that the stu-
dent will receive early intervention while in the general education 
classroom, and the hope is that intervention will actually support 
that student to perform at the same level as their peers. If that 
intervention is not successful, then that is the point where a refer-
ral to special education might be made.

That RTI team is important because that team is a problem 
solving team. During the stage of problem solving, the team does 
not label the student as having a disability. Instead, the team ex-
plores possible academic or behavioral interventions. During this 
phase of exploration, the teacher has the opportunity to share 
their observations with other teachers. The teacher has the oppor-
tunity to share their observations with parents and express their 
concerns. However, the teacher does not make the determination 
that the student has a learning disability or ADHD.

Instead, teachers should invite parents to be a part of the prob-
lem-solving team. The parent can provide insight about the stu-
dent’s academic and behavioral performance in school and at home. 
The parent is also able to develop a better understanding of the 
teachers’ concerns and the teachers’ interpretations of the behavior 
or academic performance of the student. After the RTI problem-
solving team has explored multiple interventions, the student may 
be referred for special education assessment. The evaluation process 
and the evaluation team will make the decision about whether or 
not that student is eligible for services within special education. So 
again, that teacher can’t say that the student has a learning disability 

or ADHD or any of the other categories that are 
serviced through special education. Instead, that 
teacher can initiate an RTI problem-solving team 
that could include the parent.

So, from there, what are some specific 
school-based services Black students with 
disabilities need, that they often do not 
receive?

Within special education, there are multiple 
categories, so it is very difficult to pinpoint the 
exact services that a student might need, be-
cause those services will vary according to that 
individual student’s disability and the severity of 
their disability. Instead, what I would rely on is 

that these processes that we’ve already discussed, and that’s the 
processes that take place before diagnosis or labeling a child with 
a disability. Again, that’s the process of ensuring that an RTI team 
is implemented—and that’s also the process of ensuring that that 
RTI team consists of individuals who are diverse, who under-
stand the school culture as well as the culture of the community.

I use the term, “culture,” very loosely to mean the norms of the 
school, as well as the norms of the community, and of course, the 
language differences that might be found in both. If you pull to-
gether a knowledgeable and diverse intervention team, that will 
increase the likelihood that the students will receive a nonbiased 
evaluation. That will also increase the likelihood that that team 
will be able to make strong recommendations for the appropriate 
services for the student and make appropriate placement deci-
sions, so that that student is not placed deeper into special educa-
tion, but that the student does have access to the general curricu-
lum or the least restrictive environment to the extent possible as 
determined by the student’s disability. 

Joy Banks, PhD, an associate professor of special education, 
serves in the Division of Special Education and Disability 
Research and as the Anti-Racism and Inclusive Excellence 
faculty member in the College of Education and Human 
Development at George Mason University. She holds a PhD in 

special education from the University of Connecticut; a MEd in language, 
literacy, and learning disabilities from the University of Michigan; and a BS 
in hearing impaired education and world history from Eastern Michigan 
University. Dr. Banks is committed to exploring the intersection of race and 
disability and how societal norms contribute to the marginalization of 
adolescents and young adults identified with disabilities. For two decades, 
she has taught courses and provided international lectures on the topic of 
race, disability, and reading development. She is a member of CHADD's 
professional advisory board.

Rachel James, MSLIS, is the health sciences librarian at 
CHADD and manager of the Young Scientist Research 
Awards.
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