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Empirical Research

Over the past decade, the number of children on the autism 
spectrum receiving special education services in public 
schools in the United States has increased to 828,000, 
which comprises 12% of all students with disabilities 
(Irwin et al., 2022). Federal law requires public schools to 
provide special education services to students with dis-
abilities, including autism. Examples of services listed in 
an Individualized Educational Program (IEP) include 
speech and language therapy, occupational therapy, or 
behavioral intervention services. Additionally, federal law 
requires students with disabilities to receive services in the 
“least restrictive environment” (LRE), where they are edu-
cated with students without a disability as much as possi-
ble, and the removal from the regular education environment 
to special settings only happens when education cannot be 
achieved in the usual classroom.

Disproportionality in special education identification 
and service access is a key area of concern. Significant dis-
proportionality is defined as a Local Educational Agency 
(LEA; e.g., school district, charter school, county office of 
education) having an identified racial and ethnic over-rep-
resentation in any disability category or special education 
placement (i.e., LRE) over three consecutive years (US 
Department of Education, 2004). The threshold of risk ratio 
for “significant disproportionality” is determined by each 

state, ranging from 2.0 to 4.0 (ideadata.org). It is 3.0 or 
more in California, which is also used by other states (e.g., 
Arizona), meaning a group is three times as likely, for 
example, to be identified with autism compared to other 
groups. Education agencies are required to track identifica-
tion and services for students from different backgrounds, 
and currently, significant disproportionality uses race and 
ethnicity as the sole demographic indicator. Education 
agencies must use federal funds to address the issue when 
significant disproportionality is found, making this also an 
economic concern (Center for IDEA Fiscal Reporting & 
IDEA Data Center, 2015). Understanding how race and eth-
nicity affect autism identification, special education 

1321461 SEDXXX10.1177/00224669251321461The Journal of Special EducationYu et al.
research-article2025

1University of California, Davis, USA
2California Autism Professional Training and Information Network 
(CAPTAIN), CA, USA
3San Diego State University, CA, USA
4Child and Adolescent Services Research Center, San Diego, CA, USA
5Disability Advocacy Services, Wheatland, CA, USA
6California State University at Sacramento, USA

Corresponding Author:
Yue Yu, Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences, University of 
California, Davis MIND Institute, 2825 50th St, Sacramento, CA 95817, 
USA. 
E-mail: eeyu@ucdavis.edu

Examining a Decade of Changes in Autism 
Identification and Inclusion by Race and 
Ethnicity in California Education System

Yue Yu, PhD1 , Patricia Schetter, MA2,  
Melina Melgarejo, PhD3,4, Jessica Suhrheinrich, PhD2,3,4,  
Jamie Holmes, MA5, Jean Gonsier-Gerdin, PhD6,  
and Aubyn C. Stahmer, PhD1

Abstract
Disparities exist in autism identification and service access in public schools. Over- or under-identification of autism may 
limit access to appropriate services. This study examined racial and ethnic differences in autism identification, general 
education inclusion, and service access in the California education system and examined trends in autism identification by 
race and ethnicity in special education from 2008 to 2018. Hispanic/Latino and Pacific Islander students were less likely 
to be identified with autism than other groups. Black autistic students were less likely to be included in general education 
settings. A narrowing gap in autism identification over the past decade between White and Hispanic/Latino students 
suggests some improvement in equitable identification practices, although continued disparities exist.

Keywords
autism identification, service access, special education, disparity

https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://journalofspecialeducation.sagepub.com
mailto:eeyu@ucdavis.edu
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F00224669251321461&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-03-20


2 The Journal of Special Education 00(0)

services, and placement can inform policy and help identify 
procedures that ensure greater accuracy and equity in ser-
vice access.

Disproportionality in Autism Identification and 
Eligibility

Disparities in autism identification are found both in medical 
diagnosis and in educational eligibility (e.g., Baio, 2014, 
2018; Cooc, 2018; Kim et al., 2021; Maenner, 2020; 
Sullivan, 2013; Young et al., 2024). Historically, White chil-
dren have been more likely to be identified with autism than 
other racial and ethnic groups. In the past decade, racial and 
ethnic differences in autism identification have started to 
narrow (Maenner, 2020; Maenner et al., 2021, 2023). Based 
on data collected by the Autism and Developmental 
Disabilities Monitoring (ADDM) network in 2020, for the 
first time, the prevalence of autism in 8-year-old children 
was higher in Black, Hispanic/Latino, and Asian or Pacific 
Islander children than in White children. Nevertheless, the 
percentage of Black autistic children who were also diag-
nosed with intellectual disability (ID) remained higher than 
the rates in other racial and ethnic groups (Maenner et al., 
2023). This suggests improvement and a need for continued 
work to examine racial and ethnic differences in appropriate 
identification.

Racial and ethnic disparities are also found in educa-
tional eligibility. White students are more likely to be iden-
tified with autism than Black, Hispanic/Latino, and 
American Indian/Alaskan Native students in schools based 
on state and national data (Marks et al., 2014; Sullivan, 
2013). For example, Hispanic/Latino students were nearly 
40% less likely to be identified with autism than White stu-
dents (Sullivan, 2013). Recently, using state-level data, 
Kim et al. (2025) found that in North Carolina, non-His-
panic Black students were overrepresented in ID identifica-
tion and underrepresented in autism identification compared 
to their non-Hispanic White peers.

There are both similarities and differences in the autism 
prevalence and disproportionality patterns in California 
compared to the nation and other states. In 2022, 17% of 
students with disabilities in California were identified as 
having autism, which is higher than in other states (US 
Department of Education, 2024). Earlier studies examining 
autism prevalence and racial differences using educational 
identification nationally suggested that Black, Hispanic/
Latino, and White students were more likely to be identified 
with autism in California than in many other states (Travers 
& Krezmien, 2018; Travers et al., 2014); in the early 2000s, 
in California, Asian, Black, and White students were overi-
dentified, while Hispanic/Latino students were under-iden-
tified (Mark & Kurth, 2013; Morrier & Hess, 2012). 
Findings for American Indian/Alaskan Native students 

were mixed. Limited studies have examined autism identi-
fication in the California, special education system although 
it has the highest enrollment of public K–12 students in the 
country (State of California, Department of Finance 
California, 2023). In fact, only two studies were found 
examining disproportionality in autism identification, spe-
cifically in the California education system (Cooc, 2018; 
Luelmo et al., 2022), and the results support racial and eth-
nic disparities. During the 2019/2020 school year White 
students were significantly overrepresented in the autism 
category in seven LEAs, and Hispanic/Latino students with 
other disabilities were overidentified in special education 
more generally and under-represented in autism identifica-
tion (Luelmo et al., 2022). Cooc (2018) specifically exam-
ined Asian Americans in special education in California and 
found that Asian American students were underrepresented 
in special education overall and overrepresented in autism 
identification across most districts. The patterns of racial 
disproportionality in California are comparable with a 
national’s that the patterns changed in Black and Asian chil-
dren. Hispanic and Native Americans are consistently 
under-represented (Kim et al., 2025). Based on the limited 
data and the large proportion of autistic students in the state, 
educators supporting autistic students have a specific inter-
est in examining disproportionality in California.

Disproportionality in Placement and Access to 
Services

Disparities also occur in accessing services after a student is 
identified with autism.

Despite federal regulations mandating free and appropri-
ate education and receipt of inclusive services in public 
schools, decades of research highlight disproportionality 
issues in special education related to LRE access. For 
example, Black students with disabilities are underrepre-
sented in general education classrooms and overrepresented 
in more restrictive educational environments (Skiba et al., 
2006). Additionally, the National Center for Education 
Statistics (2020) reports that 55% of White students with 
disabilities spend more than 80% of the school day in a gen-
eral education classroom compared with only a third of 
Black students with disabilities. Hispanic and American 
Indian students with disabilities are also more likely to 
spend more time in a separate classroom compared with 
White students (Hussar et al., 2020).

Disparities in LRE also exist across disability categories. 
Compared with 13% of students with disabilities generally, 
33% of students with autism have low access to LRE (Irwin 
et al., 2022). On average, about a third of autistic students 
were placed in general education settings for 80% or more 
of the school day in the United States, which is similar to 
the rate in California in 2018 (34% vs. 57% for students 
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with disabilities; US Department of Education, 2019). The 
percentage varies by state with some states (e.g., Colorado, 
Connecticut, and Idaho) tending to be more inclusive com-
pared with others (e.g., New York, South Carolina, and 
Washington, D.C.; Kurth, 2015). Furthermore, close to half 
of the cases involved in LRE-related hearings (e.g., place-
ment decisions) in California were for students classified as 
having autism (Bolourian et al., 2020).

In addition to placement in special education, students 
also have access to specialized services. The primary ser-
vices received by autistic students in school are speech 
and occupational therapy, and behavioral interventions 
(McDonald et al., 2019; Wei et al., 2014). The examina-
tion of racial differences in educational services received 
by autistic students is limited. Sturm and colleagues 
(2021) found racial disparities in the number of special 
education services received across eligibility groups (i.e., 
autism, ID, speech and language disability) in a large 
school district with a large Hispanic student population. 
Specifically, White American, European American, or 
Middle Eastern American students received a higher num-
ber of services, and Hispanic students received fewer than 
other racial groups. Among the three eligibility groups, 
students with autism had the most significant racial 
differences.

Addressing Disproportionality

These disproportionality findings are problematic for a mul-
titude of reasons. On one hand, overrepresentation can result 
in a mismatch between students’ educational needs and the 
services they receive. Overrepresentation may also indicate 
a misinterpretation of behaviors, particularly for students 
from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds (e.g., Black stu-
dents are overrepresented in emotional disturbance and 
intellectual disability when compared with White counter-
parts; Cruz & Rodl, 2018), which can ultimately negatively 
impact their educational opportunities. Overrepresentation 
of students from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds can 
also lead to stigmatization of groups and may imply racial 
and ethnic bias in the eligibility process (Skiba et al., 2006). 
Additionally, the current significant disproportionality crite-
rion flags only over-identification, not under-identification 
(Luelmo et al., 2022). This means that any risk ratios below 
3.0 are not flagged or monitored, and students who are 
under-identified might be missed based on this criterion. 
Underrepresentation can systematically exclude historically 
underserved students from services that may help them 
achieve positive outcomes.

Disproportionality in special education is a complex 
issue that impacts systemically marginalized students and 
requires ongoing investigation. Given these issues, it is 
important to understand current disproportionality in 
California, both over- and under-representation and also 

how the disproportionality rates have changed over time to 
determine whether school efforts to increase equity have led 
to progress. The present study had three aims: (a) examine 
the racial and ethnic disproportionality in autism identifica-
tion in special education in California; (b) examine racial 
and ethnic differences in general education inclusion and 
services received by students with autism; and (c) examine 
a 10-year trend in autism identification by race and ethnic-
ity in special education from 2008 to 2018 school years 
(SY).

Method

Datasets and Variables

The current secondary data analyses were based on data 
obtained from a publicly available database (DataQuest) or 
provided by the California Department of Education in 
2020. To address the three aims of the study, various student 
counts by race and ethnicity, educational identification, and 
special education services were collected.

To examine the racial and ethnic differences in autism 
identification rates in California special education in the 
SY2018/2019 (Aim 1), raw data from DataQuest were 
extracted, including total number of students with an autism 
identification, the number of students identified as having 
autism in each racial and ethnic group, the total number of 
students overall and students enrolled in special education 
in that school year, and the number of students in each racial 
and ethnic group overall and students enrolled in special 
education, aged 0 to 22. To explore racial and ethnic differ-
ences in general education inclusion, and services received 
by students with autism (Aim 2), we used three indicators, 
Least Restrictive Environment (LRE), separate school 
placement (i.e., public or private specialized educational 
settings outside a student’s local school), and Individualized 
Educational Program (IEP) services (e.g., speech and lan-
guage therapy, occupational therapy). Data included the 
number of students in each racial and ethnic group under 
each indicator. LRE indicates the proportion of the day stu-
dents with disabilities are educated alongside their peers 
with no disabilities, and two levels were included in this 
study: inside a regular education classroom less than 40% 
of the day, or 80% or more of the day. An IEP is a written 
plan for students with disabilities identified under IDEA to 
document their specialized instruction and related services. 
We looked at six types of services (based on the categories 
indicated in the CDE dataset): behavioral intervention ser-
vices, individual counseling, language and speech therapy, 
mentoring, occupational therapy, and specialized academic 
instruction. To examine the 10-year trend in autism identifi-
cation by race (Aim 3), the student count data from the 
SY2008/2009, SY2013/2014, and SY2018/2019 were 
extracted.
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Data Analyses

The likelihood of being in a certain group was indicated by 
the risk ratio (RR). The RR describes the likelihood of a 
certain event happening in one group versus another (Cooc, 
2018; Sullivan, 2013). Specifically, in this study, RR is the 
likelihood of receiving an autism identification, for exam-
ple, in one racial or ethnic group versus the rest of the racial 
or ethnic groups in the state. It is computed by using the rate 
of autism identification in one student racial or ethnic group 
by the rate of autism identification in the rest of student 
racial or ethnic groups (e.g., rate in Black students divided 
by the rate of all the other racial or ethnic groups). A risk 
ratio of 1 indicates an equal likelihood of being identified 
with autism in the two groups. A value larger than 1 indi-
cates that the target racial or ethnic group is more likely to 
be identified with autism than the other groups (i.e., over-
representation). A value smaller than 1 indicates that the 
target racial group is less likely to be identified with autism 
than the rest of the racial groups (i.e., under-representation). 
A p-value and 95% confidence interval for each risk ratio 
were computed based on a normal approximation (Nicolas, 
2004); a significant p-value (<0.05) indicates a RR differ-
ent from 1. As mentioned above, the California Department 
of Education (CDE, n.d.) defines disproportionality as the 
“overrepresentation of a specific race or ethnicity identified 
in one or more of four areas: identification of a disability in 
general; identification of a specific race or ethnicity in a 
specific disability category; discipline; and placement.” In 
California, a risk ratio of 3.0 has been used as a criterion for 
significant disproportionality in special education. Due to 
limitations in the public dataset, confounding factors such 
as socioeconomic state and school district are not included 
in the analyses.

Results

The sample included students from California, aged 0 to 22. 
In SY2018/2019, total enrollment was more than six mil-
lion, 55% were Hispanic/Latino, 23% were White, 12% 
were Asian, 5% were Black, 1% were American Indian or 
Alaskan Native (AIAN), 0.5% were Native Hawaiian or 
Other Pacific Islanders (NHOPI), and 4% were multiracial. 
The multiracial group was included in the total enrollment 
count, but no specific risk ratio analyses were conducted for 

this group because of the high variability in students 
included in this group during the CDE data collection pro-
cess (e.g., those who declined to answer were lumped into 
this group as well).

Aim 1. Racial and Ethnic Differences 
in California Special Education 
Enrollment and Autism Identification

Based on the risk ratio analyses, AIAN (RR=1.33, 95% 
confidence interval [CI] = [1.30, 1.37]), Black (RR=1.46, 
95% CI = [1.45, 1.47]), and Hispanic/Latino (RR=1.09, 
95% CI = [1.09, 1.10]) had a higher likelihood of being 
enrolled in special education than everyone else. Asian stu-
dents (RR = 0.52, 95% CI = [0.51, 0.52]) and NHOPI 
(RR=0.77, 95% CI = [0.74, 0.80]) were less likely to be in 
special education than other students. See Table 1.

Asian, Black, and White students had an elevated likeli-
hood of meeting an educational eligibility for autism than 
others (p < .001). Compared with all other racial and ethnic 
groups, Hispanic/Latino (RR = 0.71, 95% CI = [0.71, 
0.72]) and NHOPI students (RR = 0.75, 95% CI = [0.69, 
0.83]) were less likely to qualify for special education with 
autism as the primary condition. See Table 1.

Aim 2. Racial and Ethnic Differences 
in General Education Inclusion and 
Services Received by Students With 
Autism

LRE and Separate School Placement

Black students were the least likely to be included in gen-
eral education settings (in general education 40% or less; 
RR = 1.60, 95% CI = [1.54, 1.66]); this risk ratio was the 
highest among all racial and ethnic groups. The risk ratio 
for AIAN students indicated a similar educational place-
ment (RR = 1.03, 95% CI = [0.89, 1.18]) as compared with 
autistic students from other racial categories. Both Hispanic/
Latino (RR = 0.61, 95% CI = [0.60, 0.62]) and NHOPI 
students (RR = 0.59, 95% CI= [0.48, 0.72]) were less likely 
to be included in the general education settings (i.e., spend 
more than 80% of the school day in a general education 
classroom), whereas White students were more likely to be 

Table 1. Group Differences in California Special Education Enrollment and Autism Identification.

18/19 SY AIAN Asian Black Hispanic/ Latino NHOPI White

Special Education Identification 1.33** 0.52** 1.46** 1.09** 0.77** 1.00
Autism Identification 0.94 1.24** 1.28** 0.71** 0.75** 1.17**

Note. AIAN = American Indian or Alaskan Native; NHOPI = Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islanders; SY = school year.
**p < .001.
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in this setting (RR = 1.55, 95% CI = [1.52, 1.59]). See 
Table 2. When the risk ratios for separate school placement 
were examined, the results indicated that Black students 
were more than twice as likely to be placed in a separate 
school compared with other students (RR=2.19, 95% CI = 
[2.03, 2.36]), the highest likelihood among all students.

Follow-up RR analyses examined potential differences 
in LRE and separate school placements by age groups (i.e., 
6-12, 13-19, and greater than 19 years of age). The results 
indicated that the likelihoods were similar across age 
groups. That is, Black students with autism were less likely 
than other racial and ethnic groups to be placed in general 
education classrooms and more likely to be in separate 
schools across all age groups than other racial and ethnic 
groups.

Individualized Educational Program 
Services

Group differences in services, as identified in the IEP, were 
examined for the sample of autistic students across six IEP 
services. Black students were more likely to have each of 
the six services included in their IEPs than others (p < 
.001). Asian students were more likely to have behavior ser-
vices (RR=1.13, 95% CI = [1.08, 1.18]), occupational ther-
apy (RR = 1.16, 95% CI = [1.13, 1.20]), language and 
speech therapy (RR= 1.32, 95% CI = [1.30, 1.35]), and 
specialized academic instruction (RR=1.18, 95% CI = 
[1.16, 1.20]) included in their IEPs than other groups, 
although less likely to have mentoring or individual coun-
seling (p < .001). Hispanic/Latino students were more 
likely to have mentoring (RR = 1.23, 95% CI = [1.16, 
1.30]) than other groups, while White students were more 
likely to have individual counseling (RR = 1.89, 95% CI = 
[1.81, 1.98]) in addition to all other services (p<.001) other 
than mentoring (RR = .71, 95% CI = [0.66, 0.76]). Overall, 

the under-representation in NHOPI students was evident in 
all six educational services compared with their peers, 
although mentoring was not significantly different than 
other groups (RR = 0.60, 95% CI = [0.35, 1.04]). 
Underrepresentation in Hispanic/Latino students was seen 
in five out of the six services examined. See Table 2.

Aim 3. Autism Identification in 
California From SY2008 to SY2018

To evaluate potential changes in autism identification over 
time, risk ratios were examined and compared across three 
school years (SY): 2008/2009, 2013/2014, and 2018/2019. 
In SY2008/2009, White students were twice as likely to be 
identified with autism (RR = 2.0, 95% CI = [1.96, 2.03]), 
while Hispanic/Latino were less likely to be identified (RR 
= 0.50, 95% CI = [0.49, 0.50]) than other students. The RR 
in autism identification was 1.48 versus 0.59 in White and 
Hispanic/Latino students in SY2013/2014, and 1.17 vs. 
0.71 in SY2018/2019. The RRs in all groups, except in 
White students, have increased over the years (Black stu-
dents from RR = 1.13 in SY2008/2009 to RR = 1.28 in 
SY2018/2019; NHOPI students from RR = 0.68 to RR = 
0.75; AIAN students from RR = 0.74 to RR = 0.94; Asian 
students from RR = 1.00 to RR = 1.24). See Table 3 and 
Figure 1.

Table 2. Group Differences in LRE and Separate School, and IEP Services.

Placement & services AIAN Asian Black Hispanic/ Latino NHOPI White

LRE
Less than 40% 1.03 1.30** 1.60** 0.85** 0.93 0.85**

80 % or more 0.94 1.16** 1.00 0.61** 0.59** 1.55**

Separate School 1.03 1.10* 2.19** 0.53** 1.01 1.46**

Services
Behavioral Intervention Services 0.60** 1.13** 1.70** 0.70** 0.58** 1.17**

Individual Counseling 1.23 0.59** 1.21** 0.64** 0.59* 1.89**

Language and Speech Therapy 0.93 1.32** 1.25** 0.73** 0.75** 1.08**

Mentoring 0.92 0.76** 2.11** 1.23** 0.60 0.71**

Occupational Therapy 0.81* 1.16** 1.27** 0.60** 0.76* 1.42**

Specialized Academic Instruction 1.00 1.18** 1.32** 0.76** 0.75** 1.10**

Note. AIAN = American Indian or Alaskan Native; NHOPI = Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islanders; LRE: Least Restrictive Environment.
*p ≤ 0.01. **p < .001.

Table 3. Autism Identification in California From 2008 to 2018.

SY AIAN Asian Black Hispanic/ Latino NHOPI White

08/09 0.74** 1.00 1.13** 0.50** 0.68** 2.00**

13/14 0.79** 1.28** 1.23** 0.59** 0.71** 1.48**

18/19 0.94 1.24** 1.28** 0.71** 0.75** 1.17**

Note. AIAN = American Indian or Alaskan Native; NHOPI = Native 
Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islanders; SY = school year.
**p<.001.
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Discussion

The education system is the primary provider of interven-
tion services for autistic students. Mis- or under-identifica-
tion of autism may lead to a lack of access to needed services 
and necessary accommodations to access the general educa-
tion curriculum, which can in turn affect student outcomes. 
The present study investigated racial and ethnic disparities 
in autism identification and service provision within the 
California special education system. The findings shed light 
on the complex issue of disproportionality, indicating 
changes over time and areas for targeted improvement.

The findings are in line with previous research identify-
ing disparities in autism identification and services for dif-
ferent racial and ethnic groups (e.g., Morgan et al., 2017). 
Our findings reaffirm that White students are more likely to 
be identified with autism than other students, and Hispanic/
Latino students are less likely. Data from the current study 
indicates some improvement has been made over the last 
decade, but Hispanic/Latino students remain underrepre-
sented in California school services despite the reduced 
group differences in the most recent national autism preva-
lence report (Maenner et al., 2023). A clinical diagnosis of 
autism or health evaluations for autism have been shown to 
impact special education eligibility decisions (Esler et al., 
2023; Pettygrove et al., 2013; Young et al., 2024). With the 
narrowed gap in surveillance tracking in recent years, group 
differences in educational diagnosis may also decrease in 
the coming years. However, other factors discussed below 
also impact disparities in school-based autism identifica-
tion. Future studies are needed to reduce disparities in the 

identification of Hispanic students in California schools 
given the high Hispanic population in California.

The decrease in overrepresentation in White students has 
been reported in other studies (Maenner et al., 2023). 
Multiple factors may have contributed to the improvement, 
including years of research, major reviews by the National 
Research Council in 2002, and changes in legislation and 
related regulations, which helped shape the requirement for 
data collection and monitoring (Albrecht et al., 2012). For 
example, Individual with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 
of 1997 introduced the concept of significant disproportion-
ality and started the requirement of monitoring significant 
disproportionality in states. IDEA of 2004 made monitoring 
a priority, and interventions became mandatory when sig-
nificant disproportionality was found in LEAs (i.e., reserv-
ing 15% of total preschool and school-age IDEA funds for 
CEIS; IDEA, 2004). Additionally, cultural responsivity 
training has been associated with changes in self-reflection, 
practice, attitude, and perceptions of students from diverse 
backgrounds (Devereaux et al., 2010; Hoover et al., 2018). 
Therefore, increased awareness and training for teachers and 
other service providers may also have contributed to the 
improvement. Nevertheless, continued work is needed as 
Hispanic/Latino and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific 
Islanders remain underrepresented.

At a state level, this study did not find risk ratios of 3.0 
or more for any specific racial and ethnic group, which is 
the state’s definition of significant disproportionality. This 
suggests improvement at the state level from prior time-
points. Nevertheless, it is important to note that the dispar-
ity threshold of 3.0 in California is quite high. Significant 

Figure 1. Autism Identification in California from 2008 to 2018.
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disproportionality may still exist even though the threshold 
for reporting special education compliance has not been 
met. Although we did not identify disproportionality at the 
state level, Luelmo and colleagues (2022) reported signifi-
cant disproportionality in SY2018/2019 in White students 
with autism in 7 districts, all of which were in rural com-
munities. One district had a large discrepancy in risk ratios 
between White and Hispanic/Latino students (5.49 vs. 0.22; 
Luelmo et al., 2022). Exploring disproportionality at local 
levels helps uncover root causes leading to differences in 
identification and access to services and leads to targeted 
interventions to increase equity. This also provides an 
opportunity to explore strategies that have decreased dis-
proportionality in successful districts, whereas examining 
at the state level provides an overall picture of general 
trends in change and provides value for overall progress. 
For example, in California, districts needing improvement 
are asked to evaluate the area in need of improvement fur-
ther and develop a plan submitted to the California 
Department of Education. Compliance and improvement 
monitoring continue until the data indicates that the LEA is 
no longer out of compliance with the identified indicator. 
Future research on strategy usage for LEAs that move out 
of “significant disproportionality” is warranted.

In terms of educational placement, we found that Black 
students were disproportionately more likely to be in sepa-
rate settings. This is consistent with the literature suggest-
ing Black autistic students have received disparate services. 
As compared with their White peers, Black and Native 
American students have higher rates of placement in more 
restrictive (self-contained) educational settings and identifi-
cation as having emotional and behavioral disorders or 
intellectual disability (Coutinho & Oswald, 2000; Snyder & 
Dillow, 2015). Recent studies also found that Black stu-
dents with disabilities are less likely to spend time in gen-
eral education settings than White students, regardless of 
income status (Cooc, 2022; Grindal et al., 2019) and dis-
ability type (Cooc, 2022). These disparities are striking and 
suggest ongoing bias and inequity in access to educational 
opportunities for Black students with disabilities. Inclusion 
in general education classrooms is the legal right of students 
with disabilities (IDEA, 2004), however, students from 
minoritized backgrounds, and specifically Black students, 
continue to be disproportionately segregated from their 
non-disabled peers. This is certainly an issue of racial, dis-
ability, and educational justice that commands additional 
research and policy work. Inclusive practices also benefit 
all students, including those with and without disabilities 
(Nilholm, 2021; Odom et al., 2011).

Research on racial disparity in special education services 
is scarce. We found in this study that while there have been 
improvements in autism identification over time, there are 
still challenges in service access. Native Hawaiian or Other 
Pacific Islander students were less likely to have all services 

that we reviewed listed in their IEP compared with their 
peers. Hispanic/Latino students were less likely to receive 
five out of the six services examined. Although services 
listed in an IEP are usually based on student needs and their 
goals, we would expect that all races and ethnicities will be 
equally impacted by these factors. Nevertheless, these two 
groups of students were consistently under-represented in a 
large proportion of the services, three of which were top 
services received by autistic students (Wei et al., 2014). The 
disproportionality in educational services identified in IEPs 
has also been reported in other studies. In general, non-
White students with autism receive fewer special education 
services compared with their White peers (Sturm et al., 
2021), and Hispanic/Latino students receive the fewest spe-
cial education services (Sturm et al., 2021). Hispanic/Latino 
students with autism receive lower rates of school-based 
physical therapy (Bilaver & Havlicek, 2019), occupational 
therapy (Bilaver & Havlicek, 2019; Irwin et al., 2022), and 
speech and language therapy (Irwin et al., 2022) than White 
peers. Our study is the first to suggest education service dis-
parity in Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 
(NHOPI) students with autism and further adds to the scarce 
literature on service disparities in the education system. The 
population size of this group was small compared with 
other groups, which may have impacted the RR analysis; 
however, it is possible that there are true group differences 
between the NHOPI and other racial groups. Future studies 
are needed to replicate and to understand the reasons behind 
the group differences in special education service receipt.

Group differences in identification, placement, ands ser-
vices might be driven by multiple factors. For example, 
Young et al. (2024) found that behavioral characteristics, 
level of impairment, presence of a clinical autism diagnosis, 
and a diagnosis of intellectual disability contributed to dis-
proportionality in autism identification. Children without 
clinical autism or intellectual disability diagnosis or with 
other co-occurring clinical diagnoses were less likely to 
receive an educational autism diagnosis. However, these 
children were also more likely to have a less comprehensive 
evaluation which may be a result of systemic disparities. 
Furthermore, traditionally marginalized children were less 
likely to have any mention of autism concern in their records 
compared with their White peers (Young et al., 2024). Other 
systemic, child, and caregiver factors also contribute to the 
differences, including community poverty (Burton et al., 
2017; Cruz & Rodl, 2018), living in rural settings (Kim 
et al., 2021), gaps in curriculum and instruction implemen-
tation, inconsistent pre-referral processes, educators’ lim-
ited beliefs in student ability (Fergus, 2010), potential 
implicit biases, lack of cultural consideration (Golson et al., 
2022), barriers in navigating the special education system 
for families with autistic children (Luelmo et al., 2022), 
academic achievement (Farkas et al., 2020), and caregivers’ 
challenges in advocating for inclusive placement (Howard 
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et al., 2021). For example, Luelmo et al. (2022) found a 
discrepancy in navigating the special education system in 
Spanish- and English-speaking caregivers, in which the for-
mer were less likely to identify initial signs of any disability 
and more likely to rely on teachers to identify a disability. 
English learner status may impact timely diagnosis or eligi-
bility determination (Hibel & Jasper, 2012). Schools may 
take a wait-and-see approach and hope to differentiate lan-
guage barrier issues versus disability as students’ English 
improves, which may delay the determination of eligibility 
for special education and, in turn, needed services. 
Caregivers who are more educated, have higher income, or 
have more social connections may be more likely to advo-
cate for their child 1; Magaña et al., 2013; Sturm et al., 
2021); however, the burden should not fall completely on 
caregivers.

Additional support should be provided to help caregivers 
navigate and advocate for their child.

Limitations

As with many other studies examining potential racial and 
ethnic group differences, this study has several limitations. 
The results reported in this study were primarily 
descriptive.

Although it is typical for studies in this area, we were not 
able to conduct detailed, fine-grained analyses (e.g., statisti-
cally compare risk ratios across years or assess potential 
confounding variables) given the limited public access to 
district, school, and student-level data. Therefore, we can-
not make definitive statements regarding disproportionality 
by race and ethnicity.

Additionally, the identification and services labels may 
not be defined, interpreted, or assessed in the same way 
across districts, schools, or states. This limits the generaliz-
ability of the findings; however, California has a large 
diversity of districts and schools. Additionally, RR analyses 
tend to be less stable with small sample sizes (Cooc, 2018), 
and some racial and ethnic groups have larger sample sizes 
than others. This may limit the accurate interpretation of our 
findings. The data analyzed in this study relied on popula-
tion data reported by the Department of Education for state 
and federal reporting purposes. As a result, we have no con-
trol over data collection and are limited to exploring more 
depth and specific analyses and cannot verify data 
accuracy.

Implications and Future Directions

Correct educational identification matters because of its 
implication for quality individualized educational pro-
gram (IEP) development to identify appropriate services 
and goals. For autistic students, implementing a quality 
IEP that includes measurable goals strongly predicts 

student functional outcomes (Ruble & McGrew, 2013). 
The disparities in service provision have significant impli-
cations for educational equity and the well-being of autis-
tic students. Addressing these issues requires a multifaceted 
approach at both the policy and the practice levels. 
Importantly, findings of persistent disparities may shed 
light on possible root causes of disproportionality that 
need to be addressed at the system level, especially in 
Hispanic/Latino students. Future studies are needed to 
examine factors impacting the group differences (e.g., 
understanding cultural norms, diagnostic evaluation tools, 
implicit biases, lack of multitiered systems of support, and 
lack of adequate English Learner support and instruction; 
Luelmo et al., 2022; Tek & Landa, 2012) and explore how 
multiple intersectional identities, such as race, ethnicity, 
gender, and socioeconomic status, intersect to influence 
disparities in autism identification and services. State edu-
cation agencies should continue monitoring dispropor-
tionality using RR analyses and other relevant metrics 
(e.g., suspension rates, family and teacher interviews, and 
record reviews). Timely and accurate data collection is 
essential for identifying and addressing disparities so they 
can be adequately addressed and to determine whether ini-
tiatives to reduce disparities work. Future studies should 
investigate how local factors, such as community demo-
graphics, school resources, and geographic location, con-
tribute to disparities in autism identification and service 
provision. Although increased awareness and training for 
teachers and other service providers may have contributed 
to the improvement in racial disparity, continued work is 
needed as Hispanic/Latino and Native Hawaiian or Other 
Pacific Islanders remain underrepresented (Devereaux 
et al., 2010; Hoover et al., 2018). State- and district-level 
administrators should take actions to diversify the work-
force (Kim et al., 2025). School personnel, including edu-
cators, administrators, and support staff, should receive 
ongoing training on culturally responsive practices, 
implicit bias, and disability awareness, and be rewarded 
for using culturally responsive approaches (Kim et al., 
2025; Young et al., 2024). This training can promote fair 
assessment and appropriate service provision for all stu-
dents (Truong et al., 2022), which is consistent with 
IDEA’s mandates of conducting fair, linguistic, and cultur-
ally sensitive evaluations.

Group differences in inclusion and service access sug-
gest monitoring and regular reviews are needed, especially 
in Black, Hispanic, and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific 
Islander students with autism to identify and mitigate poten-
tial biases that contribute to disparities.

Longitudinal tracking with valid measurement tools may 
help determine whether racial disparities improve over time 
(Burke et al., 2020; Cooc, 2022). This dataset did not allow 
us to account for variations in factors that may contribute to 
the racial and ethnic disparities at multiple levels (e.g., 
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individual, family, teacher, school, or district); it will be 
important to identify factors at the system level (e.g., school 
and district), such as limited access to a comprehensive 
medical evaluation, that leads to disparities.

IEP teams should use culturally responsive practices 
when developing and implementing individualized plans. 
This includes involving families in the decision-making 
process (Burke et al., 2020; Reyes et al., 2018) and tailoring 
interventions to students’ cultural and linguistic back-
grounds. Additional support should be provided to caregiv-
ers from marginalized backgrounds to increase their special 
education knowledge and empower them to navigate and 
advocate for their children (Burke et al., 2020).

Conclusion

The present study adds to the growing body of research 
highlighting disparities in autism identification and service 
provision in the special education system. While progress 
has been made in reducing some of these disparities, sig-
nificant challenges persist. Addressing these disparities 
requires a comprehensive effort that involves policy 
changes, practitioner training, and ongoing research to 
ensure that all students, regardless of their racial and ethnic 
background, have equal access to appropriate services and 
educational opportunities.

Author’s Note

We use person-first and identity-first terminology interchangeably 
to reflect the variety of preferences of autistic individuals, self-
advocates and caregivers.
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