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SONOMA COUNTY SELPA
LEARNING DISABILITY DISCREPANCY GUIDELINES

This guidelines paper was completed by a team of Sonoma County school psychologists in order
to evaluate the process of special education eligibility used with students who qualify as having a
Specific Learning Disability. In particular, the team was formed to look into the procedural
activities school psychologists use to determine if a severe discrepancy exists between cognitive
ability and academic achievement.

The team interviewed other county and district psychologists, read case law related to the
qualification process, reviewed current and historical literature, and read the law as defined in
Title 5 regarding the determination of a specific learning disability.

At this time, it appears that a large majority of California educators are using a faulty and
inadequate method of determining a severe discrepancy. In two cases (Student Petitioner v. Los
Alamitos Unified School District, 1997, and Student Petitioner v. Manhattan Beach Unified School
District and the Southwest SELPA, 1997), it was indicated that school districts are using the
constant value of 22, 22.5 or 23 points as a mistaken method to determine severe discrepancy.

Interviews conducted within Sonoma County SELPA as well as with other counties, indicate that
many educational systems are continuing to use a 22 to 23 point value as the guide to determine
if a severe discrepancy exists. Common practice, though misguided, seems to observe the
following procedure:

A) Student is given a cognitive abilities measure
B) Student is given an academic achievement measure
@) If the difference between the two measures exceeds 1.5 standard

deviations (or 22.5 points), a severe discrepancy exists. If the
discrepancy is smaller than 1.5 SD, a severe discrepancy does not exist.

This methodology was not the intention of Title 5. The law stipulates that standard criterion
values and standard error of measurement are to be taken into consideration when making a
determination of eligibility under the category of Specific Learning Disability. Title 5 also
provides specific statistical procedures that were adopted by the California Department of
Education.

In the article “Updated Tables Needed to Determine a Severe Discrepancy Under California’s
Title 5 Regulations” by David P. Helm and Deanne E. Johnson of Temecula Valley Unified
School District, it is stated that “because the statistical procedures stipulated in Title 5 are
somewhat complex, and tables of standard criterion and severe discrepancy values have not been
readily available, it would appear that a simplified ‘understanding’ has evolved, which is, in fact,
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a misunderstanding of the law.” In addition, the literature has recommended alternative means of
calculating a “severe discrepancy” because the Title 5 methodology has been criticized as not
meeting the standards of reliability and validity needed for professional decision making. The
California Association of School Psychologists has supported the use of a regression discrepancy
method, which takes into account the statistical regression of extreme values toward the mean
(Braden, 1992). Advantages of using the regression discrepancy method have also been well
documented (Furlong and Feldman, 1992; Reynolds, 1985). In sum, the procedure stipulated in
Title 5 is not, at present, considered best practice.

Regardless of professional differences regarding the methods and value of the discrepancy model,
however, the mandates of Title 5 are clear in stipulating specific methods for establishing SLD
eligibility for special education programs. These methods include using a statistical procedure for
establishing severe discrepancy values between scores of intelligence and achievement tests,
based upon the standard deviation of the difference of students’ scores on the two tests, a
statistic which is directly related to the correlation between the two tests.

In order to determine if test results meet the criterion for a severe discrepancy, it is necessary to
determine the correlation between the cognitive and achievement assessment tools. The
correlation of a specific cognitive and a specific achievement test must be known in order to
calculate the standard criterion values.

Tables for determining Standard Criterion Values based on intercorrelations between ability and
achievement tests will be used to determine whether a severe discrepancy exists. It is important
to understand that by using the above mentioned tables, a severe discrepancy may exist with
difference scores smaller (or larger) than 22 or 23 points.

The following guidelines will provide Sonoma County school psychologists and other members
of school assessment teams with convenient access to standard criterion values (SCV) and the
appropriate adjustment for standard error of measurement (SEM) to permit determination of a
severe discrepancy using the methods mandated in Title 5.

Establishing severe discrepancy values is both required and useful to the practicing school
psychologist for 2 reasons. First, use of the mandated methodology contributes to consistency
in the determination of eligibility from district to district within the SELPA. Second,
consideration of severe discrepancy values helps to put obtained findings into perspective by
offering a means of interpreting data related to a student’s ability and academic progress. When
should a discrepancy be considered “severe”? The answer to this question, using the Title 5
definition, depends on the correlation of the two measures. If the correlation coefficient (r) of a
pupil’s scores on a particular test of intelligence and some measure of academic achievement is
very high (for example r = .85), then scores on the two tests will tend to closely correspond. A
student who achieves a high score on one measure will typically achieve a high score on the other,
and vice versa. Because scores on the one test theoretically “predict” scores on the other test,
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even a relatively modest difference of 12 points between the scores on two tests with r = .85
exceeds the Title 5 statistical criterion used to establish a severe discrepancy when the standard
error of measurement is taken into account. In contrast, when the correlation between tests is
low (for example, r = .20), a person’s scores are expected to vary; it would not be unusual for a
person to obtain highly divergent scores on two such measures. When the correlation between
the two tests is .20, a difference of 28 points would be the SCV. Even with the maximum
possible adjustment SEM, a 24 point difference is needed to establish the Title 5 necessary
discrepancy.

Discussion regarding the use of the discrepancy formula is found in a memo from the California
Department of Education, written following the implementation of Title 5 critera (Barber, 1983).
This memo addresses the importance of using a formula that takes into account correlations
between tests rather than merely calculating simple differences between scores.

To determine if the test results meet the criterion for a severe
discrepancy, it is necessary to determine the relationship between
the two test scores. Since intellectual ability is related to per-
formance in school subjects, one would expect a child with a 100 1Q
to perform near the mean of an achievement test. Since this is not
the actual occurrence (in the context of a provided example), we
compute the actual difference between the two obtained scores,
and call this a difference score. Similarly, when a large number of
pupils are given the same two tests, there will be a range of dif-
ference scores similar to the range of scores on a single test.

Once again, one would expect that the majority of persons would
have a difference score within the range of plus or minus one
standard deviation of the difference distribution above or below
the mean. By knowing the correlation of the two tests, one can
calculate the standard deviation of the difference distribution
(italics added). Again, this standard deviation indicates the per-
centage of persons who would be expected to score a certain dis-
tance above or below the mean.

Since a pupil with an IQ score of 100 is expected to perform
close to the average point on the achievement test, the difference
between the IQ test and the achievement test is small. If the
pupil’s difference score is large and falls above the norm, it
indicates that the pupil is performing at a level greater than
would be expected. When the difference score is large and falls
below the mean, it indicates the pupil is not performing as well
as would be expected (Barber, 1983, p. 3).
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Statistical measurements are subject to error. Pupils perform
differently when they are retested on the same test. A test may
be administered differently from one time to the next. All of
these factors point out the lack of preciseness for any test.
However, the 1.5 standard deviation provides a point at which
testing errors may be safely eliminated as the reason for the
discrepancy between ability and achievement.

In summary, by applying the criterion of 1.5 SD’s of the
difference distribution, the assessment team can reliably
identify those pupils who display a “severe discrepancy”
between intellectual ability and performance on an achievement
measure (Barber, 1983, p. 4).

By definition, 68% of the difference scores will be expected to fall within plus or minus
one standard deviation. Only about 6.5% of the difference scores will be as large or larger than
one and a half standard deviations, where the 1Q score exceeds the achievement score. In this fact
lies the rationale for stipulating that the standard criterion be one and a half times the standard
deviation of the differences of scores of students taking the two tests. Employment of the
standard criterion helps address the question as to whether an observed difference between 1Q
and achievement scores could easily have occurred due to fluctuations related to the reliability of
the tests or more plausibly reflects a real failure to learn.

The present discussion and accompanying tables are intended to allow professionals to
determine severe learning disability eligibility in accordance with California law under Title 5,
until such time as the law may be changed.

It is important to note that the SCV is not itself to be equated with or identified as a
“severe discrepancy.” Title 5 procedures stipulate that the SCV “adjusted by one standard error
of measurement, the adjustment not to exceed 4 common standard score points, indicates a severe
discrepancy...” (Title 5, 1997). It is only when the computed difference between a student’s
achievement and ability test scores equals or exceeds the standard criterion, adjusted by one
standard error of measurement, that a severe discrepancy is indicated.

A lawsuit filed by the California Association for Neurologically Handicapped Children
(CANHC) in 1983 stated that the SCV would inappropriately exclude some handicapped
children from receiving special education services. The lawsuit was settled out of court and the
adjustment of the standard criteria for SEM was part of the changes agreed to by the State
Department of Education. Since the apparent intent of the legislation which introduced the SEM
adjustment was to make it easier for students to demonstrate a severe discrepancy, and because
that also has been the practice followed by Hearing Officers (Student Petitioner v. Los Alamitos
Unified School District, 1997; Student Petitioner v. Manhattan Beach Unified School District,
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1997), this interpretation would appear to be the most appropriate and defensible, and has been
adopted for the purposes of these guidelines.

When Title 5 was enacted, the California Department of Education provided a manual to support
those involved in making decisions regarding eligibility: A Manual for the Determination of a
Severe Discrepancy as Defined by Title 5, CAC, Section 3030 (j), (1983) prepared by the
California State Department of Education Office of Program Evaluation and Research,
Sacramento. The Manual included graphs permitting the rapid identification of severe
discrepancy values for tests of intelligence and achievement commonly used in the early 1980’s.
In the ensuing years, the tests have been revised and re-normed and the graphs have become
obsolete. In addition, Title 5 was revised later to require the adjustment by SEM.

The attached tables have been compiled using available data regarding correlation coefficients
between IQ and specific achievement tests currently in use, as indicated on each table, using the
statistical definition of severe discrepancy, as specified in Title 5. A severe discrepancy equals
the SCV adjusted by (minus) the SEM. Thus, the SCV is not identical with a severe discrepancy
value.

Examination of the tables prepared for these guidelines will reveal that in most cases the actual
adjusted SCV is smaller than the 22 or 23 point disparity that has been assumed to be the
minimum standard to establish a severe discrepancy. Both “best practice” and legal mandates
exist, however, to provide for evaluation procedures which do not simply depend on
combinations of test scores. The educational team must use thoughtful clinical skills to assess
and document the existence of a processing disorder for students suspected of having learning
disabilities. The IEP team also needs to consider ecological factors such as a student’s age and
attendance history, subject matter being taught, cultural background, medical and mental health
history, and other pertinent information when interpreting test data. Finally, the assessment
team must focus on placing the student in the least restrictive educational environment.

The evaluation of a pupil’s progress should never hinge upon a single procedure, test
score or statistical discrepancy. Title S explicitly requires taking into account all
relevant information when considering both a pupil’s eligibility and the need of special
education services, and this emphasis is clearly intended to avoid just this pitfall. Once
the severe discrepancy is established as one condition of SLD special education
eligibility, the responsibility of considering all other factors falls, appropriately, into the
hands of the IEP team.

The local team proposes that trainings for Sonoma County school psychologists and Sonoma
County educational administrators be offered (and required) as soon as practical to rectify the
widespread misuse of the simple point difference method. Two SCOE school psychologists
from the subcommittee are prepared to lead the training effort. Specific dates and times will be
worked out in coordination with the SELPA.
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Although our research was not exhaustive, we did learn there are other counties and/or districts in
California that have rejected the simple subtraction method and are using corrected tables. These
include:

Lafayette School District

Montebello Unified School District

Moreno Valley Unified School District

Santa Cruz Elementary and High School Districts

Siskyou County Office of Education

Temecula Valley Unified School District
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Table 1.
Standard Criterion Values (SCV) for Correlation Coefficients .01-.99

For pairings of 1Q and achievement tests, each with a mean of 100 and a SD of
15, with correlations with one another corresponding to r, the SCV represents the
minimum critical value of 1.5 times the SD of the distribution of computed differences of
students taking these tests, as mandated in Title 5 (1997).

The SCV must be adjusted (reduced) by one standard error of measurement
(SEM) to obtain the severe discrepancy, the adjustment not to exceed four points.

Correlation Criterion Correlation CV Correlation CV Correlation CV
Value

.01 32 .26 27 Sl 22 .76 16
.02 32 27 27 52 22 17 15
.03 31 28 27 53 22 78 15
.04 31 .29 27 54 22 .79 15
.05 31 30 27 55 21 .80 14
.06 31 31 26 .56 21 81 14
.07 31 32 26 57 21 .82 14
.08 31 33 26 .58 21 .83 13
.09 30 34 26 .59 20 .84 13
.10 30 35 26 .60 20 .85 12
A1 30 .36 25 .61 20 .86 12
A2 30 37 25 .62 20 .87 11
13 30 38 25 .63 19 .88 11
14 30 .39 25 .64 19 .89 11
A5 29 40 25 .65 19 .90 10
16 29 41 24 .66 19 91 10
17 29 42 24 .67 18 .92 9
18 29 43 24 .68 18 .93 8
.19 29 44 24 .69 18 .94 8
20 28 45 24 .70 17 95 7
21 28 46 23 71 17 .96 6
22 28 47 23 72 17 97 6
23 28 48 23 73 17 .98 5
24 28 49 23 74 16 .99 3
25 28 .50 23 75 16

Note: This table is reproduced from Table 2 of 4 Manual for the Determination of a Severe Discrepancy as
Defined by Title 5 CAC, section 3030 prepared by the California State Department of Education Office of
Program Evaluation and Research, Sacramento (1983, p. 37).



Table 2.
Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scales of Intelligence-Revised (WPPSI-R) and
Wechsler Individual Achievement Test (WIAT) Standard Criterion Values

To determine the value of a severe discrepancy the standard criterion value (SCV)
must be adjusted (reduced) by 4 points to take standard error of measurement (SEM) into
account: Severe discrepancy = SCV-SEM.

WIAT Subtests  WPPSI-R IQ Scales WIAT Composite WPPSI-R IQ Scales

5:0-5:11 5:0-5:11

VIQ PIQ FSIQ VIQ PIQ FSIQ
Basic Reading 25 26 25 Reading NA NA NA
Math Reasoning 20 20 19 Mathematics 19 20 17
Spelling 20 22 20 Language 19 22 18
Reading Compreh NA NA NA Writing NA NA NA
Numerical Operations 22 23 21 Screener 20 22 19
Listening Compreh 20 23 20 Total 17 20 17
Oral Expression 23 24 23
Written Expression NA NA NA

Note: Correlations upon which the standard criterion values were established were taken
from Table D.6 of the WIAT Manual (1992, p. 365). Standard errors of measurement are
found in Table 5.2 of the WIAT Manual (1992, p. 139) and Table 9 of the WPPSI-R
Manual (1989, p. 128). NA= Not applicable.



