
INEQUALITY 
IN SCHOOL
DISCIPLINE
Research and Practice 
to Reduce Disparities

Edited by 
RUSSELL J. SKIBA, 
KAVITHA MEDIRATTA,
and M. KAREGA RAUSCH



  Inequality in School Discipline 



 



       Russell   J.   Skiba     •      Kavitha   Mediratta     •      M.   Karega   Rausch     
 Editors 

 Inequality in School 
Discipline 

 Research and Practice to Reduce Disparities                       



     ISBN 978-1-137-51256-7      ISBN 978-1-137-51257-4 (eBook) 
 DOI 10.1057/978-1-137-51257-4 

 Library of Congress Control Number: 2016940984 

 © The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s)   2016 
 This work is subject to copyright. All rights are solely and exclusively licensed by the 
Publisher, whether the whole or part of the material is concerned, specifi cally the rights of 
translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on 
microfi lms or in any other physical way, and transmission or information storage and retrieval, 
electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology now 
known or hereafter developed. 
 The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this 
publication does not imply, even in the absence of a specifi c statement, that such names are 
exempt from the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use. 
 The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information 
in this book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the pub-
lisher nor the authors or the editors give a warranty, express or implied, with respect to the 
material contained herein or for any errors or omissions that may have been made. 

  Cover illustration: © Shotshop GmbH / Alamy Stock Photo  

 Printed on acid-free paper 

   This Palgrave Macmillan imprint is published by Springer Nature  
 The registered company is Nature America Inc. New York 

 Editors 
   Russell   J.   Skiba    
  Center for Evaluation and
Education Policy 
School of Education 
 Indiana University 
  Bloomington ,  Indiana ,  USA 

     Kavitha   Mediratta    
  The Atlantic Philanthropies  
 New York ,  USA  

   M.   Karega   Rausch    
  Center for Evaluation and
Education Policy
School of Education 
 Indiana University 
  Bloomington ,  Indiana ,  USA   



It is to the many individuals and organizations who have dedicated 
themselves to discovering more effective and socially just practices in 

education and juvenile justice, and to the children and youth who are the 
benefi ciaries of those efforts, that we dedicate this book.
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    CHAPTER 1   

  Our country recently witnessed the profound and life-altering conse-
quences students face when engaging punitive disciplinary systems. Sitting 
quietly at her desk at Spring Valley High School in Columbia, South 
Carolina, Shakara  1  —a Black female teenager—was grabbed, thrown on 
the ground and then dragged across the classroom and arrested by a White 
male school resource offi cer for failing to comply with instructions to put 
away her cell phone (Jarvie,  2015 ; Savali,  2015 ). The incident, which was 
captured on video, left Shakara facing misdemeanor charges for “disturb-
ing schools,” a charge that carries a $1000 maximum fi ne and up to 90 
days in jail, as well as a broken arm and injuries to her face, neck, ribs, 
back, and left shoulder (Love,  2015 ). 

 While Shakara’s case sparked national outrage, including an investi-
gation from the US Department of Justice, it is one of many examples 
of the excessive and racialized overuse of punitive discipline common in 
schools (Ferris,  2015 ). Data from the US Department of Education show 
that Black students, who comprise 16% of overall student enrollment in 
US public schools, make up more than a quarter of students referred 
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to law enforcement from schools and 31% of those arrested for school-
related incidents (CRDC,  2014 ). Nationally, 3.45 million students were 
suspended from school during the 2011–2012 school year; among those 
students, Black students were three times more likely to be suspended 
and expelled than their White peers. Students with disabilities also face 
increased risk of exclusionary discipline; in 2012, they were twice as likely 
to be suspended as those without disabilities and represented a quarter of 
students arrested and referred to law enforcement, although they repre-
sented only 13% of the nation’s student population (CRDC,  2014 ). 

 Data like these have been the subject of increasing concern to policymak-
ers, civil rights advocates, parents, students, and scholars. Refl ecting this 
growing national awareness, one news report on Shakara’s case observed: 
“The aggressive discipline [in Spring Valley] is just one example of the 
school-to-prison pipeline phenomenon, in which Black children are more 
likely to be criminalized for their behavior than their White peers” (Bellware, 
 2015 ). Professional associations such as the American Psychological 
Association (APA,  2008 ) have issued reports on the ineffectiveness of and 
risks associated with disciplinary exclusion, particularly for Black students. 
Prominent school districts, such as the Los Angeles Unifi ed School District 
(Jones,  2013 ), San Francisco Unifi ed School District, and the New York 
City Department of Education (Blad,  2014 ), and states such as Colorado 
(Marcus,  2012 ), Maryland (St. George,  2014 ), and California (Public 
Counsel,  2014 ) have revised their codes of conduct to focus on preventive 
alternatives to suspension and expulsion and curb the inequitable use of 
exclusionary discipline. At the federal level, the US Departments of Justice 
and Education led a national initiative on school discipline that resulted in 
federal civil rights guidance aimed at reducing the use of, and disparities in, 
suspension and expulsion, as well as expanded data collection and monitor-
ing of disciplinary exclusion nationally. Federal agencies are also providing 
new funding for school-climate interventions, research on best practices, 
and judicially led multi-stakeholder coalitions to reform policy and practice 
(U.S. Department of Justice/Department of Education,  2014 ). 

 Yet, despite this growing sense of the need for a change and initial steps 
in some places to address the issue, the fi eld lacks comprehensive analysis 
of why disciplinary exclusion and disparities have become so prevalent, 
and what can be done to reverse this trend. Why are some students sub-
jected to harsher discipline than others, and why are suspensions, expul-
sions, and arrests so widely used? What should we do to change these 
patterns in schools? 
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 This book intends to answer those questions by providing the most 
up-to-date and authoritative information on what has been learned from 
research, data, and practical experience about disciplinary disparities, and 
the latest fi ndings regarding disparity-reducing approaches. We argue that 
there is a need to examine the roles of bias and inequality in educational 
and societal opportunities in the creation of disciplinary disparities in 
schools. In a context of increasing stakes for educational achievement, 
the work of disparity reduction could not be more important. Moreover, 
in light of growing evidence of disparate treatment by law enforcement 
authorities on the basis of race, we must explore how school-based author-
ities’ perception of and response to youth behavior contribute to large and 
continuing disparities in school punishments. 

   THE DISCIPLINE DISPARITIES COLLABORATIVE 
 The chapters in this book draw from and were commissioned by the 
Discipline Disparities Research-to-Practice Collaborative (hereafter, 
Collaborative). The Collaborative is an inter-disciplinary, multi-sector, 
and highly diverse group of 28 nationally recognized researchers, advo-
cates, content experts, and practitioners. Launched by the Equity Project 
at Indiana University and The Atlantic Philanthropies, with additional 
support from the Open Society Foundations and anonymous donors, the 
purpose of the Collaborative has been to explore and fi ll gaps in knowledge 
specifi c to disparities in school discipline, and to grow the evidence-base 
on effective practices, policies, and approaches that substantially reduce or 
eliminate disparities in discipline. 

 Initiated in 2011, the Collaborative engaged in more than seven 
multi-day face-to-face meetings with diverse stakeholders from across 
the country. That effort was intentional: we believed that such meetings 
would facilitate a deeper understanding of the context in which disci-
plinary disparities occur, ensure that our work was grounded in the lived 
experiences of key stakeholders, and also increase the likelihood that the 
Collaborative’s research efforts would have real-world applicability and 
usefulness. The Collaborative met with (1) educators, including parents, 
teachers, principals, superintendents, and school board representatives; 
(2) state and national policymakers and policy analysts; (3) community- 
based organizations operating disciplinary and juvenile justice–reducing 
interventions; (4) local and national advocacy organizations; (5) juvenile 
justice specialists; and (6) researchers and equity trainers. 
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 In addition to grounding the work, those meetings identifi ed key 
areas in need of additional research. The Collaborative subsequently 
funded a set of research projects and produced briefi ng papers and 
forums to address the important questions and needs of practitioners, 
parents, advocates, and policymakers, and in particular, expand the 
availability and knowledge base of promising interventions that could 
reduce disparities in school discipline for students of color, girls, and 
lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) youth. 

 This volume presents fi ndings from the Collaborative’s multi-year work. 
The chapters that follow document the continuing overuse of exclusionary 
discipline and law enforcement interventions for vulnerable students, and 
present evidence showing how removal from school for disciplinary pur-
poses contributes to a range of negative school and life outcomes, includ-
ing grade retention, school dropout, and involvement with the juvenile 
justice system. In addition to adding to the knowledge base on disparities 
for students of color and those with disabilities for whom the overuse of 
exclusionary discipline is increasingly recognized, the book also examines 
patterns and consequences of exclusionary discipline for students who are 
gender non-conforming or identify as LGBT, about which comparatively 
little is known. Finally, the book offers new strategies that policymakers 
and practitioners can use to reduce disparities.  

   SCHOOL DISCIPLINE AND EDUCATIONAL EQUITY: FALSE 
NARRATIVES ON THE NEED FOR EXCLUSIONARY DISCIPLINE 

 School exclusion—out-of-school suspension, expulsion, and arrest—has 
become a central component of discipline in our nation’s schools over the 
past several decades, and both its implementation and consequences fall 
disproportionally on certain groups. Some studies have suggested that at 
least a third of all students are now likely to experience an out-of-school 
suspension or expulsion at some point in their school career (Fabelo et al., 
 2011 ). The use of such measures is even higher for Black males, with 
one estimate suggesting that nearly 70% of these students experience at 
least one suspension or expulsion during their K-12 academic careers 
(Shollenberger,  2015 ). 

 Chapter   2     of this volume details the substantial negative consequences 
of the frequent and inequitable use of school exclusion in discipline. In 
brief, exclusionary discipline is associated with student and teacher per-
ceptions of a more negative climate (Steinberg, Allensworth, & Johnson, 
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 2015 ); lower levels of academic achievement (Arcia,  2006 ) and civic and 
voter participation (Kupchik & Caitlaw,  2013 ); and an increased risk of 
negative behavior over time (Tobin, Sugai, & Colvin,  1996 ), school drop-
out or failure to graduate on time (Suh & Suh,  2007 ), and contact with 
the juvenile justice system (Fabelo et al.,  2011 ). Indeed, the perceived and 
actual linkage between exclusionary discipline and justice system involve-
ment led youth and civil rights advocates to coin the term “School-to- 
Prison Pipeline” that is now widely used (Mediratta,  2012 ). 

 But despite the growing evidence of the harms of exclusionary discipline 
and its ineffectiveness in increasing safety and academic success, belief in 
the effi cacy of the approach is steadfast among wide-ranging sectors of the 
public. While the arguments for exclusionary discipline are varied, at least 
three meta-narratives appear to anchor its support among public school 
parents, policymakers, school leaders, and staff. These include (1) the nar-
rative of safety and order, (2) the narrative of concentrated poverty, and 
(3) the narrative of culturally defi cient norms of behavior among some 
students. We explore these narratives below, and present evidence from 
research and practice on each. 

   The Safety and Order Narrative 

 A common view of suspensions and other forms of punitive and exclu-
sionary discipline is that they are necessary to maintain safety and order 
in schools (Wright, Morgan, Coyne, Beaver, & Barnes,  2014 ). Initially 
intended for violence and drug possession (Skiba & Knesting,  2001 ), 
exclusionary discipline approaches growing out of “zero tolerance” poli-
cies have become the predominant response to children’s misbehavior. 
This expansion of exclusionary discipline echoes a “broken windows” the-
ory of policing, where a swift and aggressive response to minor offenses 
is presumed to prevent more serious crimes (Kelling & Wilson,  1982 ). 
Suspensions, expulsions, and arrests are assumed to play a key role in 
“cracking down” on behavior that, if left unchecked, could undermine 
learning in the classroom. Proponents of the safety and order narrative 
generally believe that a trend of worsening student behavior both justifi es 
and necessitates broad application of an exclusionary disciplinary strategy 
(MacDonald,  2012 ). 

 Implicit in this narrative, when viewed through the lens of disciplin-
ary disparities, is that students of color, those with disabilities, and stu-
dents whose sexual orientation or gender expression run counter to 
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 heteronormative assumptions in schools are more likely to have signifi cant 
behavior problems compared to their peers. Stated differently, proponents 
of this narrative suggest that marginalized student groups are dispropor-
tionately more likely to be violent and disrespectful, and thus afford an 
increased need to be removed in order to protect the learning environ-
ment for other students. However, a growing body of research and prac-
tice contradicts these assumptions. 

  Myth #1: The increasing number of suspensions, expulsions, and arrests 
in schools is because student behavior in schools is growing worse.  A stream of 
studies indicate that the largest contributor to the rise in use of exclusion-
ary discipline is not a growth in seriously disruptive or violent behaviors, 
but in the use of these forms of discipline for more minor behaviors (APA, 
 2008 ). The use of exclusionary discipline, particularly for out-of-school 
suspension, is not restricted to serious or dangerous behavior, but rather 
appears to be most commonly used for more interactive day-to-day dis-
ruptions, especially defi ance and non-compliance (Gregory & Weinstein, 
 2008 ; Skiba et al.,  2011 ). Exclusionary disciplinary strategies have been 
used for lateness, dress code violations, and similar low-level offenses that 
do not pose a threat and could be handled differently and, in many schools, 
are dealt with through non-exclusionary means (Morgan, Salomon, 
Plotkin, & Cohen,  2014 ). Moreover, there remains no evidence that the 
racial disciplinary disparities can be explained by higher rates of disruptive 
behavior among Black and Latino students. If anything, available evidence 
suggests that, rather than being more disruptive, those students are pun-
ished more severely for similar infractions (Skiba et al.,  2011 ). 

  Myth #2: Exclusionary discipline is necessary to maintain safety and order, 
and limiting its use will unleash chaos in schools.  Experiences from schools 
and districts across the country suggest that reform of school disciplinary 
practice does not result in higher levels of disorder and disruptive behav-
ior in schools. Rather, early fi ndings suggest that school systems shifting 
away from suspensions toward non-punitive and non-exclusionary forms 
of discipline and behavior management have experienced higher ratings 
of safety and improved student attendance and achievement (Gonzalez, 
 2015 ). Indeed, rather than improving the learning climate for students 
who remain in the classroom, frequent use of student removal is associ-
ated with a less effective classroom and school climate (Steinberg et al., 
 2015 ) and lower academic achievement (Beck & Muschkin,  2012 ; Perry 
& Morris,  2014 ; Rocque,  2010 ).  
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   The Concentrated Poverty Narrative 

 A second narrative posits that high rates of school exclusion and disci-
plinary disparities result from the systemic challenges faced by under-
resourced schools serving highly stressed neighborhoods that are 
characterized by concentrated poverty and weak school-community 
ties. Children in these neighborhoods come to school with wide-
ranging behavioral and mental health needs that educators are under-
equipped to address, either because they lack suffi cient training or 
access to appropriate services, or are overwhelmed by the sheer volume 
of demands. In the absence of alternative strategies and supports, edu-
cators with the best intentions have little choice but to rely on suspen-
sions and expulsion to manage behavior in the classroom, even when 
the offending behaviors may be manifestations of students’ underly-
ing—and unmet—needs. 

 Implicit in this narrative are assumptions that disparities are (1) only 
a problem in schools and communities with challenging economic cir-
cumstances, and (2) that disinvestment in those schools and communities 
causes an over-reliance on punitive discipline. The implication is that edu-
cators in these more challenging contexts, characterized by a dispropor-
tionate number of students of color, students with disabilities, and other 
marginalized student groups, have virtually no other option but to remove 
students from the learning environment. Again, data and research evi-
dence challenge the primacy of the poverty narrative. 

  Myth #3: Poverty, not race, is the main reason for disparities in disci-
pline.  Although poverty is a contributing factor to whether students are 
disciplined in school, numerous studies have shown that racial disparities 
in discipline remain signifi cant even after controlling for poverty (see, for 
instance, Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson,  2002 ). That is, while the 
rate of disciplinary sanctions is often higher in schools serving larger num-
bers of low-income students in neighborhoods of concentrated poverty, 
disparities in discipline occur across a range of socioeconomic contexts. 
In fact, a number of studies have found that disparities in discipline are 
as great or greater in less segregated, well-resourced suburban districts 
(Skiba, Shure, & Williams,  2012 ). 

  Myth #4: Discipline disparities are caused primarily by conditions in 
under-resourced schools.  While under-resourced and chaotic schools may 
rely on zero tolerance school discipline to impose order, evidence shows 
that one does not necessitate the other. National data have shown that, 
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even in districts with challenging conditions, some schools make choices 
to reduce the use of exclusionary discipline (Losen,  2015 ). Moreover, 
differential use of exclusionary discipline is evident in urban schools as 
well: those schools do exhibit higher use of exclusionary discipline for  all  
students and differentially higher rates for Black students (Mcloughlin & 
Noltemeyer,  2010 ).  

   The Cultural Defi ciency Narrative 

 A third narrative sees exclusionary discipline as a necessary tool for 
establishing high behavioral expectations and fostering prosocial 
behavior and self-control among children who lack suffi cient guid-
ance in the home or suffer from adverse infl uences in their communi-
ties (Moscowitz,  2015 ; Updike,  2014 ). The “no-excuses” environment 
established by the frequent and consistent use of suspension, expulsion, 
and arrests is intended to communicate culturally mainstream norms 
for what is acceptable comportment in schools and to prevent “street” 
forms of behavior from fl owing into and taking over the school envi-
ronment (Mateu-Gelabert,  2007 ). The belief in the need for a tough 
line on misbehavior, which may be espoused by both educators of color 
and those who are White, assumes that student behavior is a function of 
defi ciencies in the home rather than factors related to the school setting 
(Ferguson,  2000 ). 

 Implicit in this view is that disparities are not so much the result 
of White teachers punishing students of color while ignoring similar 
behavior from White students in the same class, but rather that condi-
tions of racial isolation, economic deprivation, and family disruption 
create a situation wherein children of color and other marginalized 
students bring anti-social forms of behavior to school. That is, these 
children are viewed as disproportionately more likely to behave inap-
propriately in schools and, therefore, to require a tough disciplinary 
response. Here again, the predominance of research fi ndings fail to 
support this view of children’s cultural defi ciencies as the predominant 
driver of disparities. 

  Myth #5: Discipline disparities result from the cultural norms that stu-
dents bring to school, rather than decisions by educators and systems.  In 
fact, research shows that educator perceptions of students  are  a strong 
driver in how they respond to student behavior and the likelihood of 
perceiving minor misbehavior as threatening and disruptive. For exam-
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ple, Ferguson’s ( 2000 ) exploration of discipline disproportionality for 
Black boys documents how educators’ beliefs in a “natural difference” 
and “criminal inclination” of Black males infl uenced their disciplinary 
decisions. And while White teachers may not be the only ones who 
struggle to manage behavior in the classroom, higher proportions of 
teachers of color are associated with lower rates of disproportionality in 
discipline (Mcloughlin & Noltemeyer,  2010 ; Roch, Pitts, & Navarro, 
 2010 ; Rocha & Hawes,  2009 ). These studies suggest that, whatever 
the reason, teachers of color may be more effective in preventing dis-
turbance from escalating into offi ce referral. As a result, while teachers 
of color may take a fi rm stance on behavior, they may not necessarily 
employ exclusionary discipline to do so. 

  Myth #6: Interpersonal bias on the part of educators toward students 
is the sole driver of disciplinary disparities.  Although educators’ percep-
tions play a role in disparities, it would be an error to ascribe fault 
solely to them. Disciplinary disparities are systemic and multi-deter-
mined by a host of policy and practice decisions and contextual variables 
(APA,  2008 ). For example, data indicate that Black, Latino, and Native 
American students are signifi cantly more likely to have teachers with 
less experience and lower salaries than their colleagues in other schools, 
and to have less access to advanced courses and other supports, all of 
which can create conditions for disparities to occur (U.S. Department 
of Education,  2014 ). 

 The meta-narratives of safety and order, concentrated poverty, and 
cultural defi ciency contribute to a deeply rooted and widespread belief 
that exclusionary discipline is both necessary and normal. Far from 
advancing equity, this line of reasoning asserts, emerging reforms are 
blaming educators for factors beyond their control, eroding their moral 
authority with students, and forcing them to endure unruly—even vio-
lent—behavior in their classrooms (Arum,  2005 ; Petrilli,  2014 ). Yet, 
an examination of the data suggests that these meta-narratives and 
associated claims of normativity are not well supported by evidence. 
While there is a considerable need to better understand the factors 
that contribute to—and might address—disproportionality in the use 
of exclusionary discipline, what we do know suggests that exclusion-
ary discipline is neither effective nor necessary in schools. Suspensions, 
expulsions and arrests in schools have not been shown to improve stu-
dent behavior, safety, or academic success, and their use contributes to 
disparities that further exacerbate inequities in schools.   
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   ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK 
 This volume consists of three sections, each organized around a central 
question. In Part I, Discipline Disparities, we explore the question of what 
we know about discipline disparities. Chap.   2     by Russell Skiba, Mariella 
Arredondo, Chrystal Gray, and M. Karega Rausch examines what has been 
learned in recent years from research on discipline disparities and the criti-
cal issues that remain unaddressed. The chapter reviews recent fi ndings 
on the short- and long-term consequences of exclusionary discipline on 
students, analyzing the evidence on discipline disparities by race, gender, 
disability, and sexual orientation, and the factors that contribute to these 
disparities. It concludes with a discussion of what is known about inter-
ventions, noting that not all strategies for reducing the use of suspension, 
expulsion, and arrests are effective in closing disciplinary gaps. 

 In Chap.   3    , Anne Gregory, James Bell, and Mica Pollack turn to the 
question of what educators can do, presenting a comprehensive frame-
work for creating and implementing interventions to improve equity and 
fairness in the application of school discipline. The chapter offers strate-
gies for improving teacher–student and student–student relationships, and 
building an equitable climate and culture in schools through a variety of 
methods, including structured decision-making processes and the training 
of administrators and police to reduce the infl uence of implicit stereotypes. 

 Part II of the book, Understanding and Addressing Disparities, pres-
ents the results of ten new studies on school discipline commissioned by 
the Disparities Collaborative, shedding further light on the question of 
what can be done to reduce disparities. Findings that extend our knowl-
edge about disparities and describe new interventions to improve the 
climate for learning in schools and reduce discipline disparities are pre-
sented. Chapters in this section also show the importance of consider-
ing the additive and intersectional challenges faced by students coming 
from multiple marginalized backgrounds, when designing approaches to 
address disparities. 

 In Chap.   4    , Paul Poteat, Jillian Scheer, and Eddie Chong examine evi-
dence of sexual orientation-based discipline disparities in school suspen-
sion and juvenile justice system involvement among a sample of lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, and questioning (LGBQ) youth and heterosexual youth. 
The chapter proposes a conceptual model linking victimization and 
engagement in infractions to sexual orientation-based discipline dispari-
ties, and fi nds that disparities cannot be explained simply by greater levels 
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of victimization and engagement in risky behavior by LGBQ students. 
Rather, LGBQ youth face greater odds of being disciplined when they 
engage in infractions, compared to their heterosexual peers. 

 Chapter   5     delves into the dynamics of teacher–student interactions. 
Jamilia Blake, Miner Marchbanks, Danielle Smith, and Allison Siebert 
examine how the racial and ethnic match between students and teach-
ers, and particularly educators’ stereotypes about and perceptions of Black 
students, affects the risk of exclusionary discipline. Examining data for 
over 900,000 students, this chapter presents evidence that the higher the 
student–teacher racial/ethnic congruence, the lower the risk of encoun-
tering school discipline. The chapter concludes with recommendations 
for schools and school systems to intensify efforts to recruit teachers of 
color, and provide professional development to improve educators’ cul-
tural competency and reduce their misperceptions regarding the behavior 
of students of color. 

 Turning to intervention strategies, Chap.   6     by Aishatu Yusuf, Angela 
Irvine, and James Bell discusses teacher perceptions of discipline reform in 
the Oakland Unifi ed School district, in the context of one of the nation’s 
most intensive programs for improving educational outcomes for African 
American males. The chapter describes a school-based professional devel-
opment process through which teachers were helped to construct a deci-
sion-making tool to guide their decisions for disciplinary referrals. The 
chapter shares teachers’ refl ections on the reasons for and consequences 
of offi ce referrals and suspensions, and alternative strategies they believe 
could be used to manage student behavior in the classroom. 

 In Chap.   7    , Claudia Vincent, John Inglish, Erik Girvan, and Jeffrey 
Sprague explore an expanded form of the well-known school climate 
intervention, Positive Behavior Intervention and Supports (PBIS). The 
chapter examines a blended strategy of PBIS and restorative practices 
called School-wide Positive and Restorative Discipline (SWPRD), and 
reports fi ndings from a pilot test in one high school showing greater use of 
restorative practices in classrooms; reduction of the impact of race/ethnic-
ity and sexual orientation on student perceptions of fairness, bullying and 
harassment; and reduced number of offi ce referrals and racial disparities. 

 In Chap.   8    , Boyd Bellinger, Nicole Darcangelo, Stacey Horn, Erica 
Miners, and Sarah Schriber feature the voices of queer youth to illuminate 
the ways in which they are formally and informally sanctioned and pushed 
out of school. They investigate how these students’ experiences with 
 discipline relate to their identities and their experiences with bullying and 
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harassment. The chapter highlights the need for schools to take a com-
prehensive and contextual approach to addressing the disparate impact of 
discipline on queer youth in order to uncover, understand, and respond to 
the ways in which institutional and inter-personal biases play out. 

 Chapter   9     reports on the potential of Restorative Practices (RP), a 
community- building confl ict reduction strategy that is increasingly com-
mon in public schools, to narrow racial and gender disparities in school 
discipline. Drawing on a study of two high schools, Anne Gregory and 
Kathleen Clawson fi nd that the strategy’s potential to reduce discipline 
referrals for misconduct and defi ance, and to narrow the gender and racial 
disparities in these actions, is related to the extent to which RP is con-
sistently implemented in classrooms. Drawing on an analysis of 29 class-
rooms, the authors fi nd that teachers who were perceived by students as 
consistently and frequently using RP issued fewer referrals for miscon-
duct and defi ance to male and female Black and Latino students, and had 
smaller gender and racial gaps in referrals. 

 In Chap.   10    , Jennifer Chmieleswki, Kimberly Belmonte, Brett Stoudt, 
and Michelle Fine share fi ndings from a multi-method collaborative 
research project examining disproportionate rates of discipline for lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender and questioning (LGBTQ) students attending 
New York City public schools. The chapter presents evidence of how stu-
dents are marginalized through overt discrimination in school discipline 
practices as well as by more subtle, yet insidious, policing of their gen-
der and sexuality. It also presents data on the psychological impacts on 
LGBTQ youth as they negotiate school and community environments, 
and concludes with a set of intervention strategies identifi ed by students 
participating in the research. 

 In Chap.   11    , Kimberly Barsamian Kahn, Phillip Atiba Goff, and Jack 
Glaser follow the line of inquiry into policing practices and consider how 
masculinity threat (perceived threat to manhood) and implicit racial bias 
(unconscious racial prejudice) may affect authority fi gures’ interactions 
with adolescents, in turn leading to disproportionate discipline outcomes 
for non-White adolescents. The chapter also presents the theory and 
development underpinning an emerging intervention program for author-
ity fi gures, including school police offi cers, teachers, and school adminis-
trators, to reduce the impact of racial stereotypes and insecure masculinity 
on their decisions and actions. 

 In Chap.   12    , Shannon Snapp and Stephen Russell share fi ndings from 
focus groups with LGBTQ students and adult advocates and educators on 
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school-based factors contributing to disparities. These factors include an 
overly punitive approach to discipline and security in schools, untrained 
and overextended school staff, explicit and implicit bias toward LGBTQ 
students, insuffi cient support in schools and implementation of policy and 
legislative reforms designed to help LGBTQ students, and lack of data on 
LGBTQ students’ school experiences. The chapter presents recommenda-
tions, generated from interviewees, about what can be done to reduce 
disparities, including strategies for creating safe and affi rming spaces for 
LGBTQ students and training school personnel to respond with sensitiv-
ity to LGBTQ issues. 

 The last chapter in this section, by Marieka Schotland, Harriet MacLean, 
Karen Junker, and Jean Finney, provides a window into one school’s jour-
ney from punitive to restorative discipline. The chapter describes the 
reform strategy used at Davidson Middle School in California, detailing 
a multi-faceted approach of academic de-tracking, parent involvement, 
restorative circles, and anti-bullying and peer courts programs. The chap-
ter presents fi ndings from an analysis of observational and survey data and 
administrative records showing that the program was well integrated into 
the school, and associated with declines in the number of suspensions and 
disparities for Latino students in the school. 

 Part III of the book, Conclusions and Implications, considers the impli-
cations for education reform more broadly, refl ecting on the signifi cance 
of discipline disparities to educational equity. Daniel Losen and Leticia 
Smith-Evans Haynes place recent fi ndings within a wider framework of 
federal and state policy, and offer a set of recommendations, drawn from 
the policy deliberations of the Collaborative, for reform at the district, 
state, and federal level. Finally, the concluding chapter by Russell Skiba 
summarizes the themes that cut across the chapters in the book, and offers 
recommendations for intervention, research, and policy to address the 
ongoing and critical problem of discipline disparities.  

   CONCLUSION 
 Today, many school leaders view exclusionary discipline as a normal and 
necessary part of what they do, often without awareness of the conse-
quences. But this form of discipline is not educationally sound, does not 
make schools safer, and is not fairly distributed across students. While 
extreme incidents of mistreatment such as Shakara’s more easily capture 
media attention, the stark differences in day-to-day school disciplinary 
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treatment and outcomes for students of color, students with disabilities, 
and students who identify as LGBT or gender-non-conforming, are also 
indicators of a larger pattern of inequality and injustice that is just as wor-
thy of national attention. 

 We cannot close the gaps in educational opportunity and achievement 
unless we also close the discipline gap. Working to better understand and 
eliminate racial, gendered, and sexuality-related disparities can help pro-
duce stronger and safer schools and communities. It is the goal of this 
book, and of the Discipline Disparities Collaborative in general, that, by 
deepening our understanding of such disparities and illuminating paths 
toward interventions to reduce them, we substantially contribute to pol-
icy and practice reform that will give our most marginalized children the 
greatest chance of success in school and in life.  

    NOTE 
     1.    Shakara has been identifi ed in media reports only by her fi rst name.          
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    CHAPTER 2   

  Since fi rst identifi ed by the Children’s Defense Fund ( 1975 ) 40 years ago, 
disproportionality in punishment for African American students has been 
consistently documented in a range of exclusionary discipline practices, 
including offi ce disciplinary referrals, suspensions, expulsions, school arrests, 
and corporal punishment (American Psychological Association,  2008 ; 
Bradshaw, Mitchell, O’Brennan, & Leaf,  2010 ; Eitle & Eitle,  2004 ; Gregory 
& Weinstein,  2008 ; Hinojosa,  2008 ; Rocque,  2010 ; Theriot,  2009 ). 
Although expanding research has led to a more sophisticated understand-
ing of the extent and causes of disciplinary disparities for African American 
students, the research base has been more limited concerning the extent 
of, and reasons for, disparities for other student groups, such as Hispanic/
Latino and Native American students, girls, students with disabilities, and 
LGBT students. An even more signifi cant gap has been a lack of research 
attention to the identifi cation of strategies, interventions, or  programs to 
reduce or eliminate disparities in discipline. This chapter, based on the New 
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Research briefi ng paper of the Discipline Disparities Research-to-Practice 
Collaborative series (Skiba, Arredondo, & Rausch,  2014 ), describes fi nd-
ings from new research, identifi es remaining gaps in the literature, and 
offers recommendations for future research on discipline disparities. 

 We organize the chapter into two sections:

    1.     What Have We Learned ?  Key New Research Findings  describes research 
by leading scholars from across the nation on disproportionality in 
school discipline.   

   2.     Future Research Needs . Despite considerable knowledge generated in 
recent years, signifi cant gaps remain, especially in identifying and evalu-
ating intervention strategies that reduce inequity in discipline for all 
students.     

   WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED? KEY NEW RESEARCH FINDINGS 

   Who Is at Risk? 

  Students of color, especially Black males, are at higher risk for offi ce refer-
rals, suspension, and expulsion . African American students continue to 
be more likely than White students to be disciplined and excluded from 
school. The latest data from the US Department of Education Offi ce for 
Civil Rights (US DoE,  2014a ) shows that Black students are nearly 3.5 
times more likely than White students to receive out-of-school suspension 
(OSS), and that such disparities begin as early as pre-school. They are 
suspended for longer periods of time (Balfanz, Byrnes, & Fox,  2015 ), and 
punished more harshly than White students for the same offenses (Anyon 
et al.,  2014 ). 

 In particular, Black males are signifi cantly more likely than other groups 
to be excluded from school for disciplinary reasons after receiving an offi ce 
discipline referral. Black males are signifi cantly more likely to be removed 
from the classroom for offi ce disciplinary referrals, even after control-
ling for individual, classroom, or school factors (Bradshaw et al.,  2010 ; 
Skiba et al.,  2011 ; Wallace, Goodkind, Wallace, & Bachman,  2008 ). Once 
removed from the classroom, Black males are 3.3 times more likely to be 
suspended or expelled (Wallace et al.,  2008 ). Nationally, nearly one-third 
of Black male high school and middle school students receive a suspen-
sion in a given year, while only one in ten of their White male peers are 
suspended (Cornell, Shin, Ciolfi , & Sancken,  2013 ). Black males are also 
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more likely to be suspended earlier in their school career and experience 
harsher punishments than other youth (Shollenberger,  2015 ). 

 Disproportionality in discipline extends to other racial/ethnic 
groups as well. Examining Offi ce Disciplinary Referrals (ODRs) in two 
Southwestern school districts, Whitford and Levine-Donnerstein ( 2014 ) 
found that American Indian students were 1.92 times more likely to 
receive ODRs than White students. Findings of disproportionality have 
been somewhat inconsistent for Hispanic/Latino students (see e.g., 
Peguero & Shekarkhar,  2011 ). Recent research, however, has begun to 
identify patterns by school level, with little or no disproportionality for 
Latinos at the elementary level, but a signifi cantly higher likelihood of 
suspension and expulsion at the middle and high school level (Losen & 
Gillespie,  2012 ; Skiba et al.,  2011 ). 

  Other groups are at higher risk as well.  Students with disabilities are 
also at a high risk for disproportionate discipline. Even after controlling 
for poverty, students with disabilities are suspended almost twice as fre-
quently as their non-disabled peers (Losen & Gillespie,  2012 ) and for 
longer periods of time (Balfanz et al.,  2015 ). Disability and race intersect 
to increase a student’s risk of exclusion. Across the nation, 25% of Black 
students with disabilities were suspended out-of-school at least once in 
2009–2010, a rate higher than every other racial/ethnic group and 16% 
higher than White students with a disability (Losen & Gillespie,  2012 ). 
Native American students with disabilities in Utah were found to be 11 
times more likely than White students to be expelled (Walsh,  2015 ). 

 Gender intersects with race to increase the risk of school exclusion. 
Males are more likely to be suspended than females (Anyon et al.,  2014 ; 
Toldson, McGee, & Lemmons,  2015 ), and Black males are consistently 
the most at risk for exclusionary discipline and arrest (Darensbourg, Perez, 
& Blake,  2010 ). Yet, Black girls are also at a high risk of suspension and 
expulsion. Black females have been found to be suspended out of school 
at rates signifi cantly higher than other females, and sometimes higher than 
White and Hispanic/Latino males (Finn & Servoss,  2015 ; Toldson et al., 
 2015 ). 

 Finally, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender (LGBT) students and 
students who are gender nonconforming may also experience exclusion-
ary discipline, hostile school climates, and contact with the juvenile justice 
system more often than their peers. In a nationally representative sample 
of 7th through 12th grade students, adolescents reporting same-sex attrac-
tion had signifi cantly higher odds of being expelled from school, even after 
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controlling for self-reported rates of misbehavior, age, gender, race, and 
socioeconomic status (Himmelstein & Bruckner,  2011 ). Findings from a 
mixed-methods study documenting the experiences of discipline for LGBT 
and gender-nonconforming youth indicate that they experience high rates 
of exclusionary discipline, disciplinary consequences for violating gender 
norm policies, and a hostile school climate that provokes  fi ghting to protect 
oneself against bullying (Snapp, Burdge, Licona, Moody, & Russell,  2015 ).  

   What Causes Disciplinary Disparity? 

  Racial/ethnic differences in the use of suspension and expulsion are not due 
to poverty or different rates of misbehavior.  A common explanation of ineq-
uity in discipline is that students of color and other marginalized groups 
who face severe disadvantages due to poverty, family circumstances, and/
or the lack of support are assumed to engage in student behavior that runs 
counter to school norms, resulting in higher rates or severity of disruptive 
behavior at school, and hence differential exposure to discipline. Although 
factors associated with poverty do make a contribution to the likelihood 
of discipline (see Hinojosa,  2008 ), poverty has not been found to be the 
sole or even primary cause of racial disparities in discipline. Multivariate 
studies controlling for socioeconomic status have consistently found that 
Black–White differences in out-of-school suspension persist regardless 
of controls for poverty (Anyon et al.,  2014 ; Balfanz et al.,  2015 ; Skiba 
et al.,  2011 ; Wallace et al.,  2008 ); that is, while Black students in the most 
extreme poverty situations are more likely than their White peers to be 
suspended, Black students are also over-represented in suspension across 
the rest of the economic spectrum as well. Thus, race makes a contribu-
tion to Black disproportionality in discipline that is  independent of poverty . 

 Nor is there evidence that students of color engage in more severe or 
higher rates of disruption that could justify higher rates of punishment. 
Racial/ethnic disparities in school discipline tend to be most commonly 
found, not in more serious or safety-threatening behaviors, but rather in 
more subjective infractions, such as defi ance or disrespect, where inter-
pretation rather than objective criteria are at play (Gregory & Weinstein, 
 2008 ; Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson,  2002 ). Even after controlling 
for behavioral ratings of misbehavior, classroom teachers still refer a higher 
rate of students of color to the offi ce (Bradshaw et  al.,  2010 ). Survey 
data from 8th and 10th grade students indicate that Black males reported 
receiving more suspensions than any other group, despite a similar or 
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lower use of drugs, alcohol, and weapons in school compared to other stu-
dents (Toldson et al.,  2015 ). Thus, while factors associated with economic 
inequality certainly play a role in understanding school discipline, neither 
socioeconomic status nor differential rates of misbehavior are suffi cient to 
explain large and consistent racial/ethnic discipline gaps in schools. 

  School practices contribute to disparities.  Educator perspectives and prac-
tices have consistently emerged as signifi cant predictors of rates of referral 
and disproportionality in suspension. In a series of multilevel analyses, 
Skiba and colleagues ( 2014 ) found that while the type of infraction, stu-
dent characteristics, and school characteristics predicted the likelihood of 
out-of-school suspension, school characteristics such as principal perspec-
tive on discipline were stronger predictors of racial discipline disparities 
than type of behavior or student characteristics, suggesting that efforts to 
reduce disciplinary disparity may be more effective if focused on altering 
school factors. A study among urban schools in Chicago found that stu-
dents felt less safe in schools with high suspension rates; in contrast, strong 
relationships among students, teachers, parents, and administrators were 
associated with lower suspension rates and a more positive sense of safety 
and school climate (Steinberg, Allensworth, & Johnson,  2015 ). 

 Disparities in discipline have consistently been found to begin at the 
classroom level (Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera,  2010 ) and to be related to dif-
ferences in teachers’ classroom management. In a nationally representative 
sample of 364 elementary and secondary schools, Skiba et al. ( 2011 ) found 
that Black students are twice as likely to receive offi ce disciplinary referrals at 
the elementary level and up to four times as likely in middle school. 

 Differential processing at the administrative level also makes a contribu-
tion to racial and ethnic disparities in suspension and expulsion. Drawing 
from a national sample, Skiba et al. ( 2011 ) reported that, although minor 
infractions in general receive less serious consequences, Black and Latino 
students were more likely than White students to receive suspension and/
or expulsion for the same. A number of studies have reported that Black 
students commonly receive more severe consequences for the same or 
similar infraction (Finn & Servoss,  2015 ; Nicholson-Crotty, Birchmeier, 
& Valentine,  2009 ; Toldson et al.,  2015 ). 

  The role of implicit bias and stereotype.  Finally, the data has begun to 
suggest that implicit bias and stereotypes may play a role in discipline dis-
parities. As Kahn, Goff, and Glaser note (this volume), research has shown 
that implicit racial bias is widespread in our society; evidence of its possible 
role in school discipline is beginning to emerge. In a simulation study, 
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Okonofua and Eberhardt ( 2015 ) presented teachers with descriptions of 
behavioral incidents in which only the name was changed between names 
more associated with either White or African American students. For the 
fi rst infraction, there were few differences in the ways teachers treated 
students based on their presumed racial identity. For a second infraction, 
however, teachers were more troubled, more likely to regard the incident 
as part of a pattern, and more likely to recommend suspension in cases 
associated with African American rather than White names. Such results 
suggest the importance of further research on the role of stereotypes in 
discipline, and, in particular, how those stereotypes might play themselves 
out in classroom interactions that lead to suspension and expulsion.   

   CONSEQUENCES OF DISCIPLINE DISPARITIES 
  Suspension is often the fi rst step in a chain of events leading to negative short- 
and long-term consequences ,  including academic disengagement ,  decreased 
academic achievement ,  and dropping out of school.  Given that the opportu-
nity to learn is among the strongest predictors of academic achievement 
(Brophy,  1988 ; Greenwood, Horton, & Utley,  2002 ), it is not surprising 
that removing students from school for disciplinary reasons is associated 
with negative academic outcomes. In a longitudinal study in a metro-
politan school district, Perry and Morris ( 2014 ) found that the pervasive 
threat of punishment in schools with high rates of out-of-school suspen-
sion (OSS) hinders academic achievement, even for non-suspended stu-
dents. In a longitudinal study across the state of Florida, 73% of students 
suspended in 9th grade failed subsequent academic courses, compared 
to 36% of non-suspended students (Balfanz et  al.,  2015 ). Examining a 
national dataset, Flannery, Frank, and Kato ( 2012 ) found that increased 
exposure to OSS has a strong effect on later occurrences of truancy over 
time. Eventually, this accumulation of loss of educational opportunity 
places students at increased risk of dropout: Balfanz et al. ( 2015 ) found 
that being suspended even once in 9th grade is associated with a 20% 
increase in dropping out, even after controlling for demographics, atten-
dance, and course performance. 

  Suspension is a risk factor for future contact with the justice system.  
Shollenberger ( 2015 ) found that that more than one-third (32%) of males 
suspended for ten or more days by age 12 had been confi ned in a correc-
tional facility by the time they were in their late twenties. Notably, student 
reports of engagement in delinquency or crime occurred only after the fi rst 

26 R.J. SKIBA ET AL.



time they were suspended from school. Fabelo et al. ( 2011 ) reported that 
suspension and expulsion for a discretionary school violation nearly tripled 
a student’s likelihood of juvenile justice involvement within the subse-
quent year. Examining the association between exclusionary discipline and 
truancy with arrest, Monahan, VanDerhei, Bechtold, & Cauffman ( 2014 ) 
found that the likelihood of arrest increased in the same month that a 
suspension or expulsion occurred, particularly among youth who did not 
have a history of misbehavior and did not associate with delinquent peers. 

 The disproportionate confi nement of African American males in secure 
juvenile detention facilities mirrors their experience with school discipline 
disparities. In an examination of school discipline and juvenile justice for 
Black and White youth aged 10–17 in 53 counties in Missouri, Nicholson- 
Crotty et  al. ( 2009 ) reported racial disproportionality in OSS to be a 
strong predictor of similar levels of racial disparity in juvenile court refer-
rals, even when controlling for levels of delinquent behavior, poverty, and 
other demographic variables. 

  The School-to-Prison Pipeline.  The data on the signifi cant negative 
impacts of suspension and expulsion, especially for marginalized groups, 
provides clear and disturbing evidence that the process that has been 
termed the  school-to-prison pipeline  (see Mediratta,  2012 ) is all too real. 
Exclusion from school through suspension and expulsion reduces school 
engagement and school achievement, increasing the chances of truancy 
and school dropout. In turn, these outcomes add to the risk of involve-
ment in the juvenile justice system. At every step in the pipeline, students 
of color, students with disabilities, and, it is beginning to appear, LGBT 
and gender nonconforming students are at increased risk for those nega-
tive outcomes. There are indeed personal and community factors, such as 
poverty, single-parent households, low-achievement, or repeat offending 
that increase a student’s risk of school failure, dropout or delinquency. 
But the research evidence makes clear that out-of-school suspension and 
expulsion are  in and of themselves  risk factors for a host of negative school 
and life outcomes, regardless of levels of poverty, achievement, or previous 
behavioral history (Skiba, Arredondo, & Williams,  2014 ).  

   SOLUTIONS AND INTERVENTIONS 
 Emerging data indicate that schools and school systems have the power 
to change their rates of exclusion. Alternative discipline approaches have 
been implemented in school districts across the country, helping reduce 
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suspension and expulsion, and improve school safety, climate, and aca-
demic outcomes. While the specifi c effects on disciplinary disproportion-
ality are still emerging, such strategies, organized below by classroom and 
school intervention, address important components of school climate and 
discipline that may lead to disparity reduction. 

   Classroom Instruction and Behavior Supports 

  Relationship-building.  Interventions that focus on strengthening teacher–
student relationships can lead to a reduction in the use of exclusionary dis-
cipline, particularly for African American students. My Teaching Partner 
(MTP) is a professional development program that involves teachers who 
have been successful in building positive relationships in their classroom 
as mentors to others (Allen, Pianta, Gregory, Mikami, & Lun,  2011 ). In 
a randomized controlled trial, Gregory, Allen, Mikami, Hafen, and Pianta 
( 2015 ) found that MTP reduced teachers’ reliance on exclusionary disci-
pline with all of their students, and that the effect was most pronounced 
for African American students. 

 Relationships are also a central component of Restorative Practices 
(RP)—informal and formal processes implemented throughout the 
school building that aim to proactively build relationships and a sense 
of community (preventing confl ict), and to repair harm after wrongdo-
ing has occurred (see Gregory and Clawson, Vincent and colleagues, and 
Schotland and colleagues, this volume). Studying implementation of RP 
in the Denver Public Schools, Gonzalez ( 2015 ) reported that suspension 
rates were reduced by nearly 47% for all racial and ethnic groups across 
the district: In particular, African American suspension rates dropped from 
17.6 to 10.4%, and Hispanic/Latino rates dropped from 10.18 to 4.74%. 
Examination of teacher and student reports of RP in two high schools 
found that individual teachers with better RP implementation tended to 
have less disproportionality in discipline (Gregory, Clawson, Davis, & 
Gerewitz,  2015 ). 

  Social emotional instruction.  Social and emotional learning (SEL) 
approaches building social and emotional skills through the inculcation 
of knowledge, attitudes, and skills to recognize and manage emotions, 
develop empathy for others, establish positive relationships, make respon-
sible decisions, and handle challenging situations constructively (CASEL, 
 2015 ). The implementation of SEL in Cleveland, with a student pop-
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ulation comprising 81% African American and Latino students, yielded 
improved student attendance district-wide, a decline in negative behavioral 
incidents per school by almost 50%, and a nearly 60% district-wide reduc-
tion in use of out-of-school suspension, although disciplinary disparities 
remained (Osher, Poirier, Jarjoura, Brown, & Kendziora,  2015 ). Again, 
more explicit attention to race, culture, and difference in the implementa-
tion of SEL may be necessary in order to reduce racial/ethnic disparities. 

  Culturally responsive classroom approaches.  Elements of culturally 
responsive approaches to classroom management and behavior supports 
have been identifi ed in case studies and ethnographic observation stud-
ies (see Chelowa, Goodman, West-Olatunji, & Amatea,  2014 ; Cramer 
& Bennett,  2015 ; Milner & Tenore,  2010 ; Monroe & Obidah,  2004 ), 
including (1) teacher communication of awareness of issues of race and 
respect for students’ perspectives and cultural heritage; (2) classrooms 
characterized by high expectations, strong interpersonal support, and a 
sense of family and community; (3) instruction that is culturally relevant; 
and (4) high levels of meaningful parental engagement. While these stud-
ies have demonstrated the power of culturally responsive approaches for 
improving classroom climate and student well-being, much more research 
is needed in order to examine how specifi c elements of culturally respon-
sive pedagogy and behavior supports affect student outcomes.  

   School-Level Interventions 

  Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports.  The Positive Behavior 
Interventions and Supports (PBIS) framework has been found to cre-
ate positive reductions in the use of exclusionary discipline, although the 
evidence suggests that specifi c attention to issues of race, culture, and 
difference may be necessary if PBIS is to reduce disciplinary disparities. 
A fi ve-year randomized controlled study of PBIS implementation in 35 
middle schools (Vincent, Sprague, CHiXapkaid, Tobin, & Gau,  2015 ) 
showed signifi cant improvement in the implementation of more positive 
disciplinary environments in treatment vs. control schools. Yet, effects on 
disciplinary disparities were mixed, with reductions in disciplinary exclu-
sion rates for Hispanic/Latino and Native American/Alaska Native stu-
dents, but not for African American students. Such results have led to 
proposals for revised PBIS models that include cultural considerations 
(Sprague, Vincent, Tobin, & CHiXapkaid,  2013 ), incorporating local 
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cultural values and norms that can better address the specifi c needs of 
the school and community population (McIntosh, Moniz, Craft, Golby, 
& Steinwand-Deschambeault,  2014 ). Examining school-wide Positive 
Behavior Interventions and Supports practices in schools in Oregon with 
low suspension rates for Native Americans, Vincent et al. ( 2015 ) found 
that schools that imbued culturally responsive practices aligned with 
American Indian culture into a PBIS framework were successful in reduc-
ing inequities in discipline practices. 

  Threat assessment.  Systematic approaches to threat assessment may also 
hold promise for reducing the use of exclusion and affecting discipline 
disparities. The Virginia Threat Assessment Guidelines (Cornell & Sheras, 
 2006 ) is a school-based process developed to help school administrators, 
mental health staff, and law enforcement offi cers assess and respond to 
threat incidents involving students in K-12 and prevent student violence 
across schools. Use of the Threat Assessment Guidelines in the state of 
Virginia was associated with reductions in both long-term suspensions and 
short-term suspensions that were greater than in schools not using the 
Guidelines (Cornell & Lovegrove,  2015 ). Furthermore, the intervention 
was associated with reductions in suspensions for all racial groups, as well 
as a reduction in disproportionality between Black and White males, even 
after controlling for school size and poverty (Cornell et al.,  2013 ).   

   FUTURE RESEARCH NEEDS 
 Recent research has extended what we know about disparities in school 
discipline. Even with these advances, however, signifi cant gaps remain, 
particularly in our knowledge of the extent of, and reasons for, such dis-
parities and how schools and school systems should address them. 

   Building Knowledge on the Extent of and Reasons for Disparities 

 While much is known about discipline disparities and African American 
students, the knowledge base for other student groups and the impact of 
school security technology on disparities is not nearly as robust. A num-
ber of key questions remain, some addressed by the Discipline Disparities 
Collaborative and the research contained in this volume, some still rela-
tively unexamined: 

  What are the patterns of ,  and reasons for ,  exclusionary discipline for stu-
dents who are LGBT ,  gender nonconforming ,  American Indian ,  female , 
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 and English language learning ?  Where do race/ethnicity ,  gender ,  disability , 
 and sexual orientation intersect ? In addition to confi rming the substantial 
risk of discipline for African American males, the number of other groups 
found to be at risk for differential discipline is striking. A closer examina-
tion of disproportionality for these groups and the way in which students’ 
intersecting identities increase their risk for exclusion and punishment is 
an important direction for future research. 

  What is the impact of increased law enforcement and security technology 
in schools on disciplinary disparities ? Despite dramatic increases in the pres-
ence of law enforcement and school security technology in recent years 
(Kupchik & Ward,  2013 ), there are insuffi cient research studies of the 
effectiveness of these measures on school discipline and school safety, and 
their differential use and impact by race, disability, or sexual orientation. 
As many states and schools consider increasing the use of such methods 
(Theriot,  2009 ), an understanding of the conditions under which security 
technology and increased police presence enhance school security, or may 
contribute to disciplinary disparities, is critical.  

   Building Knowledge of Effective Interventions and Systems 
Change 

 The development of evidence-based interventions, and especially the con-
ditions under which such interventions are most effective, is arguably the 
most important contribution that research can make in guiding practice 
toward replacing ineffective disciplinary strategies with more evidence- 
based alternatives. Key questions for future research include the following: 

  What school factors and interventions show the most promise for reducing 
disparities ? Research on effective interventions for reducing exclusionary 
discipline is growing, but research on approaches that specifi cally focus on 
reducing disparities is still emerging. Identifying evidence-based and prac-
tical disparity-reducing interventions, such as those explored in fi ve chap-
ters in this volume, is a critical need as pressure increases for schools to 
address high rates of disciplinary removal (IDEA,  2004 ; US DoE,  2014b ). 

 Disparities in school suspension and expulsion appear to begin with 
differential rates of offi ce referrals from teachers (Gregory & Weinstein, 
 2008 ; Skiba et al.,  2011 ), but the micro-level processes that cause this are 
not well-understood. Well-designed classroom observational studies that 
identify and describe classroom practices and processes that contribute to 
disciplinary disparities will provide greater guidance for classroom-based 
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intervention. In particular, further research is needed on the extent to 
which implicit bias may contribute to disparities in offi ce referrals, sus-
pension, or expulsion (see e.g., Pollock,  2009 ; Kahn & colleagues, this 
volume). 

 Interventions designed to reduce use of exclusionary discipline overall 
do not necessarily also reduce disparities (Vincent et al.,  2015 ). Gregory, 
Bell, and Pollock (this volume) identify equity-based principles of confl ict 
prevention and intervention. Guidance is needed on how educators can 
effectively talk about race/ethnicity, difference, and power in a way that 
produces positive change rather than reinforces stereotypes (see Buehler, 
 2012 ; Carter, Skiba, Arredondo, & Pollock,  2014 ; Howard,  2010 ; 
Pollock,  2009 ). 

  How do school-based practitioners respond to state ,  district ,  and school dis-
ciplinary policy changes ? A growing number of states and school districts 
have instituted policy changes to reduce the use of exclusionary discipline 
for minor misbehaviors (see Losen and Smith-Evans Haynes, this vol-
ume). Research is needed on the extent to which these and other policy 
changes impact disproportionality in discipline at the local level, and to 
better understand how those policies infl uence the decisions, behaviors, 
and perspectives of local decision makers. In particular, research is needed 
describing connections between under-resourced schools and dispropor-
tionality, and how new and/or existing resources—such as funding alloca-
tions, human capital development and distribution systems, and federal, 
state, and local accountability and support systems—might be best utilized 
to create greater equity.   

   CONCLUSION 
 Our understanding of the extent of disparities in school discipline has sig-
nifi cantly advanced over the past 40 years, and recent research has further 
expanded our understanding of the nuances of disciplinary disparities. Yet, 
signifi cant gaps remain, including a robust description of the nature of 
disparities for a number of student groups. 

 Developing research-validated strategies and interventions that can 
reduce or eliminate disciplinary gaps is an urgent priority and perhaps the 
most important and challenging need in the fi eld. As the consequences 
of ineffective exclusionary practices, and the impact of those practices on 
marginalized groups, become increasingly evident, pressure will increase 
to replace ineffective practices and reduce disciplinary disparities. Given an 
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increasing understanding of the severe consequences on students’ lives of 
disproportionate rates of discipline, it is critical that future research seeks 
to identify effective research-based strategies that can guide practitioners 
as they seek to implement more effective and equitable school discipline 
practices.      
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    CHAPTER 3   

  Despite efforts in recent years to reform disciplinary policy and practice 
in US public schools, the number of students issued out-of-school sus-
pensions continues to be extremely high and disparities in suspension 
rates continue to worsen (Losen,  2015 ), indicating that students in some 
groups are missing school far more often and disproportionately com-
pared to other groups. These disparities are also true of referrals to law 
enforcement and school-based arrests (Krezmien, Leone, Zablocki, & 
Wells, 2010; U.S. Department of Education, 2014). 

 Punitive school discipline matters tremendously to the educational 
opportunity of young people: even a single suspension or referral to the 
juvenile court system increases the odds of low achievement and dropping 
out of school altogether (Kirk & Sampson,  2013 ). Moreover, educators’ 
beliefs and approaches to discipline are key factors in the prevalence of 
disciplinary actions that exclude students from the classroom (Skiba et al., 
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 2014 ). Effective school discipline is critical in building school climates 
that are both safe and productive. The key question for educators is how 
to initiate a change in school disciplinary approach so that more young 
people remain engaged in learning in school. 

   PRINCIPLES AND PROGRAMS TO REDUCE DISPARITIES 
IN SCHOOL DISCIPLINE 

 This chapter provides a synthesis of current research and best practices in 
reducing disparities in school discipline.  1   What follows are starting points 
that educators—including teachers, administrators, paraprofessionals, and 
support personnel—might use to begin shifting disciplinary confl icts and 
consequences toward a more positive school climate, benefi tting both edu-
cators and students. We offer intervention strategies to help educators build 
strong and effective relationships with students and avoid the criminalization 
of child and adolescent behaviors, reducing student exposure to the juvenile 
justice system. By criminalization we mean the tendency for adults to per-
ceive student appearance, body language, or behavior as inordinately threat-
ening or defi ant of authority and rules, leading them to issue excessively 
punitive sanctions, including suspension and justice system referrals, rather 
than to engage the student in school-based prevention and intervention. 

 Effective schools consider discipline to be part of their overall approach 
to establishing conditions for successful teaching and learning, rather than 
blaming educators or students when disciplinary confl icts or disparities 
arise. Thus, we need sophisticated ways to think about school safety and 
discipline that can promote orderly and healthy instructional climates while 
reducing time spent out of school, inequitable discipline, and criminaliza-
tion. When guided by the principles of equity and prevention, effective 
discipline can foster an environment characterized by healthy relationships 
and academic engagement across classrooms, hallways, and lunchrooms 
(Gregory, Cornell, & Fan,  2011 ). Disciplinary interventions can be used to 
resolve confl ict  and  educate students, rather than push them out of school.  

   MOVING BEYOND PUNITIVE DISCIPLINE TO CONFLICT 
PREVENTION AND CONFLICT INTERVENTION 

 In this chapter, we present research-based principles to support educa-
tors in shifting their approach to discipline, grouped into the categories 
of “Confl ict Prevention” and “Confl ict Intervention.” The likelihood of 
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confl ict is reduced (prevention) when schools create diverse communi-
ties of motivated, invested, and engaged student and staff learners. When 
confl ict does occur, however, it can be addressed through constructive 
and equitable intervention that provides tools to address the source of 
confl icts and identify appropriate alternatives, thereby building stronger 
school climates. 

   Principles of Confl ict Prevention 

 Research suggests that to prevent unnecessary confl ict and reduce dispro-
portionate discipline for particular groups of students, educators should 
provide the following:

•     Supportive Relationships : Authentic connections forged with all 
students.  

•    Academic Rigor : The potential of all students is promoted through 
high expectations and high-level learning opportunities.  

•    Culturally Relevant and Responsive Teaching : Instruction responds 
respectfully to students’ lives.  

•    Bias-free Classrooms and Respectful School Environments : Inclusive, 
positive classroom and school environments are established in which 
all students feel fairly treated.     

   Principles of Confl ict Intervention 

 Research suggests that when discipline problems arise, educators should 
engage in the following:

•     Inquiry into the Causes of Confl icts : Equity-focused inquiry is used 
regularly to identify “hot spots” of disciplinary confl ict or differential 
treatment for particular groups.  

•    Problem-solving Approaches to Discipline : Solutions aim to uncover 
sources of behavior or teacher-student confl ict and address the iden-
tifi ed needs.  

•    Inclusion of Student and Family Voice and Perspectives on Confl ict 
Causes and Solutions : Student and family voices are integrated into 
confl ict resolution.  

•    Re-integration of Students after Confl ict : Students are supported to 
re-enter a community of learners after confl ict has occurred.    
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 In the following pages, we describe how each principle relates to dis-
parities in school discipline, and offer strategies and sample programs to 
help guide schools in enacting the same.   

   PREVENTION THROUGH SUPPORTIVE RELATIONSHIPS 
 Through caring and supportive relationships, school staff can prevent con-
fl ict, communicate high expectations for student engagement in learning, 
and demonstrate fair and consistent application of school rules (Gregory 
et al.,  2011 ; Osher et al.,  2012 ). All too often, however, supportive rela-
tionships are not evenly distributed among student groups. Compared 
to White students, Black and Latino students report fi nding fewer adults 
in school who are supportive and fair (Hughes,  2011 ; Voight, Hanson, 
O’Malley, & Adekanye,  2015 ). Similar patterns also are evident for les-
bian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) students. In a national survey 
of LGBT students from over 3000 school districts, almost half reported 
that school staff did nothing when they heard homophobic remarks 
(Kosciw, Greytak, Bartkiewicz, Boesen, & Palmer,  2012 ). 

   Knowing Students Well Goes a Long Way 

 Effective educators get to know their students well, especially those stu-
dents whose lived experience differs substantially from their own. Given 
that America’s teaching force is predominantly middle class and dispro-
portionately White, differences in lived experience can be pronounced 
for low-income students and those of color. Educators’ connectedness to 
their individual students, as well as their knowledge of events in students’ 
communities, can help to bridge the “identity gulf” and prevent mis-
judgments, unintentionally hurtful comments (“microaggressions”), and 
overly harsh reactions to child and adolescent misbehavior (Sue,  2010 ). 
Getting to know the strengths of students’ communities has similar effects. 
Administrators highlight how essential it is for school leaders to regularly 
engage with families and community leaders outside of school in order 
to build trust and open lines of communication (Henderson, Johnson, 
Mapp, & Davies,  2007 ; Pollock,  in press ). 

 Supportive relationships can also reduce negative stereotyping and implicit 
bias (see Kahn and colleagues, this volume). When students and educators 
get to know each other well, understanding, empathy and trust can develop 
(Gregory & Ripski,  2008 ), helping students feel accepted and honored for 
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who they are, even when who they are differs radically from the teachers’ own 
experience and identity. In addition, knowing students as individuals who 
belong to diverse communities counteracts stereotypes (Pollock,  in press ).  

   How Can Schools Engage in Supportive Relationships with Youth? 

•      Systematically identify student strengths ,  integrate  “ getting to know 
you ”  activities into instruction ,  and avoid defi ning and labeling 
students by their defi cits.  Examples of strength-based, relationship- 
building activities include: daily morning circles or check-ins about 
students’ thoughts, feelings, and experiences; assigned autobiogra-
phies or portfolios of students’ interests, skills, and accomplishments, 
which can be developed interactively, online, or using multimedia 
(Oneville Project,  2012 ); positive notes home, and teacher atten-
dance at student events outside of the classroom.  

•    Improve interactions among educators and students through profes-
sional development programs.  One example of a relationship-building 
professional development program is the My Teaching Partner- 
Secondary (MTP-S) program. Teachers, paired with a coach for an 
entire school year, refl ect on video recordings of their classroom 
instruction and interactions with students. A recent study of the pro-
gram showed the Black-White gap in student discipline referral was 
largely eliminated for teachers in the program (see   www.mtpsecond-
ary.net    ; Gregory, Allen, Mikami, Hafen, & Pianta,  2015 ).  

•    Implement professional development to increase and maintain cultural 
competence.  Increasing educator “cultural competence”—the ability 
to connect with and respond respectfully and skillfully to students’ 
lived experiences—has been shown to be key to good school-student 
relationships (Monroe & Obidah,  2004 ). Professional development 
can help educators understand lived experiences outside of what is 
familiar to them (e.g., learning about others’ experiences with immi-
gration, poverty, English Language Learning, racism, homophobia; 
Singleton & Linton,  2006 ).      

   PREVENTION THROUGH ACADEMIC RIGOR 
 When students are deeply engaged in and excited about academic activi-
ties, school discipline referrals are less likely (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 
 2004 ). Yet, academic rigor is not evenly distributed in our school system 
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today (Weinstein,  2002 ). Within schools, remedial and honors levels are 
often racially divided and characterized by widely divergent norms of control 
(Howard,  2008 ). In many lower-tracked classrooms, boredom, frustration, 
and shame can contribute to student-teacher confl ict, while high-achieving 
classrooms are often characterized by lively teacher-student interactions, 
where independent learning activities and enriching materials are prioritized 
over tight management of behavior (Noguera & Wing,  2006 ). It is not 
surprising that students in lower-tracked classrooms, often students of color 
and low-income students, become less engaged and less on-task. 

 Educators might also inadvertently send messages that some groups 
are expected to succeed, while others are destined for failure (Weinstein, 
 2002 ). Students are astute at inferring such messages from adults’ voice, 
tone, or body language, as well as from the instructional tasks and mate-
rial they are given. If differential messages are internalized, students can 
lose confi dence in their own academic abilities, and become less invested 
in schooling. Discipline struggles often result. 

   How Can Schools Provide Academic Rigor to Historically 
Underserved Youth? 

•      Promote high expectations and assist students in meeting those expecta-
tions.  Schools effective in preventing confl ict communicate high expec-
tations through high-level and engaging instruction that includes access 
to necessary learning supports (Mehan,  2012 ). For instance, the Preuss 
School in San Diego (Mehan,  2012 ) established single-track, college-
preparatory curricula to build a college-bound culture for its students—
all of whom are low income, and primarily students of color—providing 
fl exible supports and remediation programming through expanded 
school days. A nearby partner school, Gompers Preparatory Academy 
in San Diego, similarly transformed a high-suspension, chaotic campus 
into a college-prep environment with high expectations for every stu-
dent (Mehan,  2012 ). Gompers has met its goal of 100% graduation 
and college acceptance for several years running.      

   PREVENTION THROUGH CULTURAL RELEVANCY 
AND RESPONSIVENESS 

 When students’ identities and cultures are integrated into curriculum and 
instruction as well as the norms and ethos of the school, they feel safer 
and report less victimization and discrimination (Gay,  2006 ). They also 
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feel more connected to school and report higher academic achievement 
(Cammarota,  2007 ). Weinstein, Tomlinson-Clarke, and Curran ( 2004 ) 
assert that culturally competent pedagogy is characterized by teachers’ (1) 
awareness of their own ethnocentrism (the tendency to see one’s own 
cultural norms as neutral, universal, normal and correct); (2) knowledge 
of students’ cultural backgrounds and communities; (3) understanding of 
broader social, economic, and political contexts that open or close oppor-
tunity and access; and (4) demonstrated commitment to building caring 
classrooms. 

   How Can Schools Offer Cultural Relevancy and Responsiveness 
to Youth? 

•      Recognize and affi rm diversity through school events and course 
materials.  More effective schools integrate student racial, ethnic, 
cultural, gender, and sexual identities and experiences into school 
curricula, school-wide events, library resources, and other forums 
and activities (Burdge, Snapp, Laub, Russell, & Moody,  2013 ; 
Moll,  2010 ).  

•    Critical self-refl ection on interactions with students.  Through a 
process of self-refl ection and careful observation of their instruc-
tional style, educators can ask themselves: Am I reacting nega-
tively, or in an unfair way, to a behavior that is simply unfamiliar 
to me? The Double-Check program (Bottiani et  al.,  2012 ) is a 
structured professional development experience in which instruc-
tional coaches observe teachers and offer performance feedback 
that helps them refl ect on the degree to which they offer positive 
behavioral supports in a culturally competent manner (Hershfeldt 
et  al.,  2010 ). “Personal autobiographies” and book discussion 
groups (Nieto,  2008 ) can help educators acknowledge their own 
personal and community histories, and consider how those back-
grounds may create assumptions about what behavior in school is 
normal and desirable.      

   PREVENTION THROUGH BIAS-FREE CLASSROOMS 
AND RESPECTFUL SCHOOL ENVIRONMENTS 

 When some student groups experience school as uncaring, culturally 
irrelevant or non-responsive, they may be detecting unfair treatment 
driven by implicit bias—biases that we hold without being aware of 
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them. Research on implicit bias shows that, regardless of racial back-
ground, many people associate faces that look “White” with words like 
“smart” and faces that look Black with criminality (Banaji & Greenwald, 
 2013 ). Goff, Jackson, Di Leone, Culotta, and DiTomasso ( 2014 ) found 
that Black boys are generally viewed as less childlike than White peers 
(older and more culpable), and that characteristics typically associated 
with childhood (innocence) are less frequently applied to Black boys 
relative to White boys. Although operating outside conscious aware-
ness, implicit bias can impact decision- making. In juvenile justice, 
unconscious attitudes toward darker skin have been shown to infl u-
ence more punitive responses to the behavior of darker-skinned youth 
(Graham & Lowery,  2004 ). These attitudes may fuel the prevalence of 
harsher sanctions for students of color. 

 Although research on the effects of implicit bias in schools is sparse, 
there is no reason to believe administrators and teachers are exempt from 
processes that affect the decision-making of professionals in a range of 
work settings (Banaji & Greenwald,  2013 ). In schools, implicit bias may 
fuel negative reactions on the part of administrators and staff to students’ 
hair, dress, speech, or even body language, in a way that undermines stu-
dents’ positive relationships to school (Ferguson,  2001 ; Okonofue & 
Eberhardt,  2015 ). More research and intervention is needed to help edu-
cators prevent their unconscious biases from driving disciplinary decisions 
(McIntosh, Girvan, Horner, & Smolkowski,  2014 ). 

 Schools serving communities that educators are unfamiliar with or 
believe to be unsafe may resort to a security infrastructure, including 
police, scanners and other technology, to establish a safe and orderly 
environment. Although some schools and school districts may feel 
strongly that such approaches are necessary, it is unclear how much 
such measures actually contribute to better learning climates. The over-
use of security measures such as law enforcement presence, daily check-
points, random searches, and drug-sniffi ng canines in lower-income 
schools serving predominantly communities of color has been linked 
to negative student outcomes (Tanner-Smith & Fisher,  2015 ), includ-
ing higher rates of school-based referrals to juvenile court (Theriot, 
 2009 ). These security techniques have also been shown to reduce the 
level of trust between educators and students (Finn & Servoss,  2015 ), 
and are associated with increased student disengagement from school, 
as students begin to see school as a hostile “prison-like” environment 
(Kupchik,  2010 ). 
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   How Can Schools Pursue Bias-Free Discipline and Respectful 
Interactions with Youth? 

•      Create opportunities for staff to refl ect critically on how stereotyping 
and implicit bias can affect students in their schools.  Educators can 
become more aware of when snap judgments about student behav-
ior may be in play and ask themselves whether they have considered 
the whole context when they respond to students (McIntosh et al., 
 2014 ). Educators can also examine the potential of bias in their 
responses to student behavior: Am I overreacting to youth from par-
ticular groups when I discipline my students?  

•    Communicate trust and respect throughout the school . Data have con-
sistently demonstrated the centrality of a positive climate and pro-
active prevention to promoting safe and productive schools (e.g., 
Gregory et  al.,  2011 ; Heilburn, Cornell, & Lovegrove,  2015 ). 
Schools that emphasize the development of positive relationships 
tend to be experienced by teachers and students as safer and more 
supportive (Gregory, Cornell, Fan, Sheras, & Shih,  2010 ), while 
schools relying heavily on security technology tend to suspend at 
higher rates (Finn & Servoss,  2015 ).  

•    Increase awareness about how the structure and history of racism impacts 
schooling.  Educators can learn about the structural nature and histor-
ical context of racism in order to understand how racial bias is infl u-
enced by our collective experiences rather than personal fl aws, and 
consider how implicit biases about race can affect decision- making 
(Pollock,  in press ). School staff can take the Implicit Association 
Tests (IAT), a free online assessment of implicit bias, and discuss the 
results (See    https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html    ).      

   INTERVENTION AND REGULAR INQUIRY INTO THE CAUSES 
OF CONFLICTS 

 Some confl ict in schools is inevitable. However, it is possible for schools 
to handle confl ict equitably with clear, fair, and consistent enforcement 
of rules, a focus on developing student and educator skills in constructive 
resolution of confl ict, and processes for re-engagement and reparation of 
trust and community for all those involved in disputes. 

 Regular analysis of data is important to resolving disciplinary problems 
in fair and equitable ways. Disaggregating data can help educators identify 
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and address ways in which discipline practices may impact some student 
groups more than others. For instance, one middle school principal led a 
discussion with staff on the data for dress code violations, helping them to 
see that rules against short skirts were not enforced to the same degree as 
rules against the baggy pants worn by many of the male students of color 
(Morris,  2005 ). 

 Sharing data with communities and families can yield far-reaching solu-
tions to disciplinary problems, for both individual students and for school 
districts. Families, advocates, and students in the Los Angeles Unifi ed 
School District (LAUSD) took action when they realized the sheer num-
ber of students of color given suspensions under the category “Willful 
Defi ance,” which can be applied for a range of behaviors that are subjec-
tively interpreted by educators (Watanabe,  2013 ). As a result, the LAUSD 
school board revised the district’s school discipline policy and passed the 
School Climate Bill of Rights, abolishing the category “Willful Defi ance” 
(Watanabe,  2013 ). The new policy encourages schools to address low- 
level confl ict proactively, rather than lumping all negative interactions into 
the “defi ance” category. 

 Ensuring equitable discipline also requires a commitment to under-
standing the experience of historically marginalized groups of students 
at school and in their communities and society at large (Carter, Skiba, 
Arredondo, & Pollock,  2014 ). Actively engaging students in the inquiry 
process can help to reveal overlooked needs, such as the experiences of 
LGBT students. Once these needs are identifi ed, schools can develop 
responsive programming, such as ongoing discussions of culturally respon-
sive practice or anti-bias LGBT training for school staff. 

   How Can Schools Conduct Equity-Driven Inquiry to Intervene 
in Discipline Patterns Involving Students? 

•      Review discipline data regularly.  To intervene in existing discipline 
patterns and prevent unnecessary discipline, educators can review 
discipline data regularly to conduct equity audits. At the school and 
district level, educators can track and disaggregate discipline data 
by offense type, student characteristics (e.g., student race/ethnicity, 
gender, disability status), teacher/school, location of offense, refer-
ral to law enforcement, and whether students receive a school-based 
ticket or arrest.  
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•    Analyze discipline data intersectionally.  Consider students who 
belong to multiple subgroups simultaneously to identify how school 
discipline is impacting subpopulations. Research suggests, for exam-
ple, that gender non-conforming students of color are particularly 
over-disciplined, often after being the victim of bullying (Snapp, 
Hoenig, Fields, & Russell,  2015 ; also see Bellinger et al., this vol-
ume; Poteat et al., this volume).  

•    Investigate important discretionary points in the discipline process in 
order to understand how best to intervene . Specifi c reasons why stu-
dents are being referred for “defi ance,” “disrespect,” or “insubor-
dination” can be closely examined by school data teams, in order 
to more precisely describe the offense (e.g., use of infl ammatory 
language toward adult). Educators can then consider which conse-
quences for the specifi c infraction are actually merited, with exclu-
sion from instruction being used as a last resort (see also Yusuf et al., 
this volume).  

•    Harness youth leadership in the inquiry process itself.  Educators can 
also create groups of student participatory researchers who help ana-
lyze the disparities data, offer interpretations, and generate interven-
tions with and for educators (Chmielewski et al., this volume; Jones 
& Yonezawa,  2002 ). (Also see   www.publicscienceproject.org    )      

   INTERVENTION AND PROBLEM-SOLVING APPROACHES 
TO DISCIPLINE 

 In contrast to a punitive, zero-tolerance approach to confl ict, a 
problem- solving approach identifi es contextual contributions to school 
discipline issues so that responses to confl ict are suffi ciently nuanced. A 
 multi- faceted understanding of rule-breaking would incorporate mul-
tiple perspectives (disputants, supporters) and multiple sources of infor-
mation (Cornell, Sheras, Gregory, & Fan,  2009 ). A problem-solving 
approach helps teachers and administrators understand the greater con-
text around any behavior or response by inquiring into the “why” of a 
student’s behavior or teacher’s response and eliciting relevant informa-
tion (e.g., a student is angry or stressed because he is up at night caring 
for a younger sibling, a teacher is angry because she is in the midst of 
a divorce). 

HOW EDUCATORS CAN ERADICATE DISPARITIES IN SCHOOL DISCIPLINE 49

http://www.publicscienceproject.org


   How Can Schools Use Problem-Solving Approaches to Respond 
to Confl ict and Support Youth? 

•      Assess needs and provide appropriate supports.  Educators can learn 
problem-solving approaches to confl ict that include the following 
steps: (1) inquiry into the “why” of the behavior or incident; (2) 
inquiry into classroom, school, family or community issues that may 
aggravate the behavior; (3) provision of a period of refl ection for 
student and school staff member; (4) facilitation of a restoration 
process that supports students in sharing their experience (includ-
ing disputants and those affected in the school community); and 
(5) provision of appropriate services for those students suffering 
from traumatic events or other, more serious mental health issues. 
One problem-solving program is the Virginia Threat Assessment 
Guidelines (Cornell et al.,  2009 ), in which staff are trained to con-
duct a systematic investigation into the circumstances and underlying 
problems that culminate in a student making threats. Schools using 
threat assessment have safer school environments (e.g., less bullying) 
and issued fewer suspensions to both Black and White students who 
made threats (Cornell et al.,  2009 ; Cornell & Lovegrove,  2015 ).  

•    Through problem-solving ,  identify the needs of vulnerable groups in the 
school.  Some rule-breaking behavior may be a consequence of trau-
matic experiences (Gorman-Smith,  2003 ). Schools that identify such 
needs can provide services to address the consequences of trauma, 
and may also identify a school-wide need to enhance student and 
staff social and emotional skills. Given the frequent stressors in daily 
school life, school staff may need support to manage emotions (their 
own and that of the students), to address cultural differences, and to 
constructively resolve confl ict (Pollock,  2008 ).      

   INTERVENTION AND INCLUSION OF STUDENT AND FAMILY 
VOICE 

 Typically, students and staff who are affected by a rule infraction do not 
have a forum to discuss their experience of the events. The offended parties 
rarely have the opportunity to face the person who harmed them (Zehr, 
 2002 ). Seldom are students given an authentic opportunity to participate 
in “righting wrongs.” By institutionalizing procedures that tap into both 
student and staff experience after a rule infraction, all parties involved can 
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learn essential social and emotional skills—perspective- taking, empathy, 
and problem-solving—that are essential for lifelong success in work set-
tings (Costello, Wachtel, & Wachtel,  2010 ). When students feel their 
opinions are valued, they tend to be more engaged and invested (Hafen 
et al.,  2012 ). 

   How Do Schools Integrate Student and Family Voice into School 
Discipline? 

•      Explicitly integrate student and parent voice in resolving confl ict.  
Confl ict resolution programs and restorative justice programs sys-
tematically integrate student and family voice after an incident. 
Student accountability is achieved when all parties involved take 
responsibility for their actions, recognize the impact of their actions 
on others, and offer ways to repair the harm (Costello et al.,  2010 ). 
Confl ict resolution or restorative justice programming can help 
schools ensure that voices of marginalized students and their families 
are systematically included in educational programming and provide 
a relationship-based process to resolve disputes (restorative confer-
ences; see   www.safersanerschools.org    ). Recent research suggests that 
restorative practices hold promise for reducing racial disparities in 
discipline (González,  2015 ; Gregory, Clawson, Davis, & Gerewitz, 
 2015 ; Jain, Bassey, Brown, & Kalra,  2014 ).  

•    Establish forums with youth ,  parent and community-led organizing 
groups ,  and families . Youth-, parent- and community-led movements 
are at the core of many important reforms on school discipline across 
the nation. Local organizing groups, such as  Padres y Jovenes Unidos  
in Denver, CADRE in Los Angeles, and Voices of Youth in Chicago 
Education, have helped highlight the negative impact of punitive 
discipline on students and supported schools to develop better ways 
of managing student behavior (Rogers & Terriquez,  2013 ). Schools 
can proactively reach out to such groups in their own communities 
to better understand the needs and concerns of students who are 
issued discipline sanctions at disproportionate rates. Youth organiz-
ing has been documented as a powerful approach to youth develop-
ment and community change (Shah,  2011 ): By learning to identify 
problems on their campuses or in their communities and determin-
ing solutions to address them, youth become critical thinkers.      
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   INTERVENTION THROUGH REINTEGRATING STUDENTS 
AFTER CONFLICT 

 After receiving a punitive disciplinary action, students can become increas-
ingly alienated from the school community. Students re-entering school 
from a ten-day suspension or from juvenile detention are often placed 
back into school with little guidance or support to reconnect successfully 
(Seigle, Walsh, & Weber,  2014 ). The burden to make up instructional 
time often falls on the returning student. If the young person is engaged 
with the justice system while on probation or is facing current charges 
because of school behavior, the effect of school absence is exacerbated. 
With lost instructional time accruing, students can fall irrevocably behind 
in their academics, fueling racial and gender gaps in school achievement. 
To minimize lost instructional time, students need to be actively re- 
engaged in the process of learning and in the school community after an 
incident has occurred. 

   How Can Schools Reintegrate Students? 

•      Develop reintegration rituals and connect support services to stu-
dents  after short absences, as well as longer-term absences due 
to suspension or juvenile detention. One approach is to create a 
“transition center” that supports collaboration between the pro-
bation department, mental health/child welfare services, and the 
school district (Seigle et al.,  2014 ). Such collaboration can facili-
tate access to wraparound support services to young people exiting 
juvenile hall.  

•    Link schools with youth advocate and mentoring programs that support 
youth as they re-enter communities after they have been detained in the 
justice system . Well-trained and matched mentors can help youth nav-
igate the stressors and demands that occur for those who have missed 
instruction from their local schools for extended periods of time (see 
e.g., the Youth Empowerment Project, Community Reintegration 
Program, New Orleans, LA).      

   CONCLUSION 
 Districts and schools across the nation are engaging in long-term change 
to transform their approach to school discipline: equity-oriented princi-
ples of confl ict prevention and intervention can help guide that change. 
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Schools that prevent punitive discipline responses and increase students’ 
access to supportive relationships, academic rigor, and culturally relevant 
and responsive teaching are more likely to reach their educational goals. 
These schools teach social and emotional skills and coping strategies, 
and build positive relationships between educators, students, and par-
ents. When confl ict and rule-breaking arise, effective schools engage in 
problem-solving to identify underlying contributors to the problem, while 
integrating student and family perspectives into how to repair the harm. 
When students are excluded from the learning environment, effective 
schools systematically reintegrate them back into the community and their 
coursework. Schools enacting equity-oriented principles also regularly use 
data, such as school disciplinary records and student surveys, to track their 
progress in resolving confl ict and educating young people. 

 Efforts to undertake an equity-oriented transformation in school discipline 
are already underway across the nation. States are considering new legisla-
tion to reduce the overuse of school suspension for non-safety related stu-
dent misbehavior (Clough,  2014 ). Districts are collaborating with students, 
parents and advocates to rewrite student codes of conduct to undo zero-tol-
erance policies that mandate rigid, exclusionary responses to student behav-
ior (Green,  2013 ). Urban districts are implementing restorative approaches 
to school discipline to reduce their use of suspension (Encarnacao,  2013 ). 
These efforts refl ect the growing recognition that educators can disrupt dis-
cipline disparities, which have been seen as inevitable and unchangeable for 
too long, and replace them with strategies and programs that build a safe, 
healthy, and academically rigorous school climate for all students.  

    NOTE 
     1.    This chapter is based on the briefi ng paper designed for educators, drafted 

for the Discipline Disparities Research-to-Practice Collaborative (see pref-
ace). The full brief can be found online at   http://www.indiana.
edu/~atlantic/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Disparity_Intervention_
Full_121114.pdf              
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    CHAPTER 4   

     INTRODUCTION 
 There is substantial evidence that sexual minority youth (lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, or questioning [LGBQ] youth) face elevated physical and mental 
health risks compared to heterosexual youth as a result of discrimination 
(Coker, Austin, & Schuster,  2010 ; Russell, Everett, Rosario, & Birkett, 
 2014 ). Despite a sizable literature base on health risks, less attention has 
focused on understanding whether discrimination shapes sexual orientation- 
based disparities in other areas, such as school discipline practices. Punitive 
and exclusionary discipline sanctions, ranging from school suspension to 
incarceration, are directed disproportionately toward  certain marginal-
ized youth populations, for example, African American youth (Gregory, 
Skiba, & Noguera,  2010 ; Wallace, Goodkind, Wallace, & Bachman,  2008 ). 
Are discipline sanctions also directed disproportionately toward LGBQ 
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youth compared to heterosexual youth? If so, what underlying factors and 
processes may account for such sexual orientation-based disparities? 

 Recent studies indicate the existence of sexual orientation-based dis-
cipline disparities. As one example, using items from the nationally rep-
resentative Add Health study, Himmelstein and Brückner ( 2011 ) found 
that non-heterosexual youth were more likely than heterosexual youth to 
indicate that they had been stopped by police, arrested before the age of 
18, expelled from school, and had a juvenile conviction. These dispari-
ties were evident even when controlling for minor to violent transgres-
sive behaviors (e.g., intoxication, stealing, threatening someone with a 
weapon). Findings of Himmelstein and Brückner ( 2011 ) run parallel to 
those documented among youth of color, which show that the latter are 
more likely to be overrepresented across various types of discipline sanc-
tions (Piquero,  2008 ; Ray & Alarid,  2004 ; Shaw & Braden,  1990 ; Skiba, 
Michael, Nardo, & Peterson,  2002 ; Wehlage & Rutter,  1986 ). Other 
recent studies have documented disciplinary bias against LGBQ youth 
within schools (Snapp, Hoenig, Fields, & Russell,  2015 ). These fi ndings 
suggest that discipline disparities based on sexual orientation may well be 
occurring and emphasize the need for greater attention to this issue. In 
this chapter, we propose a theoretically based model to inform emerging 
research on sexual orientation-based disparities in school suspension and 
juvenile justice system involvement.  

   A THEORETICAL BASIS FOR SEXUAL ORIENTATION-BASED 
DISCIPLINE DISPARITIES 

 Our model hypothesizes that peer victimization predicts engagement in 
various behavioral infractions that ultimately lead to sexual orientation- 
based discipline disparities. In effect, this model aims to explain the connec-
tion between victimization and discrimination in producing disproportional 
rates of discipline for LGBQ youth compared to heterosexual youth. There 
is much evidence that victimization on the basis of sexual orientation pre-
dicts youths’ substance use, truancy, and self-protective strategies such as 
carrying a weapon (Gastic,  2008 ; Luk, Wang, & Simons- Morton,  2010 ; 
Simon, Dent, & Sussman,  1997 ; Tharp-Taylor, Haviland, & D’Amico, 
 2009 ). Because victimized LGBQ students are in school and also because 
they are minors, some of the behaviors associated with or resulting from 
victimization (e.g., alcohol use or truancy) constitute punishable infrac-
tions by school and juvenile justice systems. As such, the very ways in which 
some youth—whether heterosexual or LGBQ—cope with victimization 
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(e.g., truancy to avoid victimization, carrying a weapon for self-defense) 
increases their risk for school discipline or criminal justice sanctions. In the 
next section, we bring together theories from the LGBQ health disparities 
literature and the juvenile justice literature to clarify ways in which these 
factors may give rise to sexual orientation-based discipline disparities. 

   Minority Stress Theory 

 We propose that minority stress theory (Meyer,  2003 ), a model drawn 
from health disparities literature, could partially explain disparities in dis-
ciplinary outcomes, by considering the discrimination experienced dis-
proportionately by LGBQ youth relative to heterosexual youth. That is, 
LGBQ individuals experience multiple stressors, such as discrimination, 
due to their marginalized sexual orientation identity in society. As a result 
of experiencing stressors at greater rates, LGBQ individuals are at a greater 
risk of negative health outcomes than heterosexuals. 

 There is robust support for this theory as applied to LGBQ youth. 
LGBQ youth indeed report more frequent peer victimization than het-
erosexual youth (Russell et al.,  2014 ). In turn, peer victimization predicts 
a range of concerns for LGBQ youth, such as alcohol use, depression, car-
rying a weapon for self-defense, and school truancy (Marshal et al.,  2008 ; 
Newcomb, Heinz, Birkett, & Mustanski,  2014 ; Panfi l,  2014 ; Poteat, 
Mereish, DiGiovanni, & Koenig,  2011 ). Our model ultimately links such 
victimization and several of these behavioral health disparity outcomes to 
disparities in disciplinary outcomes.  

   Differential Behavior or Differential Selection and Processing 

 Two perspectives from the juvenile justice literature may shed additional 
light on discipline disparities: the differential behavior perspective and the 
differential selection and processing perspective (Piquero,  2008 ). The dif-
ferential behavior perspective focuses on the behavior of students them-
selves, suggesting that discipline disparities between groups are due to the 
differential rates at which members of each group commit infractions. The 
differential behavior perspective tends to place responsibility for group- 
based discipline disparities on a group’s members and their higher rates of 
illicit behavior. Applying minority stress theory to this perspective suggests 
that the discipline of LGBQ students may be a three-stage process: (1) 
LGBQ youth are more likely than heterosexual youth to be victimized, 
as stipulated by minority stress theory; (2) higher rates of victimization 
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among LGBQ youth predict higher rates of infractions (e.g., alcohol use) 
among LGBQ youth; and, (3) because they engage in these infractions at 
differential rates, LGBQ youth will be more likely than heterosexual youth 
to face punitive discipline. Minority stress theory adds a critical extension 
to the differential behavior perspective by drawing attention to precipitat-
ing experiences of disproportionately higher rates of discrimination experi-
enced by LGBQ youth. Thus, it calls attention to broader social conditions 
and biases that prompt these behaviors in the fi rst place, and highlights how 
these behaviors can represent coping strategies and protective behaviors. 

 The differential behavior perspective has had mixed support, however, 
in accounting for race-based discipline disparities (Gregory et al.,  2010 ); it 
also seems insuffi cient on its own to explain sexual orientation-based disci-
pline disparities. If LGBQ youths’ higher rates of infractions were the pri-
mary cause of their disproportionate discipline, then sexual orientation- based 
discipline disparities should be minimal when controlling for different rates 
of engagement in these infractions. Yet Himmelstein and Brückner ( 2011 ) 
found that discipline disparities between heterosexual and non-heterosexual 
youth remained even when introducing such controls in their analyses. As a 
result of such fi ndings, researchers have also considered a second explanation 
for discipline disparities, the differential selection and processing perspective. 

 The latter (Piquero,  2008 ) focuses on the role of bias in the process of 
delegating punishment. It states that discipline disparities between groups 
exist because members of one group are more likely to be punished or 
punished more harshly for the same infraction than members of another 
group. This pattern has been found for youth of color in outcomes ranging 
from classroom offi ce referrals to court sanctions (Piquero,  2008 ; Skiba, 
Arredondo, & Williams,  2014a ; Wehlage & Rutter,  1986 ). In effect, the 
differential selection and processing perspective suggests that discipline 
disparities may be partly refl ective of discrimination at an institutional level 
by adults who are more likely to discipline LGBQ youth because of their 
sexual orientation. There is growing documentation of discriminatory insti-
tutional policies and practices directed against LGBQ youth (e.g., harsher 
punishment for showing public displays of same-sex affection or for taking 
a same-sex partner to prom; Chesir-Teran & Hughes,  2009 ; Snapp et al., 
 2015 ) and lawsuits fi led by LGBQ youth have shown that they have often 
faced discrimination from authority fi gures at school (Cianciotto & Cahill, 
 2012 ). Thus, this perspective captures the emphasis of minority stress the-
ory on the role of discrimination in explaining disparities, suggesting that 
LGBQ youth may be more likely to face discipline than heterosexual youth 
who engage in the same infractions at similar rates. 
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 Currently, there has been insuffi cient study of school discipline sanctions 
and LGBQ youth to suggest which perspective—differential behavior or 
differential selection/processing—best explains sexual orientation-based 
discipline disparities. Notably, minority stress theory is not aligned exclu-
sively with either the differential behavior or differential selection/pro-
cessing perspective. Discrimination is relevant to the differential behavior 
perspective, in that greater peer or adult victimization faced by LGBQ 
youth may prompt greater engagement in infractions and ultimately lead 
to sexual orientation-based discipline disparities. Discrimination is also rel-
evant to the differential selection/processing perspective, in that adults 
may discriminate against LGBQ youth by differentially selecting and pun-
ishing them more so than heterosexual youth for the same infractions. 
Instead of treating the differential behavior perspective and the differential 
selection/processing perspectives as mutually exclusive, we consider the 
extent to which both, with their shared connection to discrimination, may 
relate to sexual orientation-based discipline disparities. 

 In the sections that follow, we present our recent fi ndings related to the 
issues we have raised above. First, we document the existence of sexual ori-
entation-based disparities in school suspension and juvenile justice system 
involvement among a large sample of youth. Second, we present results 
from models that compare two ways in which victimization and engage-
ment in infractions are connected to sexual orientation-based discipline 
disparities. The fi rst model considers the differential behavior perspective: 
we tested whether higher rates of victimization among LGBQ youth than 
heterosexual youth would predict the former’s engagement in more infrac-
tions, and whether this differential engagement would account for why 
LGBQ youth were more likely than heterosexual youth to be suspended or 
involved in the juvenile justice system. The second model considers the dif-
ferential selection/processing perspective: we tested whether LGBQ youth 
who engaged in infractions had greater odds of experiencing punitive disci-
pline than heterosexual youth who engaged in the same infractions.   

   METHODS 

   Data Source 

 We used data from the 2012 Dane County Youth Assessment (DCYA) in 
Wisconsin, modeled on the Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS; Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention,  2009 ). The DCYA was collected 
by Dane County Human Services and supported by several community 
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 partners. In city-based high schools with large student populations, 50% 
of the school’s students were randomly selected by the school systems to 
complete the survey. In all other schools, surveys were administered to the 
entire student body, as this was more feasible in smaller schools. The sur-
vey was administered electronically in computer labs during school hours. 
The data were collected from 13,645 youth across 22 high schools in 
rural, suburban, and urban schools. There was an even distribution of male 
and female students (50% in each group). Students were predominantly 
White (73.7%), followed by students who identifi ed as biracial or multi-
racial (7.3%), Black (5.3%), Hispanic (5.1%), Non-Hmong Asian (2.7%), 
Hmong-identifi ed Asian (1.6%), Middle Eastern (0.6%), Native American 
(0.6%), and 3.1% identifi ed other self-reported racial or ethnic identities. 
As expected, most students identifi ed as heterosexual (93.6%), followed by 
students who identifi ed as bisexual (3.2%), questioning their sexual orien-
tation (2.0%), and those who identifi ed as gay or lesbian (1.2%). From this 
total sample of youth, our analysis included all LGBQ youth ( n  = 869) 
and a comparison sample of 869 heterosexual youth who were selected 
through matching on a number of demographic and behavioral indices. 
These indices included students’ gender identity, age, grade level, race/
ethnicity, whether they received a free or reduced- price lunch, the grades 
they reported typically earning, and self-reported bullying behavior.  1    

   Variables 

 The survey assessed a broad range of factors; here we describe the mea-
sures used for the current study. Participants completed a four-item mea-
sure (Espelage & Holt,  2001 ) of peer victimization (e.g., “I got hit or 
pushed by other students”). Infractions were represented by fi ve items 
assessing cigarette, alcohol, and marijuana use, as well as whether students 
had been truant in the last 30 days (0 = not truant; 1 = truant at least once) 
or  carried a weapon onto school property in the last 30 days (0 = did not 
carry a weapon to school; 1 =  carried a weapon to school at least one 
day). Finally, we assessed school suspension with the item, “During this 
school year, how many times have you been suspended from school?” We 
assessed juvenile justice system involvement with the item, “Have you ever 
been in juvenile corrections/prison for more than 30 days?” Responses 
for both items were dichotomized (0 = not suspended, 1 = suspended at 

66 V.P. POTEAT ET AL.



least once; 0 = no juvenile corrections/prison involvement, 1 = has been 
in juvenile corrections/prison in the past year).  

   Analytic Approach 

 In order to test for sexual orientation-based discipline disparities, we com-
pared the likelihood of suspension or involvement in the juvenile justice 
system for LGBQ youth as opposed to heterosexual youth through odds 
ratios based on logistic regression. We then tested several models com-
paring the differential behavior and the differential selection/processing 
perspectives using structural equation modeling. For the purpose of this 
chapter, we forego a technical presentation of the analyses (e.g., model fi t 
indices or detailed invariance tests); however, detailed statistical output is 
reported in Poteat, Scheer, and Chong ( 2016 ). Figures  4.1  and  4.2  pro-
vide a conceptual diagram of these models.

    In our differential behavior-based model, we hypothesized that (a) 
LGBQ youth would report more victimization than heterosexual youth; 
(b) victimization would be associated with committing infractions; and, 
(c) infractions would be associated with the likelihood of having been 
suspended and involved in the juvenile justice system. The model tests 
whether discipline disparities can be accounted for based on LGBQ 

  Fig. 4.1    A model refl ecting how the differential behavior perspective, in con-
junction with minority stress theory, could account for sexual orientation- based 
discipline disparities       
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youths’ higher rates of victimization and infraction engagement, that is, 
differential behavior. In this scenario, the link between sexual orientation 
and discipline is expected to be explained through these preceding inter-
mediary processes of victimization and infractions. As part of the analyses, 
we calculated  indirect effects , which represent this process. Signifi cant and 
sizable indirect effects of sexual orientation on suspension and juvenile 
justice system involvement through the proposed path of victimization and 
infraction engagement would support the differential behavior perspective. 

 In our differential selection/processing-based model, we hypothesized 
that LGBQ youth who engaged in infractions would be more likely to 
report having been suspended or involved in the juvenile justice system 
than heterosexual youth who had engaged in these infractions. Stronger 
associations between infraction engagement and discipline experiences 
for LGBQ youth than heterosexual youth would refl ect differential selec-
tion/processing rather than differential behavior, because this discrepancy 
would show that, even when comparing LGBQ and heterosexual youth 
who are engaging in infractions at similar rates, LGBQ youth are still more 
likely to have been suspended or involved in the juvenile justice system.  2     

   RESULTS: EVIDENCE OF SEXUAL ORIENTATION-BASED 
DISCIPLINE DISPARITIES 

 LGBQ youth were more than twice as likely as heterosexual youth to 
report that they had been suspended from school in the past school year 
(OR =2.41,  p  < 0.001), and more than nine times as likely as heterosexual 

  Fig. 4.2    A model refl ecting how the differential selection/processing perspec-
tive, in conjunction with minority stress theory, could account for sexual 
orientation- based discipline disparities       
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youth to report that they had been involved in the juvenile justice system 
in the past year (OR =9.21,  p  < 0.001). Having found evidence that these 
disparities existed, we then compared whether the differential behavior or 
differential selection/processing perspective best explained the connec-
tions between our set of variables. 

   Differential Behavior Perspective 

 As we hypothesized, LGBQ youth reported more victimization than het-
erosexual youth ( β   =  0.14,  p   <  0.01). In turn, having been victimized 
predicted that students engaged in more infractions ( β  = 0.19,  p  < 0.01). 
Students who engaged in infractions were more likely to have been sus-
pended ( β  = 0.41,  p  < 0.01) and to have been involved in the juvenile 
justice system ( β  = 0.33,  p  < 0.01). Although each of these single paths 
was signifi cant, the true test of the differential behavior perspective 
is refl ected in the overall contribution of indirect effects in the model: 
Are the observed differences in discipline outcomes between LGBQ and 
heterosexual students accounted for by the intermediary differences in 
victimization and infraction engagement between the two groups? The 
indirect effects provided only limited support for this question; indirect 
effects of sexual orientation on disciplinary experiences through victimiza-
tion and infractions were signifi cant but small in size ( β  = 0.01,  p  < 0.05, 
for both disciplinary outcomes).  

   Differential Processing Perspective 

 We tested whether heterosexual youth and LGBQ youth who engaged in 
comparable levels of infractions were equally likely to have been suspended 
or involved in the juvenile justice system. To do so, we forced the associa-
tions between infractions and each disciplinary outcome to be equal for 
both heterosexual and LGBQ youth. This constraint was not supported, 
in that the fi t of the model was poor under conditions of forced equiva-
lence. Instead, the results showed that there was a stronger association 
between infraction engagement and suspension for LGBQ youth than for 
heterosexual youth ( β  = 0.47 and 0.40, respectively) and a stronger asso-
ciation between infraction engagement and juvenile justice involvement 
for LGBQ youth than for heterosexual youth ( β  = 0.57 and 0.12, respec-
tively). As such, the results offered support for the differential selection/
processing perspective.   
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   HOW DO OUR RESULTS RELATE TO THEORY? 
 Our fi ndings provide additional evidence that discipline disparities exist 
between LGBQ youth and heterosexual youth. Consistent with the fi nd-
ings of Himmelstein and Brückner ( 2011 ), we found evidence of dispari-
ties in school suspension and juvenile justice system involvement. These 
fi ndings are also consistent with research on discipline disparities for youth 
of color (Gregory et al.,  2010 ; Wallace et al.,  2008 ). Further, our fi nd-
ings suggest how multiple factors relate to and could potentially lead to 
these disparities. We drew from minority stress theory to clarify the role of 
discrimination in contributing to disparities faced by marginalized popu-
lations, while also giving attention to both the differential behavior and 
the differential selection/processing perspectives from the juvenile justice 
literature. In all, our fi ndings underscore the need for further research on 
the experiences of LGBQ youth and to further assess and address ways in 
which discrimination is associated with disproportionately high rates of 
punitive disciplinary outcomes for LGBQ youth. 

 These disparities are of concern because punitive and exclusionary 
discipline can carry longer-term consequences. LGBQ youth who are 
restricted from attending school may be even less likely to return than 
heterosexual youth because they already perceive their school as hostile 
(Goodenow, Szalacha, & Westheimer,  2006 ). Indeed, exclusionary disci-
pline may be linked to disparities in academic achievement (Gregory et al., 
 2010 ; Skiba et al.,  2014b ). 

 Building on this initial evidence of discipline disparities, our fi ndings 
provide some indication of the relative extent to which the differential 
behavior and the differential selection/processing perspectives might 
explain these disparities in conjunction with minority stress theory. 
Consistent with research on youth of color (Gregory et  al.,  2010 ), we 
documented only minimal support for the differential behavior perspec-
tive. This perspective stipulates that differences between heterosexual and 
LGBQ youth on discipline outcomes are largely explained by their dif-
ferential engagement in these infractions; minority stress theory would 
further argue that these differential behaviors are partly on account of 
having experienced more discrimination. Although LGBQ youth reported 
greater victimization, which in turn was associated with greater engage-
ment in infractions, these variables accounted for few of the initial differ-
ences between LGBQ and heterosexual youth in discipline experiences. 
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This latter fi nding was indicated by the small contribution of indirect 
effects to the model. In other words, discipline disparities between LGBQ 
and heterosexual youth could not be wholly explained simply because 
LGBQ youth reported greater victimization and engagement in infrac-
tions than heterosexual youth. 

 We found stronger support for the differential selection/processing 
perspective. When LGBQ and heterosexual youth engaged in infractions, 
the odds were greater for LGBQ youth to have experienced discipline than 
for heterosexual youth. These fi ndings parallel those for youth of color, 
showing that they are more likely to be penalized than White youth in 
school discipline practices and the criminal justice system, even when con-
trolling for their offenses or the severity of the crime (Shook & Goodkind, 
 2009 ; Skiba et  al.,  2002 ; Wordes, Bynum, & Corley,  1994 ). Minority 
stress theory would suggest that the stronger association between engag-
ing in infractions and discipline for LGBQ youth could refl ect bias from, 
for example, adults who may have responded to these infractions more 
harshly. Indeed, LGBQ youth in other studies have reported that they 
have faced institutional practices that differentially punished their behav-
iors as compared to heterosexual youth, and that they have experienced 
discrimination from authorities at school (Chesir-Teran & Hughes,  2009 ; 
Cianciotto & Cahill,  2012 ; Snapp et  al.,  2015 ). Still, our data did not 
allow us to explore whether the youth perceived their discipline to be a 
result of bias. Thus, future research needs to give more direct attention 
to discrimination that LGBQ youth experience from adults, not only dis-
crimination experienced from peers. By focusing on multiple sources of 
discrimination, future research could provide a clearer indication of the 
ways in which sexual orientation-based bias may be evident  throughout 
the process that leads to differential disciplinary outcomes for LGBQ 
youth. 

 The fact that the infractions of substance use, truancy, and carrying a 
weapon on school property were even more strongly associated with puni-
tive discipline for LGBQ youth than heterosexual youth highlights a major 
predicament faced by the former. As noted, some LGBQ youth drink as 
a means to cope with chronic discrimination, skip school to avoid victim-
ization, or carry a weapon for self-defense (Birkett, Russell, & Corliss, 
 2014 ; Panfi l,  2014 ; Rosario, Schrimshaw, & Hunter,  2011 ). Often, youth 
use these strategies because they face rejection,  victimization, or receive 
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inadequate support from other sources such as families, peers, teachers, 
or community agencies (Bos & Sandfort,  2015 ; Darwich, Hymel, & 
Waterhouse,  2012 ; Poteat, Espelage, & Koenig,  2009 ; Ryan, Huebner, 
Diaz, & Sanchez,  2009 ). Nevertheless, using these protective or coping 
strategies creates further risk of discipline, discrimination, and other health 
or academic concerns. Thus, these fi ndings add weight to the need for 
researchers and interventionists to address the circumstances that prompt 
youths’ engagement in these behaviors and how these behaviors are sub-
sequently addressed.  

   IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH 
 As evidence of sexual orientation-based discipline disparities continues to 
accumulate, it is becoming clear that future research needs to consider 
them in greater detail. As this occurs, we recommend that future stud-
ies consider the diversity within the LGBQ community based on points 
of intersectionality; that is, how do youths’ sexual orientation identities 
intersect with their other social identities, such as race, gender iden-
tity or expression, or social class? For example, it would be helpful for 
research to consider the unique experiences of LGBQ youth of color. 
Indeed, LGBQ youth of color can experience heightened discrimination 
because of their multiple marginalized statuses (Mustanski, Garofalo, 
& Emerson,  2010 ; Russell et al.,  2014 ). Future research could identify 
types of institutional bias from adults that may result in harsher discipline 
toward LGBQ youth of color than youth who are not members of mar-
ginalized groups. 

 In a similar manner, researchers might consider discipline experiences 
based on gender identity and expression. Himmelstein and Brückner’s 
( 2011 ) fi ndings suggested that sexual orientation-based discipline dispari-
ties were more pronounced for females than males on outcomes such as 
school expulsion or adult criminal convictions. Snapp et al. ( 2015 ) also 
highlighted disciplinary bias based on gender expression: gender noncon-
forming youth reported discrimination from adults at school by being 
punished for behaviors such as wearing clothes aligned with their self- 
affi rmed gender. 

 Longitudinal data would help to identify the longer-term implications 
of discipline among LGBQ youth. Some LGBQ youth may be caught in 
an increasingly detrimental process due to the stressors they experience, 
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the strategies they use to cope, and the discipline they face. Some discipline 
experiences could act as signifi cant stressors for LGBQ youth in addition 
to those they already face, such as parental rejection. This could exac-
erbate the existing health and academic concerns that initially led them 
to experience these forms of discipline. Consequently, this process could 
prompt LGBQ youth who have limited access to other support services 
to engage in these behaviors at even greater rates (e.g., greater substance 
use), which could lead to more severe sanctions in a recursive process with 
compounded negative effects.  

   IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE 
 Our results and those of other researchers have begun to underscore 
the potential role of bias in accounting for the experiences of LGBQ 
youth. Within this frame, schools and juvenile justice systems might 
consider whether behaviors typically labeled as infractions may refl ect 
coping and protective strategies by LGBQ youth. Adults might con-
sider strategies to probe the underlying causes of these behaviors and 
help youth address the varied stressors that might underlie some of 
these behaviors. Overall, supportive approaches might produce better 
longer-term outcomes for LGBQ youth than a penalizing or exclusion-
ary approach, by addressing some of the precipitating causes, such as 
discrimination, mental health concerns, or use of less-effective coping 
strategies. 

 Professional training could raise attention to the disproportionate vic-
timization and discrimination faced by LGBQ youth and uncover ways 
to create an inclusive environment and how to respect and affi rm stu-
dents’ sexual orientation as well as their gender identity and expression 
(Gender Spectrum, n.d.; GLSEN, n.d.; GSA Network, n.d.; Ollis,  2013 ). 
School systems might also consider ways in which to monitor how disci-
plinary cases are handled and identify any potential patterns of bias based 
on students’ sexual orientation or gender identity or expression. Because 
this remains an under-studied area and because LGBQ youth often face 
invisibility in schools (Russell, Kosciw, Horn, & Saewyc,  2010 ), ongo-
ing school-based data collection could be helpful for schools to identify 
discipline bias that their LGBQ students may experience. Taken together, 
these strategies might help to address discipline-related issues faced by 
LGBQ youth.  
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   CONCLUSION 
 In this chapter, we presented evidence of sexual orientation-based disci-
pline disparities in school suspension and juvenile justice system involve-
ment among LGBQ and heterosexual youth, while identifying the ways 
in which peer victimization and infraction engagement contributed to the 
same through the frameworks of minority stress theory and the differential 
behavior and differential selection/processing perspectives. Although the 
results of our models indicated weak support for the differential behavior 
perspective, there was stronger support for the differential selection/pro-
cessing perspective. Minority stress theory provided an overarching frame-
work for both perspectives, highlighting the way in which discrimination 
can contribute to discipline disparities. Based on these fi ndings, we offered 
several suggestions for future research and practice. We believe that inter-
disciplinary collaborations across multiple fi elds (e.g., psychology, educa-
tion, law) will signifi cantly advance ongoing efforts in this area. Ultimately, 
we believe that work in the area of sexual orientation-based discipline dis-
parities will be integral as part of larger efforts to ensure the safety of 
LGBQ youth at school and their access to educational opportunities.  

     NOTES 
     1.    We followed standard procedures (Austin,  2011 ) for forming propensity 

scores for all individuals. We then matched heterosexual youth to LGBQ 
youth based on their identical propensity scores. When there were more 
heterosexual youth than LGBQ youth with the same propensity score, we 
randomly selected the heterosexual youth with that score to be matched 
with the LGBQ youth with that same score. There were a few cases where 
there was not a heterosexual youth with an identical propensity score as an 
LGBQ youth; in these situations we selected a heterosexual youth with the 
closest value to the LGBQ youth. We then performed balance diagnostics to 
ensure comparability of the heterosexual and LGBQ samples on these 
variables.   

   2.    The analytical approach to test this conceptual model involved a multiple 
group comparison of LGBQ youth and heterosexual youth, in which we 
conducted a series of invariance tests (Chen,  2007 ; Cheung & Rensvold, 
 2002 ; Kline,  2011 ).The technical nature of these analyses extends beyond 
the scope of this chapter, but a full description of the methods and detailed 
presentation of the results can be found in Poteat, Scheer, & Chong ( 2015 ).          
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CHAPTER 5

 IntroductIon

Black students comprise 16% of the US public school population, but rep-
resent 32–42% of students’ exclusionary discipline sanctions, and 27–31% 
of law enforcement referrals and school-based arrests (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2014). These statistics mirror 40 years of overrepresentation of 
Black students in the school discipline system (Children’s Defense Fund, 
1975; Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002; Wallace, Goodkind, 
Wallace, & Bachman, 2008).

While a number of explanations have been offered to explain racial/
ethnic disparities in school discipline, the cultural synchrony hypothesis 
provides a unique theoretical framework to explain how student–teacher 
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racial/ethnic incongruence might affect the allocation of school discipline 
sanctions to Black students (Blake, Butler, Lewis, & Darensbourg, 2011; 
Irvine, 1990; Monroe & Obidah, 2004). By considering how the incon-
gruence between the racial/ethnic diversity of the teaching workforce and 
US student population contribute to cultural misunderstandings in the 
classroom, the cultural synchrony hypothesis asserts that a cultural divide 
exists between students and teachers (Aud et al., 2013; Goldring, Gray, 
& Bitterman, 2013; Irvine, 1990; Kena et al., 2014). This divide, which 
is rooted in a lack of shared cultural understanding between teachers and 
students of differing race/ethnicities, may explain Black students’ elevated 
discipline rates. The purpose of this chapter is to determine whether the 
cultural synchrony hypothesis can serve as a theoretical framework for 
explaining Black students’ elevated risk for exclusionary discipline, using a 
statewide dataset of secondary school students’ discipline records.

cultural Synchrony hypotheSIS

Research suggests that school personnel perceive and evaluate Black stu-
dents more negatively than students of other races across academic and 
behavioral domains (Downey & Pribesh, 2004; Tenenbaum & Ruck, 
2007). Academically, teachers perceive Black students’ performance as 
lower than that of White students, making Black students less likely to be 
recommended for honors courses and more likely to be placed in special 
education than students from other racial/ethnic groups (Francis, 2012; 
Oates, 2009; Skiba, Poloni-Staudinger, Gallini, Simmons, & Feggins- 
Aziz, 2006). Behaviorally, Black students are frequently rated as having 
more overt externalizing behaviors (e.g., physical aggression, destruction 
of property), being more disruptive to the classroom environment, and 
having more emotional problems than their White peers (Bates & Glick, 
2013; Cullinan & Kauffman, 2005; Francis, 2012). The cultural synchrony 
hypothesis asserts that educators’ negative evaluations of Black students 
are fueled by stereotypes of Black adults, who are depicted in the media as 
violent, threatening, hypersexualized, and in need of socialization (Blake 
et al., 2011; Blake, Butler, & Smith, 2015; Rome, 2004; West, 1995). 
These negative evaluations have been shown to intensify when teachers do 
not share the racial/ethnic background of their students (Bates & Glick, 
2013; Dee, 2005; Downey & Pribesh, 2004; Takei & Shouse, 2008).

Taking into consideration the lack of racial/ethnic diversity within the 
teaching workforce, the cultural synchrony hypothesis asserts that many 
educators may be unfamiliar with the culture and learning styles of their 
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racially and ethnically diverse students, particularly their Black students 
(Goldring et al., 2013; Irvine, 1990; Landsman & Lewis, 2011). By exten-
sion, the social and behavioral norms that Black students experience and 
translate to their classroom behaviors may be unfamiliar to their teach-
ers (Goldring et al., 2013; Graves & Howes, 2011). As a result, teachers 
may unknowingly apply media-driven stereotypes about Black culture to 
understand the ambiguous actions of Black students that are distinct from 
White, middle-class culture (e.g., use of slang, questioning of authority 
rather than assuming legitimacy based on position/title).

Teachers’ subconscious application of stereotypes may influence the 
administration of school discipline to Black youth for behaviors that are 
considered benign among White students, yet perceived as more threat-
ening and potentially harmful when committed by Black students (Blake 
et  al., 2015; Francis, 2012; Neal, McCray, Webb-Johnson, & Bridgest, 
2003). Further, behaviors that are acceptable and normative in Black stu-
dents’ homes and communities may be pathologized by teachers who lack 
training in cultural competence or familiarity with Black culture (Graves & 
Howes, 2011; Irvine, 1990; Monroe & Obidah, 2004). Within the con-
text of school discipline, this lack of cultural synchrony between students 
and teachers may result in more harsh and reactive punishments than are 
required to manage Black students’ behavior (Downey & Pribesh, 2004; 
Ho, Gol-Guven, & Bagnato, 2012; Takei & Shouse, 2008).

Evidence Supporting the Cultural Synchrony Hypothesis

Ratings of academic success. There is some evidence to support the cultural 
synchrony hypothesis in terms of the academic perceptions of students of 
color when considering student–teacher race/ethnicity congruence (Bates 
& Glick, 2013; Downey & Pribesh, 2004; Driessen, 2015; Ho et al., 2012; 
McGrady & Reynolds, 2013; Saft & Pianta, 2001). Students of color tend 
to receive more negative academic ratings with White teachers than with 
teachers of the same race/ethnicity (Dee, 2005; Downey & Pribesh, 2004). 
Academically, Black students show the least benefit when they have a White 
teacher as compared to students of other races/ethnicities (McGrady & 
Reynolds, 2013), but show increases in reading and math achievement when 
they have Black teachers (Dee, 2004; Egalite, Kisida, & Winters, 2015). 
Importantly, the positive effects of having same-race teachers are especially 
prominent among low-performing students (Egalite et al., 2015).

Behavior ratings. Similar patterns are observed when considering teacher 
ratings of student behavior by race/ethnicity. Black students receive more 
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negative ratings of externalizing behaviors from White teachers than Black 
teachers (Bates & Glick, 2013), even when controlling for various individual 
and school-level characteristics associated with externalizing behavior prob-
lems. Additionally, White English and social studies teachers tend to rate 
their Black students lower than their White students on measures of citi-
zenship, participation, and engagement within school and classwork activi-
ties (Takei & Shouse, 2008). Interestingly, differences in student ratings 
by race/ethnicity are not evident in vignette-based studies, perhaps due to 
the analogue nature of the design (Noltemeyer, Kunesh, Hostutler, Frato, 
& Sarr-Kerman, 2012). Together, most research suggests there are fewer 
perceptions of behavioral and social problems and perceptions of higher aca-
demic achievement when Black students are taught by Black instructors.

White teachers’ negative evaluations of Black students may be rooted in 
the quality of student–teacher relationships. Teachers rate their relation-
ships with students more positively when they are of the same race (Saft 
& Pianta, 2001). Same-race teacher–child interactions tend to be warmer 
than racially incongruent teacher–child interactions, which are character-
ized by more conflict (Ho et al., 2012). Similarly, when Black students 
have supportive teacher relationships, they have been reported to be less 
aggressive (Meehan, Hughes, & Cavell, 2003).

Purpose

Collectively, these results suggest student–teacher racial/ethnic congru-
ence may play a significant role in the educational outcomes of Black 
students, providing some support for the cultural synchrony hypoth-
esis. However, only two studies have examined the effect of racial/eth-
nic congruence on students’ discipline risk directly. Bradshaw, Mitchell, 
O’Brennan, and Leaf (2010) investigated whether student–teacher racial/
ethnic congruence influenced Black students’ risk for Office Discipline 
Referrals (ODRs) after controlling for students’ classroom behavior and 
school demographic characteristics. Interestingly, they found no empirical 
support for the cultural synchrony hypothesis, in that Black students were 
as likely as White students to receive an ODR from a White or a Black 
teacher. In contrast, Roch, Pitts, and Navarro (2010) reported that greater 
student–teacher racial/ethnic congruence was associated with lower risk 
for in- and out-of-school suspension in public schools in Georgia. Given 
these contradictory findings, additional research is needed to determine 
the extent student–teacher racial/ethnic congruence influences dispro-
portionate discipline practices.
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The current study examines whether student–teacher racial/ethnic 
congruence can account for secondary students’ risk for exclusionary dis-
cipline sanctions when controlling for demographic and school contex-
tual characteristics. Expanding this work into the secondary school years 
is important since all students, especially Black students, are at elevated 
risk for discipline in these years (Losen & Skiba, 2010). This study also 
extends the literature in two important ways. First, we investigate dispro-
portionality beyond urban school settings by using a statewide dataset to 
examine discipline risk, providing a more robust test of factors contribut-
ing to discipline risk in secondary schools. Second, we assess the effect of 
student–teacher racial/ethnic congruence on school discipline risk after 
controlling for other potentially influential factors.

MethodS

Data

The data for this study was drawn from a statewide dataset consisting of 
annual information for all students in the state of Texas in three 7th grade 
public school cohorts from the 2000–2001, 2001–2002, and 2002–2003 
school years, each tracked for five years, beginning in the 7th grade (Fabelo 
et al., 2011). Because the data was available each of the five years the stu-
dents were in secondary school, the panel dataset tracked 928,940 individual 
students from 7th grade through at least their expected graduation date. As 
such, students appeared in our dataset up to eight years (7th through 12th 
grade plus two years of follow-up for the 2000–2001 cohort and one year of 
follow-up for the 2001–2002 cohort for those who were held back in grade 
during their academic career). We analyzed the data for each child every year 
they were represented in the dataset (student-years), providing over 5.1 mil-
lion student-year records. For example, a student who is in the dataset for 7th 
through 9th grades would have three student- years in the dataset.

The database contained an extensive set of variables1 concerning stu-
dents’ academic performance, demographics, and information on each 
reported discipline event (including in-school suspensions, out-of-school 
suspensions, placement in disciplinary alternative education campuses, 
assignment to juvenile justice alternative education campuses, and/or 
expulsion). The overall sample was roughly equal in regard to gender (51% 
male), with 39% identified as Hispanic, 14% as Black, 43% White, and the 
remaining 4% representing students from multi-racial/ethnic, Asian, or 
Native American backgrounds.
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Variables

 Dependent Variable
Whether a student was disciplined at least once during his/her secondary 
school career served as the dependent variable. A student was considered 
disciplined if s/he received any type of school sanction, in- or out-of- 
school suspension, disciplinary alternative education placement, juvenile 
justice alternative education placement, or expulsion.

 Independent Variables
The congruence between the racial/ethnic composition of the faculty and 
students, a school-level measure, served as the key independent variable. 
We modified slightly the student–teacher racial/ethnic congruence index 
developed by Fabelo et  al. (2011) as a measure of the similarity of the 
racial compositions of the faculty and student bodies:
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
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In order to ensure a more normal distribution, we utilized a square root 
transformation (Osborne, 2010). After the square root transformation, a 
campus with a perfect congruence between its student and faculty racial/
ethnic makeup resulted in a value of 0. With perfect incongruence (e.g., 
100% White faculty teaching a student body that was 100% Hispanic), the 
maximum value was 141.4, a value which was in fact observed in the data. 
To facilitate a more intuitive interpretation, this value was standardized 
to have a mean of zero and standard deviation one. With this approach, 
a school with an average level of congruence has a value of zero, while a 
high-congruence school that is one standard deviation below the mean 
would have a value of negative one and a low-congruence school that is 
one standard deviation above the mean would have a value of one.

Other individual-level independent variables included in the model 
were student race/ethnicity (individual-level); student gender (individual- 
level); an interaction effect measuring student race/ethnicity by gender; 
an interaction of the congruence index with race/ethnicity and with gen-
der; and a three-way interaction of the congruence index, race/ethnicity, 
and gender.
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At the school level, we included a measure of the campus diversity using 
the Greenberg diversity measure:
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A perfectly homogenous school (e.g., 100% White) would result in a 
score of 0 and a perfectly diverse school (i.e., 25% of each race/ethnicity 
including other) would score 0.75 (maximum diversity in our dataset was 
0.749, and perfect homogeneity was observed in other cases).

 Control Variables
As a control for academic performance, we accounted for whether the 
student had been retained the previous school year (individual-level). To 
control for student maturation, we also included a variable representing 
the number of years the student had been in the data (individual-level). 
Additionally, we controlled for individual-level poverty by including the 
student’s free- or reduced-price lunch status.

In terms of the campus environment, we included the school’s Title 
I status, student/teacher ratio, and school size as campus-level control 
variables. To account for county-level characteristics, we controlled for the 
county urbanicity and income per-capita.

Analytic Approach

Data was available on an annual basis; as such, the student-year served as 
the unit of analysis. Once a student was disciplined in a given year, he/
she was ineligible to have a first discipline sanction in following years. 
Thus, students were only included in the model in a year if they had not 
been disciplined in previous years. For instance, a student disciplined in 
2003 was included in the dataset from 2001 to 2003, but not in follow-
ing years. In all, 2,915,617 student-years were modeled utilizing binary 
logistic regression.

Given the nested structure of the data (e.g., students nested within 
schools), it is likely that the probability of student discipline risk is partially 
attributed to variation in school-level discipline policies as well as students’ 
movement between school campuses, due either to academic progression 
or a physical move. Failure to account for data dependency resultant of 
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nested data tends to produce artificially small standard errors, leading to 
an increased probability of a Type I error (Primo, Jacobsmeier, & Milyo, 
2007). To correct for this, we utilized binomial logistic regression with 
standard errors clustered by students and campus year for data analyses as 
computational constraints, as our sample size prevented us from imple-
menting multilevel modeling (Bryk & Raudenbush, 1992). Robust clus-
tered standard errors allow for the variance to differ by the clustering 
variable and performs similarly to mixed-level modeling in estimation of 
standard errors, but takes less time to converge (Franzese, 2005; Kam & 
Franzese, 2007; Primo et al., 2007). We utilized clustered standard errors 
to account for the variance related to clustering by students and by campus 
year in our logistic regression analyses. Table 5.1 reflects the relationship 
between each independent/control variable and the probability of disci-
pline within a student-year.

reSultS

Student–Teacher Racial/Ethnic Congruence

Overall, 59.6% of the sample had been disciplined between 7th and 12th 
grades. Table 5.1 details the results from the binary logistic regression 
analyses. The key variable of interest, student–teacher racial/ethnic con-
gruence, showed that as a school’s faculty and students became less simi-
lar in terms of their race/ethnicity, the likelihood of discipline increased. 
While significant, the base effect was small. A standard deviation decrease 
in student–teacher racial/ethnic congruence leads to a 3% increase in the 
odds of being disciplined. However, the effect of this congruence varied 
greatly by race and gender. For females, the odds of discipline increased 
by an additional 5% when in less congruent schools (for a total 8% increase 
after adding the 3% main effect and 5% female-specific effect). Black 
students saw an additional 10% increase in the odds of discipline when 
educated in a less congruent school relative to a more congruent school 
(for a total of 13% [10% Black plus 3% main effect]), while Hispanic stu-
dents saw an additional 8% increase in the same situation (for a total of 
12%, [8% Hispanics plus 3% main effect plus rounding differences]). For 
Black girls, the effect was less pronounced, with a 6% reduction in the 
odds of discipline relative to Black males (for a total of 12% [3% main 
effect plus 10% Black effect plus 5% female effect minus 6% Black female 
effect]) when moving to a school with less congruence. The interaction  
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Table 5.1 Predictors of first time school discipline within a year

Coefficienta Std. error Odds 
ratio

Congruence
Student/teacher congruence 0.003** 0.011 1.03
Congruence × Black 0.093*** 0.018 1.10
Congruence × Hispanic 0.081*** 0.011 1.08
Congruence × other race 0.077*** 0.023 1.08
Congruence × female 0.048*** 0.009 1.05
Congruence × Black female −0.062*** 0.015 0.94
Congruence × Hispanic female −0.020 0.011 0.98
Congruence × other race female 0.001 0.032 1.00

Individual level
Black 0.498*** 0.016 1.64
Hispanic 0.192*** 0.010 1.21
Other race −0.492*** 0.021 0.61
Female −0.524*** 0.008 0.59
Black female 0.149*** 0.014 1.16
Hispanic female 0.162*** 0.010 1.18
Other race female −0.073* 0.029 0.93
Years in cohort −0.147*** 0.004 0.86
Free/reduced-price lunch 0.488*** 0.007 1.63
Retained last year 0.936*** 0.016 2.55

School level
Title 1 school −0.046** 0.016 0.96
Campus size −0.000*** 0.000 1.00
Student teacher ratio 0.010*** 0.003 1.01
Greenberg student diversity measure 0.444*** 0.045 1.56
Campus size −0.000*** 0.000 1.00
Title 1 school −0.046** 0.016 0.96
Student teacher ratio 0.010*** 0.003 1.01
Greenberg student diversity measure 0.444*** 0.045 1.56

County-level
County income per-capita income −0.000*** 0.000 1.00
Campus in suburban county −0.041* 0.016 0.96
Campus in non-metro adjacent county −0.010 0.020 0.99
Campus in rural county −0.253*** 0.037 0.78
Constant −1.764*** 0.055 –

n = 2,915,618

aCoefficients reflect the results of a binary logistic regression
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05
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for Hispanic girls was not significant, indicating that the effect of being 
female did not differ for Hispanic students relative to White students.

Figure 5.1 depicts the effect of congruence after accounting for the 
accumulating effect of aggregating across the six years of 7th to 12th 
grades. As illustrated, the effect of attending a high-congruence (one 
standard deviation below the mean) campus relative to a low-congruence 
(one standard deviation above the mean) campus on students’ discipline 
risk was substantial for females and students of color.2 As the figure shows, 
the effect of being in a high-congruence school was especially pronounced 
for students of color, with an odds ratio of 1.44 for Black males. In other 
words, Black males who attended a low student–teacher racial/ethnic 
congruence school had 44% higher odds of being disciplined between 7th 
and 12th grade than similar students who attended a high-congruence 
school.

Demographic, Academic, and School-Level Predictors

In regard to other independent variables, the racial/ethnic diversity of 
students at schools (measured by the Greenberg diversity index) was a 
strong predictor of discipline risk. Attending a perfectly diverse school 
rather than a perfectly racially/ethnically homogenous school, leads to a 
40% increase in the likelihood of discipline in a given year.3 This finding 
warrants further investigation to examine the root cause of such a result.

Fig. 5.1 Odds ratio of discipline when moving from a high- to low-congruence 
school over a six-year secondary school career
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While not the theoretical thrust of this chapter, even after controlling 
for a myriad of factors, race/ethnicity and gender both remained strong 
predictors of discipline involvement.4 After accounting for student and 
campus characteristics, Black male students had discipline odds 1.64 times 
higher than that of White male students, the base category (the odds ratio 
associated with Black students yields appropriate results for Black males). 
Hispanic male students had a smaller, but substantial, 1.21 times increase 
in the odds of being disciplined relative to White males (for the males, the 
odds ratio associated with Hispanics yields appropriate results for Hispanic 
males).

Additionally, being female appeared to be a significant protective factor, 
with White females having an odds ratio of 0.59 relative to White males 
(for White students, the female odds ratio provides appropriate results 
for White females). However, the protective nature of being female was 
not as strong for Hispanic or Black girls; their female-specific odds ratios 
were 0.69 and 0.70, respectively.5 Relative to White males, the net result 
of being a Hispanic female was 16% lower odds of being disciplined in a 
given year. For Black females, the net result was actually 13% higher odds 
of discipline in a year than for White males.6

In regard to the control variables, the analyses showed that academic 
failure (i.e., a history of grade retention) was the strongest predictor of 
discipline risk. Those students who were retained the previous year had 
odds of current year discipline that were 2.55 times higher than students 
who were not retained. Further, individual-level poverty (i.e., free- or 
reduced-price lunch status) was associated with 63% higher odds of disci-
pline in a year than for students who did not qualify for these programs. 
Even after controlling for congruence, the racial-ethnic composition of 
the student body, race/ethnicity and gender, academic performance, and 
socioeconomic status remained powerful predictors of school discipline 
involvement.

dIScuSSIon

Racial/ethnic disparities in school discipline have been identified as a 
national crisis (Losen & Gillespie, 2012). The cultural synchrony hypoth-
esis suggests that these educational disparities among others are associ-
ated with a lack of cultural synchrony between Black students and their 
 teachers, who do not share their same cultural and racial/ethnic back-
ground (Irvine, 1990). This chapter contributes to the school discipline 
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literature by using the cultural synchrony hypothesis as a theoretical frame-
work to understand how the racial/ethnic congruence between students 
and teachers affects students of colors’ discipline risk.

We found that student–teacher racial/ethnic congruence was a signifi-
cant predictor of discipline risk. Attending a school where the faculty mir-
rors the student body appears beneficial for all students, but especially 
students of color, who have repeatedly been shown to be overrepresented 
in the school discipline system (Fabelo et al., 2011). It is both interest-
ing and troubling that the difference in discipline risk changes based on 
the level of student–teacher racial/ethnic congruence in a given school, 
with less discipline risk associated with higher representation of teachers 
that match the race/ethnicity of the student body. For Black students, the 
odds of being suspended during 7th through 12th grade are nearly 44% 
higher for Black males, and 34% for Black females, than students of other 
races/ethnicities when which the teaching faculty is less representative of 
its student body’s racial/ethnic background. A similar, but less elevated, 
pattern of risk is found for Hispanic students, with higher odds of being 
suspended in their secondary career for males (34%) and females (24%) 
than like peers when they attend a school where the teaching faculty’s 
race/ethnicity differs from their own.

Drawing from a large statewide dataset of secondary school students, 
we found evidence for the disparate impact of school discipline on Black 
and Hispanic students and partial support for the cultural synchrony 
hypothesis. Consistent with prior research, students’ individual-level 
SES, history of academic failure, and the racial composition of the stu-
dent body, as represented by the Greenberg diversity measure, emerged 
as highly significant predictors of discipline risk (Gregory, Skiba, & 
Noguera, 2010; Hoffman, Erickson, & Spence, 2013; Welch & Payne, 
2011). However, when accounting for these and other factors, Black 
and Hispanic students remained at significant risk for being suspended 
compared to White students. That is, racial/ethnic differences in school 
discipline sanctions  persisted even when controlling for individual- and 
school-level poverty and academic failure, three important contributors 
to discipline risk. This finding was also true of gender: when controlling 
for a number of individual and school-level variables, Black males and 
Hispanic males were at the greatest risk of school suspension, followed 
by Black females.
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Limitations

Collectively, these findings suggest partial support for the cultural syn-
chrony hypothesis. However, this study tested only the degree of cul-
tural incongruence between students and teachers in a school, that is, the 
extent to which the makeup of a school’s faculty is representative of the 
diversity of the student body. The data did not allow us to examine the 
daily teacher interactions that are the foundation of the theory of cultural 
synchrony in American schools. In order to fully understand the impact of 
student–teacher relationships on behavioral outcomes and racial/ethnic 
differences on student–teacher relationship quality, more nuanced tests 
of the cultural synchrony hypothesis are necessary. Such tests will allow 
us to understand exactly how cultural missteps and misunderstandings in 
classrooms might fuel inequitable discipline practices. To that end, future 
studies testing this hypothesis should employ mixed-method techniques, 
drawing from qualitative, observational, and advanced statistical meth-
odology traditions to provide a more complete picture of the interactive 
effect of student–teacher racial/ethnic congruence on students’ discipline 
risk. Future research should also investigate the role student racial com-
position plays in moderating the relationship between student–teacher 
racial/ethnic congruence and student discipline risk.

Policy Implications

In light of our findings, we recommend the following:

• Higher education institutions with teacher preparation programs 
should increase the diversity of students majoring in education, 
and should receive funding for recruitment services dedicated to 
this purpose. For decades, educational scholars have called for the 
diversification of the teaching workforce (Villegas & Irvine, 2010). 
The recognition that efforts should be made to ensure that teacher 
composition reflects student composition in terms of their  racial/
ethnic background is rooted in part in cultural synchrony theory 
(Rosenberg, 1979) and consistent with findings from the literature 
on representative bureaucracy, which states that social groups benefit 
when leadership is demographically similar to the body it represents 
or serves (Meier, Wrinkle, & Polinard, 1999). Racially/ethni-
cally diverse students have been found to benefit behaviorally and 
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 academically when the race/ethnicity of the teaching and adminis-
tration workforces are similar to the student body (Grissom, Kern, 
& Rodriguez, 2015; Roch et  al., 2010; Rocha & Hawes, 2009). 
The argument for diversifying the teaching workforce is based on 
the notion that teachers who share the cultural and racial/ethnic 
heritage of their students have the background and experiences 
needed to understand culturally centered and ambiguous behaviors, 
reducing the likelihood of misunderstanding and mislabeling these 
behaviors as “deviant” (Blake et al., 2011; Blake et al., 2015). As 
the demographics of the USA continue to evolve, the need to diver-
sify the teaching staff becomes more pressing. By 2024, students 
who have been racial/ethnic minorities will comprise the numerical 
majority in American schools (Kena et al., 2014). Because students 
of color may face educational adversity by attending schools where 
the teaching staff does not share their racial/ethnic background, our 
findings provide additional justification for universities to make con-
certed efforts to diversify the teaching workforce.

• Given the difficulty in achieving a representative faculty in the near 
term, efforts to improve the cultural competency of current teachers 
should be an immediate priority. A call has been issued for schools 
to integrate implicit racial bias training into their professional devel-
opment programs (Rudd, 2014), in order to support teachers who 
struggle with equitably disciplining their students.

• Increased funding for teachers’ professional development based 
on a tiered-support model to address inequitable school discipline 
should be made available to public schools. This model for profes-
sional development would involve providing all teachers with class-
room behavior management and implicit bias training as part of their 
regular professional development activities. For teachers who exceed 
discipline thresholds for the number of discipline referrals or racial/
ethnic disparities in discipline referrals made, focused support ser-
vices would be made available. These support services may take the 
form of teachers being paired with more experienced peers who are 
 successful at managing their classroom to serve as coaches. Coaching 
might include modeling and mentoring teachers who over-refer stu-
dents in the delivery of effective classroom management practices. 
Additionally, teachers could complete in-depth training covering 
implicit bias and cultural competency (see e.g., My Teaching Partner; 
Center for Advanced Study of Teaching and Learning, 2015; see also 
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Gregory, Bell & Pollock, this volume). For teachers who are unsuc-
cessful with these added support services, individual assistance may 
be provided, such as participation in culturally informed behavioral 
consultation with school psychologists (Ingraham, 2008; Newell, 
2010; Newell, in 2016).

• Each of these recommendations is not without its own costs. 
However, to achieve the goals set out by various levels of govern-
ment, such as the Supportive School Discipline Initiative of the US 
Departments of Education and Justice (2014), steps such as these 
are likely necessary.

concluSIon

Using a panel dataset of more than 900,000 students across several years, 
we have found that the extent to which the racial/ethnic diversity of a 
school’s student population matches its faculty, the less likely students are 
to experience discipline. These findings are most robust for students of 
color—the individuals who are most plagued by disproportionate disci-
pline. Given these findings, the creation of programs to recruit faculty 
of color in K-12 settings have promise. While such recruitment is taking 
place, we recommend that professional development programs be imple-
mented to ensure that teachers are fully prepared to deal with classroom 
behavior in a culturally competent manner.

noteS

 1. See Appendix A of Fabelo et  al. (2011) for a more detailed list of variables 
within the dataset and the main text for various demographics of the study 
cohort.

 2. Because of the complicated and interactive nature of the graphic, the overall 
probabilities for each scenario were calculated and the odds ratios calculated 
from these probabilities. Both procedures follow Long (1997, 79–81). In 
particular, for each bar, the coefficient for grade, race, gender, congruence, 
race × congruence, gender × congruence, and race × gender × congruence 
were accounted for while leaving other values at their means, and follows a 
student from 7th to 12th grade calculating the overall odds of discipline over 
a six-year academic career.
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 3. Because odds ratios are non-linear, simply adding together the separate odds 
ratios or multiplying an odds ratio by a factor will often yield improper values. 
When properly interpreting logistic regression, odds ratios are calculated by e(x) 
where x is equal to the coefficient in question, the total value of combined 
coefficients, or the appropriate value of the independent variable multiplied by 
the corresponding coefficient (Long, 1997). In this case, with a maximum 
change in diversity of 0.75, the resulting odds ratio is calculated by e(0.75 × 0.444).

 4. When discussing race/ethnicity, gender, and the interactions of the two, an 
average congruence campus is assumed to eliminate any compounding effects 
from the student–teacher racial/ethnic congruence interactions.

 5. Interactive odds ratio calculated as e(0.162–0.524) for Hispanics and e(0.149–0.524) for 
Black girls.

 6. When compared to White males, the odds ratios are calculated as e(0.162–0.524+0.192) 
for Hispanic females and e(0.149–0.524+0.0498) for Black girls.
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    CHAPTER 6   

  Over the past ten years, the juvenile justice system has experienced a 41% 
reduction in the number of incarcerated youth, and yet a growing propor-
tion of those who remain are youth of color (Davis, Irvine, & Ziedenberg, 
 2014 ). Eighty percent of youth on probation, in out-of-home placements 
and secure facilities in 2012 were youth of color, compared to 67% in 2002 
(Davis et al.,  2014 ). Research and advocacy by a wide range of stakehold-
ers has linked racial and ethnic disparities in court-involved youth to school 
disciplinary practices (Skiba, Arredondo, & Williams,  2014 ). Notably, 90% 
of youth who are detained by probation departments have at one time been 
suspended or expelled by their school (Irvine & Yusuf,  2015 ). 

 The intersection between youth justice and school discipline can be traced 
to the explosion of zero-tolerance policies that began in the late 1980s. One 
of the fi rst manifestations of the school-based tough-on- crime philosophy in 
federal legislation was intended to prevent gun  violence in school: the Gun 
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Free School Act (GFSA), passed by Congress in 1994, required schools to 
expel a student who possessed a gun while on school grounds (Skiba & 
Peterson,  2000 ). Despite the fact that youth crime declined beginning in 
the 1990s (Puzzanchera & Adams,  2011 ), the idea that certain young peo-
ple were dangerous stuck in the public mind. This idea was exacerbated by 
political scientist John DiIulio, who warned in 1995 that the USA faced an 
imminent threat from a coming wave of young “super-predators” (DiIuio, 
 1995 ). The combination of federal law, fears about youth violence, and a 
small number of high profi le school shootings led to an increase in school 
districts across the country instituting on-campus law enforcement, security 
guards, and metal detectors to create safer schools. 

 In concert with the increase in zero-tolerance discipline in schools, 
the number of out-of-school suspensions and expulsions issued to stu-
dents began to rise across the USA, with dramatic increases in some 
places. Nationally, the number of secondary school students suspended or 
expelled over the course of a school year increased roughly 40%, from 1 in 
13 in 1972–1973 to 1 in 9 in 2009–2010 (Losen & Martinez,  2013 ). The 
expansion of these policies has led to disproportionately high numbers of 
suspensions and expulsions for students of color and students with disabil-
ities. In school districts like Palm Beach County, Florida, and Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin, for example, the district-wide middle school suspension rate 
in 2006 for Black male students exceeded 50% (Losen & Skiba,  2010 ). 
Recent research suggests that students who identify as lesbian, gay, bisex-
ual, questioning, gender nonconforming, and transgender (LGBT) also 
experience more severe disciplinary responses and disproportionate sus-
pensions and expulsions (Anyon et  al.,  2014 ; Burdge, Hyemingway, & 
Licona,  2015 ; Irvine & Yusuf,  2015 ). 

 Sadly, many of these suspensions and expulsions are not required by fed-
eral or state law. In the study  Breaking Schools ’  Rules , researchers at the 
Council of State Governments and Public Policy Research Institute at Texas 
A&M University found that only 3% of suspensions and expulsions were for 
conduct for which federal or state law mandates punitive disciplinary action 
(Fabelo et  al.,  2011 ). The majority of punitive disciplinary actions were 
issued in response to relatively minor violations of local schools’ conduct 
codes in which other, non-punitive measures could have been issued. 

 These inequitable school responses appear to have a series of long- 
term consequences for young people, including increased exposure to 
the juvenile justice system. Research by John Hopkins University found 
that 49% of students who entered high school with three suspensions on 
their record eventually dropped out of school (Balfanz, Byrnes, & Fox, 
 2014 ; Losen, Hodson, Keith, Morrison, & Belway,  2015 ). Similarly, more 
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than one third of males suspended for ten or more days had been con-
fi ned in a secure justice facility (Losen et al.,  2015 ; Shollenberger,  2015 ). 
Youth of color are disproportionately affected by this crossover between 
school discipline and justice involvement. National data collected by the 
US Department of Education documents racial disparities in school-based 
referrals to law enforcement: while Black students represented 19% of 
American public school students, they made up 27% of students referred 
to law enforcement by schools and 31% of students subjected to a school- 
related arrest in 2006 (National Center on Education Statistics,  2014 ). 

 In this chapter, we describe an effort to help educators change the policy 
and practices that marginalize children of color and other vulnerable popu-
lations by developing a decision-making matrix, or response grid, to guide 
teachers’ decisions on discipline in the classroom. Through a process of dis-
cussion and refl ection, we helped teachers at one middle school in Oakland, 
California, consider the consequences of their disciplinary choices and to col-
laboratively identify other, less punitive options for responding to students’ 
behavior. The response grid developed by teachers, as well as the process 
used to create it, offers a potentially powerful strategy that schools can use to 
establish more consistency in responses to behavior while increasing teachers’ 
voices and commitment to changing school discipline policy and practice. 

 Tools such as a response grid for structured decision-making have been 
used in government sectors, particularly the juvenile justice system, to 
reduce punitive responses to youth behavior as well as to reduce racial and 
ethnic disparities. More than 15 years ago, youth justice experts identi-
fi ed that subjective decisions by probation offi cers lead to unnecessary 
detentions and high rates of disparities for youth of color (Hoyt, Schiraldi, 
Smith, & Ziedenberg,  2001 ; Mendel,  2009 ; Short & Sharp,  2005 ). In 
response, the justice fi eld began implementing decision-making tools 
that establish agreed-upon objective criteria to limit individual discretion 
of polices, practices, and interpretation of youth behavior, thus creating 
tools for responding to youth behavior within agreed-upon parameters 
(Steinhardt,  2006 ). The results in the justice fi eld have been drastic, with 
a substantial decrease in overall detention numbers and positive results in 
decreasing racial disparities (Mendel,  2009 ). 

   BACKGROUND ON THE OAKLAND UNIFIED SCHOOL 
DISTRICT 

 The Oakland Unifi ed School District (OUSD) was selected as a site for 
this work because of a growing effort in the district to address dispari-
ties in suspensions. The 2012 Urban Strategies Council’s (USC) study, 
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 A Deeper Look at African American Males in the Oakland Unifi ed School 
District , documented that young African American males languish behind 
their peers in key areas such as academic achievement, graduation rates, 
literacy, and attendance, while outpacing them in suspensions and juvenile 
detention rates (Brown et al.,  2012 ). In 2010–2011, for example, 18% of 
African American males were suspended at least once, compared to just 3% 
of White males. Almost half (44%) of Oakland students were suspended for 
“willful defi ance or disruption,” a category for which there is often sub-
stantial variation in interpretation of student behavior (Brown et al.,  2012 ). 

 OUSD implemented multiple reforms to address these disparities, 
including restorative justice disciplinary practices and the development 
of the Offi ce of African American Male Achievement, which promotes 
positive growth in the academic achievement of Black boys and young 
men. The district also implemented Positive Behavior Intervention and 
Supports (PBIS), a school-based reform intervention to help school per-
sonnel identify, adopt, and organize evidence-based behavioral interven-
tions into an integrated continuum of supports that enhances academic 
and behavioral outcomes for all students (see   www.pbis.org    ). Additionally, 
OUSD entered into a Voluntary Resolution Plan (VRP) with the US 
Department of Education’s Offi ce of Civil Rights to address the dispro-
portionality in discipline. As part of its agreement in the VRP, OUSD cre-
ated a work group to update and make the district’s discipline handbook 
more accessible, standardize discipline procedures for all district teachers, 
help parents and guardians become aware of expectations and policies, and 
reduce discretion in discipline. 

   Methods 

 Data reported in this chapter were collected from a professional develop-
ment session with middle school teachers in 2013. This session was part of 
a larger project that explored the feasibility of developing tools for teachers 
and administrators that might help to disrupt patterns of  disproportionate 
suspensions and expulsions for students of color. The larger project was 
guided by a project leadership advisory committee called the Suspension 
and Expulsion Reduction Collaborative (SERC) that included a cross- 
section of government and community stakeholders.  1   As part of that larger 
project, the research team observed fi ve OUSD VRP discipline workgroup 
meetings focused on revising the district’s school discipline handbook,  2   as 
well as a community meeting facilitated by the school district’s director of 
the Offi ce of African American Achievement.   

http://www.pbis.org
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   PARTICIPANTS 
 The teacher professional development session was held in an Oakland 
middle school in a neighborhood with high rates of violence and pov-
erty and a strong police presence. Teachers were recruited for the pro-
fessional development session by the school principal and their peers. 
Participation was voluntary, and nine teachers took part. The teachers 
varied in length of teaching experience, age, race, and gender. The group 
was multi-racial: four were Black, three Latina/os, and two White. Five 
teachers were male and four female. Teaching experience ranged from 
one to 16 years. The majority of participants had more than fi ve years 
of teaching experience.  

   PROCEDURES 
 The session format and protocol were created by juvenile justice research-
ers, including a former educator. Facilitation of the session was done by 
a juvenile justice researcher. The session format was developed primarily 
to maximize teacher engagement and emphasize peer learning and con-
versations through interaction and prompts. Participants were asked two 
sets of questions. The fi rst set of questions were about the school’s over-
all approach to school discipline. They centered on understanding how 
teachers were involved in the implementation of reforms such as PBIS, 
the extent of teacher buy-in to those reforms, and their perception of 
the results. The second set of questions focused on teachers’ personal 
approaches to discipline, examining the rules they established in their 
classrooms, the behaviors they saw as infractions, their responses when 
students did not adhere to their rules, and their reasons for referring stu-
dents to the school administration for disciplinary issues. 

 The professional development session lasted approximately two hours 
and was facilitated using a structured question-based protocol. The 
 facilitator asked questions that initiated teacher conversation about school 
discipline in their classrooms and current school discipline reforms. The 
facilitator primarily listened to the teacher discussion. However, during 
periods of disagreement on how to respond to student behavior, the facili-
tator encouraged teachers to challenge each other and share their ideas and 
frustration regarding these topics. The facilitator also encouraged teach-
ers to share frequent classroom challenges, protocols, and school norms. 
The session ended with a group activity in which teachers were asked to 
categorize different behaviors as minor or major infractions, brainstorm 
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responses to each type of infraction, and construct a response grid (also 
referred to as a graduated response protocol) to guide other teachers in 
responding to student misbehavior in the classroom. The facilitator took 
notes throughout the session, which was also recorded and later tran-
scribed, summarized, and reviewed in order to identify common themes 
within the discussion. 

   Results 

 We begin our discussion of results with a description of the response grid 
and then explore the teachers’ perspective on school discipline. To set the 
stage for the tool-development exercise, the facilitator opened the discus-
sion with an overview of national and local school discipline patterns and 
what is known from research on the long-term impacts of suspensions and 
expulsions. Participants were then engaged in refl ecting on discipline in 
their own school and classrooms. 

 While the initial purpose of this exercise was to generate an in-classroom 
teacher response grid, the process of creating it proved to be a powerful 
form of professional learning. It expanded teachers’ understanding of the 
choices they have when managing their classrooms, how their decisions 
could be aligned more consistently with a vision of positive discipline, and 
how that greater consistency might reduce the number of suspensions and 
expulsions issued by principals. This process also provided an avenue for 
input from teachers about changes in policy and practice that are being 
implemented in their district as well as nationwide.   

   DEVELOPING A RESPONSE GRID 
 The ultimate goal of a response grid is to provide teachers with discipline 
alternatives when responding to student behavior in the classroom. The 
response grid enables teachers to quickly assess student behavior, decide if 
it represents an emerging pattern or is a one-time action, and consider a 
wider range of discipline options than simply sending a young person out 
of the classroom to the principals’ offi ce. 

 In the exercise, teachers were fi rst asked to write down student behav-
iors they encounter most often in their classrooms. They were directed not 
to list those for which suspension or expulsion is suggested or required by 
the California education code. Those excluded behaviors include: possess-
ing a fi rearm/weapon, selling a controlled substance, and sexual harass-
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ment/assault. In an effort to be consistent with the PBIS reforms being 
utilized by the school, participants identifi ed behavioral infractions based 
on the level of severity—minor or major—as shown below in Table  6.1 . 
Teachers were then given sticky notes and asked to jot down their typical 
responses to these behaviors and distinguish their responses depending 
on how often the student exhibited it. Using a large board visible to all 
participating teachers, the facilitator placed these sticky notes next to the 
relevant behavior, creating a grid as shown in Table  6.2 .

    With their attention directed to the board, teachers were asked to refl ect 
on the results among themselves. The facilitator then reminded them of 
the data on discipline disparities and asked them to consider whether those 
same patterns were evident in their classrooms. The teachers noted that 
their heavy reliance on detention and offi ce referrals for student behaviors 
may be a contributing factor to excessive suspension. 

 For the next portion of the professional development session, the facili-
tator asked the teachers if they agreed with the discipline responses rep-
resented on the board. The question produced much conversation and 
debate. Participants challenged each other about how they would respond 
to different behaviors. For example, one teacher asked, “Why would you 
[a participating teacher] send a student to detention for a fi rst time minor 
behavior?. I don’t agree with that.” During the conversation, teachers 
examined their responses to the student behaviors and indicated whether 
they agreed with their choices, felt another teacher’s choices were more 
appropriate, or if an entirely different alternative not present on the list 
was needed. 

   Table 6.1    Common behavior infractions identifi ed by teachers   

 Minor  Major 

 • Tardy 
 • Cutting class 
 • Inappropriate language 
 •  Hats/cell phone/gum 

chewing 
 • Defi ance 
 • Being unprepared 
 • Inappropriate hallway behavior 
 • Teasing/joking 
 • Property damage 

 • Inappropriate minor sexual behaviors or gestures 
 • Bullying (including cyber bullying) 
 • Marijuana consumption (suspected) 
 • Fighting 
 • Minor aggression (rough play) 
 • Cheating 
 • Harassment/discrimination 
 • Theft 
 • Vandalism 
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 After allowing time for unstructured conversation between teachers, 
during which the facilitator did not participate or interfere, the latter 
brought teachers’ attention back to the table listing student behaviors and 
discipline choices. Given the data previously provided and the agreed-upon 
goal to have less punitive discipline choices, the facilitator asked teachers 
to choose alternative disciplinary responses for each behavior listed. One 
by one, the teachers selected alternatives they felt were most appropriate 
for each type of behavior. This process asked teachers not just to place a 
disciplinary response next to a behavior, but also to consider the potential 
implications of each response for the child. One teacher stated, “Instead of 
detention for a minor repeated behavior, I can move the student or assign 
more homework … at least that doesn’t kick them out of the classroom.” 

   Table 6.2    How individual OUSD teachers respond to student behavior   

 Minor behavior response  Major behavior response 

 First time  • Verbal warning 
 • Separation of students 
 • Detention 
 • Send to hall 

 • Referral to administration 
 • Conference with student 
 • Send to hall 
 • Buddy room 
 • Automatic failing of an assignment 
(particularly for cheating) 

 Repeated  • Referral to administration 
 • Loss of class privilege or 
reward 
 • Detention 
 • Conference with student 
 • Time-out 
 • Buddy room 
 • Parent/guardian call 

 • Referral to administration 
 • Detention 
 • Send student to hall 
 • Parent/guardian call 
 • Parent/guardian–teacher conference 

 Constant  • Detention 
 • Parent/guardian call 
 • Long-term loss of privilege 
 • Permanent seat change 
 • Parent/guardian–teacher 
conference 
 • Referral to administration 

 • Referral to administration 
 • Detention 

 Chronic  • Parent/guardian–teacher 
conference 
 • Offi ce referral 

 • Offi ce referral 

   a Buddy room refers to a temporary holding classroom where the student will spend the remainder of the 
class period from which they were removed. It is not required that a student enter with classroom home-
work, and it is usually supervised by a teacher.  
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 Although most teachers agreed on the fi nal discipline choices for behav-
iors, some did not, and full consensus was not reached on all items. For 
example, one teacher felt that too much leniency in discipline lent itself to 
a reduction in classroom control. Nonetheless, the discussion resulted in a 
response grid with a wider set of options for teacher responses to disciplin-
ary problems that were less punitive than the responses originally identi-
fi ed. Table  6.3  shows the response grid created collaboratively with the 
group. Key changes to the list of teachers’ disciplinary responses include:

•    removing detention entirely as a response to minor behaviors;  
•   delaying referrals to the administration, referrals to the buddy room, 

and parent/guardian calls for repeated minor behaviors;  
•   adding responses such as giving students demerit points, verbal 

warnings, new tasks and assignments for minor behaviors, and loss 
of class privileges, a time out, and permanent seat change for major 
behaviors; and removing automatic failing of an assignment for a 
fi rst-time major behavior.   

   Table 6.3    Collaborative classroom matrix   

 Minor behavior response  Major behavior response 

 First time  • Verbal warning 
 • Student conduct demerit point 
(particularly for students that are 
late) 
 • Separation of students 

 • Conference with student 
 • Loss of class privileges or reward 
 • Time out 

 Repeated  • Verbal warning with threat of 
consequence 
 • Temporary separation of students 
 • Loss of class privileges or reward 
 • Conference with student 
 • Time out 
 • Assign additional task 

 • Buddy room 
 • Detention 
 • Send to hall 
 • Parent/guardian call 
 • Permanent seat change 
 • Referral to administration (only for 
fi ghting or bullying) 

 Constant  • Buddy room 
 • Assign additional task/assignment 
 • Conference with student 
 • Parent/guardian call 
 • Long-term loss of privilege or 
reward 
 • Permanent seat change 

 • Parent/guardian–teacher 
conference 
 • Referral to administration 
 • Detention 

 Chronic  • Parent/guardian teacher 
conference 
 • Referral to administration 

 • Referral to administration 
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      TEACHER VIEWS OF CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT 
AND SCHOOL DISCIPLINE 

 Despite a signifi cant district-wide effort to engage all stakeholders in 
reducing disproportionate suspensions and expulsions for Black students, 
teachers generally felt they lacked input in district-wide changes and were 
underappreciated for their daily struggle to respond to the mental health 
and behavioral needs of their students. At the same time, they acknowl-
edged their role in the disproportionate suspension of Black students, and 
believed that better tools and greater consistency in the application of 
classroom management strategies would help to reduce this. 

 In the course of the professional development process that produced 
the grid, the facilitator engaged teachers in a structured conversation and 
refl ection on the discipline practices used in their school. This discussion 
proved to be both challenging and insightful, and offered a perspective 
often missing from the literature and discourse on how to improve school 
discipline in the classroom. A number of themes that emerged are sum-
marized below. 

  Insuffi cient teacher input in district-wide reforms . Teachers in the 
professional development session felt that, in general, OUSD teachers 
had not played a central role in most of the district-wide reforms being 
implemented. While teachers had heard about the district’s Voluntary 
Resolution Plan (VRP) and knew about PBIS and the African American 
Male Achievement Initiative, they knew very little about these efforts, and 
felt they had little say in how these strategies would be implemented. For 
example, although from the district view, PBIS was envisioned as a col-
laborative process, teachers in the professional development session felt 
they had not been consulted in creating their schools’ PBIS materials or 
in advising on the implementation process. As one teacher recounted, “I 
came into the school, had a staff meeting and was told I was now going 
to be doing PBIS [and] needed to read the materials and use this referral 
form if I wanted to send a kid to the offi ce.” Similarly, although adminis-
trators, staff, and former teachers participated in district meetings to revise 
the discipline handbook, the absence of current OUSD teachers in the 
process limited the fl ow of information on the reforms. 

  The challenges of disciplining traumatized students.  In the context of 
the district-wide shifts in discipline, the teachers grappled with how to 
meet the mental health and behavioral needs of students. “Sometimes I’m 
more like a parent or a counselor in my classroom,” observed one teacher. 
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When dealing with negative student behavior, teachers believed that too 
often students are victims and witnesses of crime and that their mental 
health needs need to be taken into account. Several noted that students’ 
exposure to traumatic events in their neighborhoods, as well as the nor-
mal developmental process for adolescents, creates the need for additional 
social-emotional support in the classroom. 

  Effective and consistent classroom management.  Strong and consistent 
classroom management was viewed by participants as essential to a suc-
cessful learning environment. One teacher remarked, “If I had better 
classroom management skills earlier on in my career, I would have been 
able to handle kids misbehaving a lot better.” Another teacher explained:

  You have to set standards at the start of the year because some kids do not 
know when or how to switch how they act at home from how they need 
to act in the classroom, we need to remind them. If we set standards, and 
reinforce those standards with all the students, the students are more likely 
to follow. 

 Creating boundaries and expectations early was viewed by the teachers 
as necessary in establishing a healthy learning environment. Effective class-
room management, they explained, is when the teacher does not have to 
stop the learning of other students to talk with or discipline an individual 
student(s). Teachers shared their strategies for building a sense of collec-
tive ownership over classroom behavior. One teacher said,

  I manage my classroom by getting the whole class involved. I don’t have 
individual demerits, the class has demerits. So if someone keeps disrupting 
the class, the students will say, ‘Hey, stop talking. We want our movie day.’ 
This allows fellow students to check each other; it makes them responsible 
for each other. 

   In addition to managing their own classrooms effectively, teachers 
identifi ed the need for more consistency across classrooms and between 
teachers and administrators in responding to student behavior. A teacher 
explained:

  Wearing a hat or using inappropriate language is OK in some classrooms, 
and it is not OK in others. This makes it diffi cult for students to follow 
guidelines. We need to have the same rules in every classroom. 
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 Without suffi cient guidelines for teachers on how to address the variety 
of behaviors that students present, student behaviors are handled inconsis-
tently across different classrooms. Participating teachers reported very dif-
ferent ways of managing their classroom. Some stated that they manage by 
sending or threatening to send students out when they misbehave. Others 
managed their classrooms by having a check mark system; fi ve check marks 
meant loss of privileges. 

 Although the school had established standards for behavior that were 
well-known by the students, some teachers were more lenient than others 
in upholding these standards. One participant noted, “We need consis-
tency. We need to create a school culture so that no matter what class you 
are in the same rules apply.” The teachers felt that administrator responses 
were similarly inconsistent, with disciplinary outcomes determined largely 
by whom the student encountered in the offi ce. As one teacher explained, 
“Some administrators are more punitive than others.” 

  Recognizing their role in disproportionate suspensions.  While teachers 
recognized the need for consistency, they did not immediately see the 
link between their decisions and those of administrators. Instead, teachers 
believed that the fi nal arbiters of disciplinary consequences are administra-
tors and did not recognize the part they play in suspensions and expulsions. 
As one teacher summed up, “We have no control over who is suspended 
and who is not.” In fact, a number of participants reported feeling unfairly 
targeted for blame in the school. “Everything gets pushed to teachers and 
not administration,” observed one teacher. “It’s our fault too many kids 
are being suspended, it’s our fault kids aren’t learning, it’s our fault kids 
lose too much class time. It is always our fault, yet we can only do what 
the administration allows us.” 

 Nonetheless, a few participants recognized that they play a role in puni-
tive discipline, especially in the choice to send a student to the offi ce with a 
referral and whether they recommend suspension or expulsion. When the 
facilitator asked the group, “What happens after a teacher sends a student 
to the offi ce?” one teacher explained, “There are only a few options when 
they get kicked out of a classroom: in-school suspension or out-of-school 
suspension. Depending on what administrator the student gets, they [the 
student] may get sent back to class.” 

 This question shifted the focus of the conversation to help teachers 
refl ect on their role in disproportionate Black suspensions. The facilita-
tor’s prompt directed teachers’ attention to the connection between their 
actions and those of the administrators in their school. Taking it one step 



REDUCING RACIAL DISPARITIES IN SCHOOL DISCIPLINE: STRUCTURED... 111

further, one teacher said, “If my choice to send students to the offi ce is 
the fi rst step (aside from the student behavior) in getting them suspended, 
I need to come up with some other options.” 

 This discussion brought teachers full circle to see the need for oppor-
tunities to sit with their peers to establish agreement on how to manage 
behavior and create tools that can provide guidance on how to respond to 
different behaviors. As one teacher explained, “Sometimes, in the heat of 
a moment, all you want to do is remove a child from the class. But having 
a guide or a check [would] allow me to take a second look at my choice 
and perhaps make a better decision.” 

   Conclusions 

     IMPLICATIONS FOR REDUCING DISCIPLINARY DISPARITIES 
WITHIN SCHOOLS 

 The teacher response grid provides an additional tool that OUSD and 
other school districts can use to help reduce the number of offi ce referrals 
and subsequently the number of suspensions and expulsions. Through the 
participatory engagement of teachers in creating it, and their use of the 
tool in their classrooms, we hope that schools will be able to make deci-
sions by individual teachers and administrators more consistent. 

 Most of the teachers in the professional development session saw their 
role extending beyond teaching curricula to facilitating an environment 
that promotes positive youth development. Yet they also observed how 
challenging it can be to teach in the face of constant student misbehavior 
and disruption, and were very open to tools and strategies that would 
allow them to manage their classrooms more effectively. The conversa-
tion among teachers deepened their understanding of the consequences 
of their choices, and helped them to agree on responses to common class-
room misbehaviors. This process also created a sense of community that, 
teachers felt, allowed them the space to identify problems and learn about 
effective practices from peers. 

 The professional development session also helped teachers understand 
that they share responsibility for school discipline with administrators. 
Faced with the day-to-day challenges of the classroom, teachers rarely 
have time to think about how routine decisions shape larger trends of 
 disproportionate suspensions and expulsions of youth of color. However, 
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as the discussion developed, they began to recognize that, just as adminis-
trators have the choice to send a student back to class or create in-school 
alternatives, teachers have the choice to make a different disciplinary deci-
sion in the classroom. The response grid was welcomed by teachers in 
part because they saw how it could generate consistency and common 
practice. With high levels of buy-in from teachers, such grids have the 
potential to reduce out-of-classroom referrals, making all responses less 
punitive and improving outcomes for students—particularly students of 
color. The teachers’ openness to rethinking their disciplinary approach 
suggests that if more opportunities were created for them to engage in dis-
cussions like these, schools might be able to see faster and more successful 
 transformation in their classrooms. In addition, it also reveals how teach-
ers’ decision- making about discipline can be improved without eliminating 
their total discretion in the classroom. Efforts to replicate this approach in 
other schools and school districts should consider ways to involve school 
and district administrators, in addition to teachers.  

   UNTYING THE LINK BETWEEN SCHOOL DISCIPLINE 
AND THE JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM 

 Stemming the tide of suspended and expelled youth of color into the juve-
nile justice system will require educators to gain a deeper understanding of 
the unintended consequences of some disciplinary decisions. Those deci-
sions can inadvertently place youth on a trajectory of justice involvement. 
Given that the vast majority of youth in the justice system have also come 
in contact with a school discipline offi cer, schools play a key role in slow-
ing down the fl ow of youth into the justice system. This chapter shows 
how educators can be engaged to do so. 

 If teachers do not have the information or time to share and under-
stand how suspension and expulsion can lead to justice involvement and 
other negative lifelong effects, it is unlikely that they will make alternative 
choices in their classrooms. Our work speaks to the need for and poten-
tial of more intensive efforts to engage teachers in a process of learning 
and action. If we want teachers to take an active role in dismantling the 
systemic and unjust pathways that our youth often fall victim to, we must 
ensure they are aware of how removal from the classroom may be a signifi -
cant fi rst step toward the school-to-prison pipeline.  
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     NOTES 
     1.    These stakeholders included the probation chief, middle school teachers, 

the director of the OUSD African American Male Achievement program, 
education and juvenile justice policy advocates and researchers, a middle 
school principal, a representative from the OUSD Positive Behavior 
Interventions and Supports (PBIS) offi ce, local clergy, a director of a restor-
ative justice program used in OUSD schools, direct service providers, a pro-
gram offi cer from a California foundation, and a representative from the 
OUSD attendance and discipline support services department   

   2.    The work group comprised representatives from OUSD, restorative justice 
programs, school resources offi cers (SRO), Community Schools and 
Student Services Behavioral Health Initiatives, school administration, and 
legal counsel.          
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    CHAPTER 7   

  Students from vulnerable groups (e.g., Black, Latino, American Indian, 
and non-heterosexual students) are experiencing disproportionately fre-
quent and severe discipline compared to their White, heterosexual peers. 
Disciplinary disparities across racial/ethnic groups are well documented 
(Losen,  2014 ; Skiba, Horner, Chung, Rausch, May, & Tobin,  2011 ), 
and evidence documenting disparities for non-heterosexual  students is 
growing (Himmelstein & Brückner,  2011 ). Inequitable discipline has 
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 far-reaching consequences for vulnerable students’ educational out-
comes and long- term health and wellbeing (Noguera & Wing,  2006 ). 
To decrease persistent discrepancies, many policymakers, researchers, and 
practitioners are using school-wide positive behavioral interventions and 
supports (SWPBIS) (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). Recognizing 
the strengths and limitations of SWPBIS, we focus on increasing schools’ 
capacity to reduce disciplinary inequities by blending SWPBIS with restor-
ative discipline, an approach that might improve equity in student disci-
pline outcomes (Simson,  2012 ). 

   SCHOOL-WIDE POSITIVE BEHAVIOR INTERVENTIONS 
AND SUPPORTS (SWPBIS) 

 SWPBIS is a widely implemented systemic approach to reducing inap-
propriate student behavior (Horner, Sugai, & Anderson,  2010 ). Its key 
components are (a) defi ning school-wide positive behavioral expectations 
(e.g., be safe, be responsible, be respectful), (b) proactively teaching what 
expected behaviors look like in various school settings, (c) consistently 
rewarding students who comply with behavioral expectations, (d) con-
sistently assigning a continuum of consequences to students who do not 
comply, and (e) collecting offi ce discipline referral (ODR) data to assess 
students’ responsiveness to the supports provided and offer feedback to 
implementers (Sugai & Horner,  2002 ). SWPBIS interventions are orga-
nized around a three-tiered continuum, with universal support provided 
to all students at all times, secondary support to groups of students insuf-
fi ciently responsive to universal support, and tertiary support to individ-
ual students with signifi cant behavioral challenges (Sugai et  al.,  2010 ). 
Implementation of SWPBIS occurs through a school-based team consist-
ing of administrators, general and special education teachers, and other 
school personnel (Sugai & Horner,  2002 ). 

 When implemented with fi delity, SWPBIS has consistently been associated 
with positive outcomes (Sugai & Horner,  2002 ). Offi ce discipline referral 
(ODR) reduction is the most common metric used to measure those out-
comes (Sugai, Sprague, Horner, & Walker,  2000 ). At the whole- school level, 
SWPBIS is associated with reductions in ODRs (Muscott, Mann, & LeBrun, 
 2008 ; Taylor-Greene, et al.,  1997 ). Randomized control trials conducted 
with elementary schools have experimentally linked SWPBIS implementa-
tion to whole-school reductions in ODRs (Bradshaw, Mitchell, O’Brennan, 
& Leaf,  2010 ), as well as improved staff perceptions of school safety (Horner 
et al.,  2009 ). These outcomes clearly document the benefi ts of a systemic 

116 C.G. VINCENT ET AL.



approach to establishing a positive school climate. In a school where students 
know what is expected of them and teachers consistently reward expected 
behavior, students are more likely to comply with school rules. 

 To date, SWPBIS has not been consistently linked to disciplinary equity, 
with students from vulnerable groups often being disproportionately repre-
sented in ODR data. Researchers have found that, in schools implementing 
SWPBIS, African American elementary students had signifi cantly greater 
odds of receiving an ODR than White students (Bradshaw et al.,  2010 ; 
Kaufman et al.,  2010 ); African American middle-school students with mul-
tiple ODRs were less likely to receive secondary support than their peers 
(Vincent, Tobin, Hawken, & Frank,  2012 ); Native American and Latino 
middle-school students had higher truancy rates than their peers (Vincent, 
Sprague, CHiXapkaid, Tobin, & Gau,  2015 ); and students with a disability 
were excluded from the classroom for longer durations than their non-
disabled peers (Vincent & Tobin,  2011 ). The effectiveness of SWPBIS on 
non-heterosexual students’ discipline rates has yet to be explored. 

 SWPBIS is clearly highly effective in (a) organizing adult behavior to 
facilitate disciplinary consistency across classrooms and (b) reducing overall 
ODR rates. Its limited effectiveness in reliably reducing disciplinary ineq-
uities affecting vulnerable students might be due to its limited focus on (a) 
proactively building teacher–student and peer relationships, (b) promot-
ing students’ perceptions of discipline as fair and procedurally just, and (c) 
restoring relationships after a discipline incident has occurred. Research 
has found that positive student–teacher and peer relationships tend to be 
more commonly experienced by White students than those from vulner-
able groups (Gregory & Ripsky,  2008 ). Research has also shown that stu-
dents are socially and academically more successful if they perceive their 
classroom environments as fair and procedurally just (Gouveia-Pereira, 
Vala, Palmonari, & Rubini,  2003 ; Sanches, Gouveia-Pereira, & Carugati, 
 2011 ). Specifi c practices to promote social capital (i.e., relationship build-
ing and restoring) as well as student perceptions of fairness and procedural 
justice have been outlined in the literature on restorative discipline. 

   RESTORATIVE DISCIPLINE 
 Positive teacher–student and peer relationships, disciplinary fairness and pro-
cedural justice, as well as communal problem solving to prevent exclusion of 
students from the classroom, are the essence of restorative discipline (RD), 
derived from the concepts and practices of restorative justice (Amstutz & 
Mullet,  2005 ). RD practices include (a) affective statements to increase stu-
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dents’ awareness of how their behavior makes others feel; (b) affective ques-
tions to encourage students to refl ect on the motivation and consequences 
of their behavior; (c) active listening to improve mutual understanding of 
behavioral incidents; (d) reframing to encourage students (and teachers) 
to change their perspectives; (e) conducting proactive circles to promote 
students’ sense of classroom community and emotional safety; and (f) con-
ducting restorative circles to repair harm, prevent disciplinary exclusion, 
and reintegrate students who have been suspended or expelled (Costello, 
Wachtel, & Wachtel,  2009 ; Costello, Wachtel, & Wachtel,  2010 ). 

 The evidence base supporting RD implementation in schools is limited 
to small-scale investigations and case studies. These studies associate RD 
implementation with improved student perceptions of the classroom as 
a safe place in which to share problems (Morrison & Martinez,  2001 ), 
improved teacher–student relationships (DeWitt & DeWitt,  2012 ), and 
improved peer relationships (McCarthy,  2009 ). Some evidence tentatively 
links RD implementation to greater disciplinary equity across students 
from various racial/ethnic backgrounds (Dravery & Winslade,  2006 ; 
Gregory, Clawson, Davis, & Gerewitz,  2014 ; Simson,  2012 ; see also 
Gregory et al., this volume). Such results suggest that relationship build-
ing/restoring may be a conduit for disciplinary equity. 

 Implementing RD as a school-wide intervention could present a number 
of challenges in a school setting. Some RD practices, such as using affec-
tive questions and conducting proactive circles, tend to be time- consuming. 
Restorative circles following disciplinary incidents could require expertise in 
mediation that school personnel might not routinely have. The success of 
RD practices, such as proactive circles, also likely depends on student buy-
in, which may take time to build. Teachers trained to be in control of their 
classrooms through managing student behavior may also fi nd it challenging 
to engage in practices requiring openness, trust, and sharing control of the 
classroom with students (Lasky,  2005 ). Without systemic support from a 
school-based team, these challenges might be diffi cult to overcome.  

   SCHOOL-WIDE POSITIVE AND RESTORATIVE DISCIPLINE 
(SWPRD) 

 Based on this review, it appears that the capacity of the SWPBIS systems’ 
approach to promote disciplinary equity could be enhanced with RD 
practices, and the implementation of RD practices in schools might be 
facilitated with systems put in place by SWPBIS. This blended approach, 
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School- wide Positive and Restorative Discipline (SWPRD), conceptual-
izes RD along a three-tiered continuum. At the universal tier, proac-
tive circles can be used to defi ne behavioral agreements and teach why 
they are important. Students who practice the agreements could be 
frequently acknowledged by teacher-delivered, behavior-specifi c affec-
tive statements. Both teachers and students can use active listening to 
gain greater awareness of each other’s support needs and motivations. 
Alternatives to low-level inappropriate behavior can be encouraged 
through reframing the student’s experience that might have triggered 
the behavioral violation in the fi rst place. At the secondary and tertiary 
tier, disciplinary incidents can be addressed through restorative circles 
involving the entire class, or smaller restorative circles involving key 
stakeholders, including students, teachers, parents, and administrators. 
Figure  7.1  provides an overview of how RD practices map onto the 
three-tiered support continuum of SWPBIS. Data to assess the effective-
ness of this blended approach and make decisions regarding students’ 
support needs might include student perceptions of relationships, fair-

  Fig. 7.1    Three-tiered continuum of SWPRD blending restorative discipline 
practices with SWPBIS support tiers       
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ness, and procedural justice in addition to ODR refl ecting teacher per-
ceptions of student behavior.

   To examine if we could encourage teacher use of RD practices in a 
school implementing SWPBIS in order to promote disciplinary equity, we 
designed a study driven by the following research questions:

    1.    Do teachers familiar with SWPBIS implement restorative discipline fol-
lowing SWPRD training?   

   2.    Does membership in groups defi ned by race/ethnicity and sexual orien-
tation predict student perceptions of fairness, procedural justice, and 
social capital before and after teachers implement restorative discipline?   

   3.    Is teacher use of restorative discipline associated with greater equity in 
offi ce discipline referrals?      

   METHODOLOGY 
 We developed a curriculum designed to train school personnel implement-
ing SWPBIS in RD practices. Module 1 introduced school personnel to 
the key concepts of RD (e.g., social capital, procedural justice, relationship 
building, and relationship restoring). Module 2 focused on Tier 1 preven-
tative practices, including conducting proactive circles to establish behav-
ioral expectations by classroom consensus, delivering behavior- specifi c 
affective statements as positive reinforcement of appropriate behavior, 
using active listening to promote positive relationships, and using refram-
ing to help students become aware of alternatives to problematic behavior. 
Module 3 focused on responsive RD practices (Tier 2 and 3), including 
conducting impromptu conferences with students following reoccurring 
minor behavioral violations, and restorative circles following more severe 
behavioral violations. We also developed staff and student surveys to assess 
the feasibility and acceptability of the curriculum and student perceptions 
of fairness, procedural justice, and social capital. 

 We partnered with one high school that had implemented SWPBIS 
since the 2009–2010 school year to fi eld-test SWPRD training during the 
2013–2014 school year and assess its impact on teacher practices, equity 
in student perceptions of fairness, procedural justice and social capital, and 
equity in ODR through a one-sample pre- and post-design.   
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   Sample 

 The high school’s overall enrollment in grades 9 through 12 was n = 1025 
students from racially and ethnically diverse backgrounds: 70.5% of stu-
dents were White, 17.5% Latino, 6.7% Multiracial, 2.1% Asian/Pacifi c 
Islander, and 1.6% each American Indian/Alaska Native and Black. To 
assess its SWPBIS implementation status, the school-based team completed 
the  Benchmarks of Quality  (BoQ) annually. The BoQ has been found to 
have acceptable validity; a score of 70 and above indicates SWPBIS imple-
mentation with fi delity (Cohen, Kincaid, & Childs,  2007 ). In May 2013, 
the school scored 89 on the BoQ, and in May 2014, it scored 79, pro-
viding evidence that the school was implementing SWPBIS with fi delity 
during the study years. In the year prior to our study, the school experi-
enced racial/ethnic disparities in discipline: 22.22% of Black, 19.30% of 
Latino, 25.00% of Asian, 3.60% of multiracial, and 12.50% of American 
Indian students received at least one ODR, compared to 16.62% of White 
students.  

   Procedure 

 We delivered SWPRD training to the entire school staff through a fl ipped 
classroom approach (e.g., training was delivered after school person-
nel familiarized themselves with the training materials made available 
on a shared secure website). Training materials in the form of narrated 
PowerPoint presentations, Word documents, and exercises were made 
available to all staff members prior to the face-to-face training sessions. 
Face-to-face training occurred in one 30-minute and one 60-minute 
session. Session 1 focused on Module 1 of the SWPRD curriculum and 
Session 2 focused on Module 2. Because of the small scale of the project, 
we were unable to fi eld-test Module 3 or conduct follow-up coaching on 
any training content with individual teachers.  

   Measures 

 To assess the extent to which staff implemented RD practices, as well as 
the acceptability of the SWPRD approach, we developed a staff survey. 
The survey consisted of six sections: (1) the extent to which bullying and 
harassment occurred in the school, (2) the discipline process currently 
used, (3) the extent to which the teacher implemented Positive Behavior 
Interventions and Supports (PBIS) in his/her classroom, (4) the extent 
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to which he/she was familiar with and used RD in the classroom, (5) the 
potential benefi ts and challenges of blending PBIS and RD into SWPRD, 
and (6) his/her understanding of SWPRD. Section 6 was administered 
post-intervention only. All items were scored on a 5-point scale ranging 
from 1 = strongly disagree/not at all/never to 5 = strongly agree/very 
much/always. Prior to the SWPRD training, 40 staff members completed 
the survey and 32 completed it after training. A total of 27 staff completed 
the survey both pre- and post-intervention. 

 Although we were unable to interact with students directly, we assessed 
student perceptions of bullying and harassment, disciplinary fairness, social 
capital, and procedural justice across groups defi ned by race/ethnicity and 
sexual orientation before and after the introduction of SWPRD. To assess 
student perceptions of these constructs, we developed a student survey 
which blended items from the school climate survey routinely used by the 
school district with items from the Sense of Community Scale (Perkins, 
Florin, Rich, Wandersman, & Chavis,  1990 ), and the Perceptions of 
Justice in the School Context measure used by Gouveia-Pereira and col-
leagues (Gouveia-Pereira et al.,  2003 ). 

 Items were scored on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 = strongly dis-
agree/not at all/never to 5 =  strongly agree/very much/always, or on 
a 7-point scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. 
Table  7.1  provides an overview of the demographic characteristics of the 
student respondents before and after the introduction of SWPRD. The 

   Table 7.1    Demographic characteristics for student survey respondents at pre- 
and post-intervention   

 Demographic characteristic  Pre (n = 672)  Post (n = 516) 

 Race/ethnicity  White  403 (60%)  306 (59.3%) 
 Latino  63 (9.4%)  51 (9.9%) 
 Black  11 (1.6%)  0 (0%) 
 American Indian/Alaska native  11 (1.6%)  10 (1.9%) 
 Asian/Pacifi c Islander  8 (1.2%)  11 (2.1%) 
 Multiracial  125 (18.6%)  86 (16.7%) 
 Omitted  42 (6.3%)  31 (6%) 

 Sexual orientation  Heterosexual  551 (82%)  416 (80.6%) 
 Lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender 

 44 (6.5%)  34 (6.6%) 

 Questioning  17 (2.5%)  18 (3.5%) 
 Omitted  60 (8.9%)  48 (9.3%) 
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post-intervention survey was administered during the last week of the 
school year, when competing activities might have interfered with stu-
dents’ survey completion. Because the school had a very small population 
of Black students, none of whom completed the survey post- intervention, 
we focused our analyses on differences in the perceptions of White, Latino, 
and multiracial students, the school’s largest racial/ethnic groups.

   The school used the School-wide Information System (May et  al., 
 2003 ) to collect ODR data. The district’s school psychologist made the 
school’s data on ODRs available to us for the year prior to our project as 
well as the project year.  

   Data Analysis 

 Staff surveys were individually coded to allow linking pre- and post- 
intervention responses. We conducted repeated measures analysis of vari-
ance to assess changes in self-reported teacher use of the four RD practices 
trained in Module 2 (affective statements and questions, active listening, 
reframing, and conducting proactive circles). We examined descriptive 
outcomes to assess the acceptability of SWPRD with post-intervention 
data only. To account for multiple tests, we adjusted the signifi cance level 
to α = 0.05/4 = 0.0125 (Tabachnick & Fidell,  2001 ). Student surveys 
were not individually coded and therefore pre- and post-intervention 
responses could not be linked. We conducted multiple sets of analysis of 
variance for each measurement occasion with race/ethnicity and sexual 
orientation as independent variables and the primary constructs of inter-
est (student perceptions of bullying and harassment, social capital, racial 
fairness, sexual orientation fairness, and procedural justice) as dependent 
variables to assess if race/ethnicity and sexual orientation were statisti-
cally signifi cant predictors in how students perceived the constructs of 
interest. To account for multiple tests, we adjusted the signifi cance level 
to α  =  0.05/5  =  0.01. Due to the unequal number of survey respon-
dents in each racial/ethnic and sexual orientation group, our ANOVA 
model was highly unbalanced. Because we were primarily interested in 
the main effects of race and sexual orientation, and one-way ANOVA is 
generally robust to unequal cell sizes (Tabachnick & Fidell,  2001 ), we did 
not weight responses to achieve a balanced design. To answer research 
question three, we conducted descriptive analyses to compare disciplinary 
equity across student race/ethnicity both before and after SWPRD was 
introduced. 

SCHOOL-WIDE POSITIVE AND RESTORATIVE DISCIPLINE (SWPRD): INTEGRATING…  123



   FINDINGS 
 We fi rst examined if our training resulted in changes in self-reported 
teacher use of the classroom RD practices presented in Module 2. We then 
examined the impact of students’ race/ethnicity and sexual orientation 
on their perceptions of their classroom experiences. Finally, we reviewed 
ODR patterns across race/ethnicity.   

   Teacher Survey 

 Outcomes from the repeated measures analysis of teacher survey data 
are presented in Table  7.2 . Based on teacher self-reports, use of all four 
RD practices increased from pre-intervention to post-intervention. The 
increase in using affective statements and questions and active listening 
did not reach statistical signifi cance; the increase in using reframing and 
proactive circles was statistically signifi cant. At post-intervention, teachers 
rated the acceptability of SWPRD above the scale midpoint, meaning that 
they were marginally enthusiastic about the intervention.

      The Impact of Race/Ethnicity on Student Perceptions 

 Table  7.3  summarizes the impact of membership in a racial/ethnic group 
on students’ perceptions of bullying and harassment, racial fairness, pro-
cedural justice, and social capital before and after the intervention, and 

   Table 7.2    Changes in self-reported teacher use of RD practices   

 RD practice/social validity  Pre mean 
( SD ) 

 Post mean 
( SD ) 

  F -value   p -value 

 Use of affective questions & 
statements 

 2.95 (0.96)  3.41 (0.88)  6.084  0.021 

 Use of active listening  3.61 (0.80)  3.78 (0.71)  0.464  0.502 
 Use of reframing  2.9 (0.97)  3.22 (0.71)  21.024  <0.0005 
 Use of proactive circles  2.12 (0.87)  2.44 (0.91)  10.947  0.003 
 SWPRD acceptability  3.30 (0.48) 
 SWPRD contextual Fit  3.40 (0.85) 
 SWPRD effectiveness  3.30 (0.76) 

  Note: All F-values are based on  df  (1, 26). Family-wise α was set to 0.0125  
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provides means and standard deviations for White, Latino, and multiracial 
students’ perceptions of these constructs before and after the interven-
tion. Prior to the intervention, race/ethnicity was a  statistically signifi cant 
predictor of student perceptions of racial fairness at the α = 0.01 signifi -
cance level (p = 0.0005). White students rated their school environment 
as largely fair across racial groups, while Latino and multiracial students 
rated their school environment as less so. At post-intervention, race/eth-
nicity was no longer a statistically signifi cant predictor of student percep-
tions of racial fairness (p = 0.060). Latino students’ ratings of the school 
environment’s racial fairness improved slightly, while White and multi-
racial students’ ratings of the school environment’s fairness decreased. 
Race/ethnicity did not predict student perceptions of bullying/harass-
ment before or after the intervention. Prior to the intervention, race/
ethnicity did not predict student perceptions of procedural justice. After 
the intervention, race/ethnicity was a statistically signifi cant predictor of 
procedural justice at the α = 0.01 signifi cance level (p = 0.001). While all 
students rated procedural justice higher after the intervention, Latino stu-
dents rated it highest, followed by White and multiracial students. Race/
ethnicity did not predict student perceptions of social capital before or 
after the intervention. Latino students’ rating of social capital increased, 
while White and multiracial student’s ratings decreased from pre- to 
post-intervention.

      The Impact of Sexual Orientation on Student Perceptions 

 Table  7.4  summarizes the impact of membership in a group defi ned by 
sexual orientation on students’ perceptions of similar constructs at pre- 
intervention and post-intervention, and provides means and standard 
deviations for heterosexual and gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender 
(LGBT) students’ perceptions of these constructs. We omitted students 
who identifi ed as Questioning due to their low numbers. Prior to the 
intervention, sexual orientation was a statistically signifi cant predictor of 
students’ perceptions of bullying and harassment at the α = 0.01 signifi -
cance level (p = 0.007). Heterosexual students reported higher absence of 
bullying and harassment than LGBT students. At post-intervention, sex-
ual orientation was no longer a statistically signifi cant predictor of bullying 
and harassment (p = 0.018). LGBT students’ rating of the absence of bul-
lying and harassment increased from pre- to post-intervention, while het-
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erosexual students’ ratings decreased slightly. Sexual orientation did not 
predict students’ perceptions of their school environment’s fairness across 
groups with different sexual orientations before or after the intervention.

      Offi ce Discipline Referrals 

 Finally, we examined changes in ODR rates across students’ race/ethnicity 
from the year prior to our SWPRD training (2012–2013) to the year when 
we conducted the SWPRD training (2013–2014). Because the School- 
wide Information System (SWIS) does not collect data on students’ sexual 
orientation, we were unable to examine ODR rates by student sexual ori-
entation. Table  7.5  summarizes the outcomes of our comparison. Overall, 
the number of students who received an ODR decreased substantially, even 
though there was a slight increase in enrollment. This decrease appeared 
consistent across all racial/ethnic groups. After the introduction of 
SWPRD, Asian, multiracial, and Black students did not receive any ODRs. 
Prior to the introduction of SWPRD, the difference between the percent-
age of Latino students referred to the offi ce and the percentage of White 

   Table 7.4    The impact of sexual orientation on student perceptions of the con-
structs of interest, and means and standard deviations for heterosexual and LGBT 
students at pre- and post-intervention   

 Construct of 
interest (number 
of items) 

 Pre  Post 

 Impact of 
sexual 

orientation 
p-value 

 Hetero 
M (SD) 

 LGBT 
M (SD) 

 Impact of 
sexual 

orientation 
p-value 

 Hetero 
M (SD) 

 LGBT 
M (SD) 

 5-point scale 
 Absence of 
bullying and 
harassment (6) 

 0.007  4.06 
(0.70) 

 3.69 
(0.76) 

 0.018  4.00 
(0.68) 

 3.81 
(0.88) 

 Sexual 
orientation 
fairness (1) 

 0.080  4.06 
(1.14) 

 3.80 
(1.17) 

 0.893  3.86 
(1.22) 

 3.88 
(1.19) 

  Note: Family-wise α was set to 0.01  
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students referred to the offi ce was 2.68 percentage points. After the intro-
duction of SWPRD, this difference was reduced to 0.47 percentage points.

     SUMMARY, LIMITATIONS, IMPLICATIONS, 
AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 The outcomes of our study are promising. In our experience, school staff 
familiar with SWPBIS appear aware of its limited attention to positive rela-
tionship building and do not commonly measure students’ perceptions of 
fairness and procedural justice. In this implementation of SWPRD, staff 
reported increased efforts to engage in RD classroom practices designed 
to promote positive relationship building and thereby students’ percep-
tions of the classroom as fair and the discipline process as just. Even with 
the relatively brief training time we had with school staff, there were sub-
stantial changes in student perceptions. We were able to document prog-
ress in reducing the impact of race/ethnicity on students’ perceptions of 
their school environment’s fairness and of sexual orientation on students’ 
perceptions of bullying and harassment. We were also able to document 
students’ increased perceptions of their school environment as procedur-

   Table 7.5    Students enrolled, students with ODR, and referral rates by student 
race/ethnicity across academic years and discipline approaches   

 Racial/ethnic 
group 

 2012–2013 (SWPBIS)  2013–2014 (SWPRD) 

 Students 
enrolled 

 Students 
with 

ODR 

 Percent of 
students 

with 
ODR 

 Students 
enrolled 

 Students 
with 

ODR 

 Percent of 
students with 

ODR 

 Pacifi c 
Islanders 

 2  0  0  3  1  33.33 1  

 Native 
American 

 16  2  12.50  16  1  6.25 

 Asian  16  4  25.00  19  0  0 
 Multiracial  82  3  3.66  69  0  0 
 Black  16  4  22.22  16  0  0 
 Latino  171  33  19.30  179  9  5.03 
 White  692  115  16.62  723  33  4.56 

 Total  997  161  1025  44 

   1 Percentages based on low enrollment numbers can be misleading. In this case, the percentage of Pacifi c 
Islander students with ODR represents one of three students enrolled  
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ally just after the SWPRD intervention, with Latino students reporting 
the highest gains. At post-intervention, all students, especially White stu-
dents, rated their school environment as less fair than at pre-intervention. 
Perhaps teachers’ heightened emphasis on promoting fairness across racial 
groups made students more aware of a lack of fairness in their environ-
ment. Greater awareness in both students and teachers might be a fi rst 
step toward achieving greater equity in discipline outcomes. 

 The changes in ODR data seem to substantiate that claim. The school 
implemented SWPBIS with fi delity in the years prior to our study and dur-
ing our study, and ODR data improved. This improvement in the form 
of a substantial drop in overall ODR and reduction in racial disparities of 
ODR rates might have been due to the introduction of SWPRD. These 
results suggest that introducing restorative teacher practices into a school 
that implements SWPBIS may be able to improve student behavior overall 
as well as reduce disciplinary disparities.   

   Limitations 

 The outcomes of our study need to be interpreted in the context of a num-
ber of limitations. Most importantly, our study design was a one- sample 
pre-intervention to post-intervention comparison and as such did not con-
tain a control group. Therefore, we were unable to control for internal 
threats to validity. These threats need to be addressed in larger follow-up 
studies with rigorous experimental designs. The relatively small scope of our 
study resulted in very limited training time with school staff. Since the ini-
tial fi eld-testing, our SWPRD training materials have been revised to com-
prise multiple days of training and a total of six training modules targeting 
administrators, teachers, students, and parents. Delivery of all training mod-
ules is likely to produce stronger effects. Because we conducted our study 
in a school with a predominantly White and heterosexual student popula-
tion, our ANOVA model was highly unbalanced and analytical results must 
therefore be interpreted as purely exploratory. Despite these limitations, our 
study allows us to defi ne a number of implications for future practice.  

   Implications 

 In general, our fi ndings imply that SWPRD, a blend of traditional positive 
behavior support approaches and restorative discipline practices focused 
on relationship building, may be one way to strengthen the capacity of 
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school-wide discipline systems to reduce disparities in discipline outcomes 
across students from vulnerable groups defi ned by race/ethnicity and sex-
ual orientation. Within current, primarily adult-driven, implementations 
of SWPBIS, whose success is measured by reductions in ODRs refl ecting 
adult perceptions of student behavior, approaches to reducing these dis-
parities necessarily focus primarily on adult behavior (McIntosh, Girvan, 
Horner, Smolkowski, & Sugai,  2014 ). Our study suggests that shifting the 
focus to teachers  and  students, implementing practices that promote posi-
tive relationships between teachers and students, and measuring student 
perceptions of the classroom environments as well as ODR might con-
tribute to decreasing disciplinary disparities affecting vulnerable students. 

 Actively engaging students in shaping their learning environments, 
especially at the high-school level, where adolescent students value auton-
omy (Yeager, Fong, Lee, & Espelage,  2015 ), might promote shared 
responsibility for an equitable school climate. Practices promoted by RD 
emphasize this sharing of responsibility by giving students a voice through 
proactive and responsive circles, raising awareness of their perspectives 
through reframing, and emphasizing the impact of their behavior on oth-
ers through affective statements. 

 Sharing responsibility means building positive and trusting relation-
ships that facilitate dialogue. Dialogue appears critical in raising awareness 
of underlying assumptions, stereotypes, or implicit biases (McIntosh et al., 
 2014 ). Teachers as well as students bring their own culturally conditioned 
expectations and past experiences into the classroom, and this cultural 
conditioning likely affects how they perceive their environment as well as 
each other (Sanches et al.,  2011 ). Dialogue built on mutual trust might 
result in better understanding of expectations and past experiences which, 
in turn, might lead to fewer discipline decisions driven by assumptions or 
implicit biases (Costello et al.,  2009 ; Costello et al.,  2010 ).  

   Recommendations 

 Research supports the need for systemic and consistent discipline delivery 
(Sugai et al.,  2010 ). This approach to discipline is at the core of SWPBIS. In 
a primarily adult-driven approach to discipline, however, students tend to 
be passive recipients of behavioral lessons, acknowledgements, and con-
sequences. Based on the literature supporting RD (Costello et al.,  2009 ; 
Costello et al.,  2010 ; Morrison & Martinez,  2001 ) and our own study, 
we recommend shifting the focus of discipline implementation to adults 
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 and  students. When students become active participants in implementing 
discipline policies by which they are affected, they are more likely to per-
ceive them as fair (Gouveia-Pereira et al.,  2003 ). Implementing proactive 
circles where all students can voice their perspective on how school rules 
relate to their individual situations is likely to promote a sense of owner-
ship that—in turn—is likely to promote rule compliance. 

 Specifi c relationship-building strategies like active listening, affective 
statements, and affective questions (Costello et al.,  2009 ,  2010 ) can pro-
mote students’ cognitive engagement with behavioral incidents and allow 
them to problem-solve. Through this communicative problem-solving 
process, many discipline incidents might be sustainably resolved without 
referrals to the offi ce. 

 Finally, the ultimate goal of school-wide behavioral support is students’ 
social and academic success (Sugai et al.,  2000 ). Students’ perceptions of 
fairness, procedural justice, and social capital might be predictors of social 
success (Gouveia-Pereira et al.,  2003 ; Sanches et al.,  2011 ). A focus on 
those constructs might create school environments where students from 
vulnerable backgrounds can have an equitable voice and an equitable 
opportunity to succeed.      
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    CHAPTER 8   

    One dean just had it out for me, I don’t know why. I don’t [know] if he 
didn’t like the way I dressed or he didn’t understand me. I feel like he didn’t 
know how to communicate to someone like me. So like he would like never 
take the time to just talk to me or ask me a certain question. He would just 
be like ‘oh you’re f---ng up again. 

 —Study Participant 

   While an emerging body of literature has begun to document discipline 
disparities for queer youth,  1   very little research has been done to investi-
gate the reasons behind these disparities (Skiba, Arredondo, & Rausch, 
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 2014 ). In this study we examined two critical, yet under-explored, ques-
tions. First, how do queer young people’s experiences with school dis-
cipline relate to their other intersecting identities (e.g., race, ethnicity, 
class)? Second, in what ways are queer young people’s experiences with 
school discipline connected to and/or shaped by their experiences with 
bullying and harassment? 

   PREVIOUS RESEARCH 
 Research demonstrates that queer young people experience higher rates of 
interaction with punitive systems and more severe forms of punishment than 
gender-conforming and heterosexual youth (Himmelstein & Bruckner, 
 2011 ; Irvine,  2010 ; Skiba et al.,  2014 ). Queer youth report rates of harsh 
and exclusionary discipline that are three times that of their heterosexual and 
gender-conforming peers (Poteat & Russell,  2013 ). Exclusionary school 
discipline places queer and other marginalized students at risk for serious 
educational consequences such as academic disengagement, failure, push-
out, and involvement with the juvenile justice system (Skiba et al.,  2014 ; 
Snapp, Hoenig, Fields, & Russell,  2015 ). A majority of suspensions and 
expulsions experienced by young people in school, including queer young 
people, are the result of minor violations of a school’s code of conduct (e.g., 
tardiness, cell phone use, dress code) (Morgan, Salomon, Plotkin, & Cohen, 
 2014 ) and other informal school norm/gender norm violations (e.g., dress, 
speech, mannerisms) (Snapp et  al.,  2015 ), rather than acts that have the 
potential to cause serious harm to others within the school community. 

 Although research on discipline disparities among queer youth is nascent, 
a robust body of literature exists on the higher rates of bullying and harass-
ment students experience in school as a result of sexual orientation and/or 
gender identity. Research provides evidence that queer young people report 
high rates of multiple types of victimization in school—ranging from verbal 
teasing to sexual harassment and physical assault (Kosciw, Greytak, Palmer, 
& Boesen,  2014 ). Due to the ways schools reinforce and promote nor-
mative constructs of heterosexuality and cisgender identity,  2   queer youth 
who do not adhere to these normative constructs are at heightened risk for 
negative treatment at the hands of both peers and adults in school (Palmer, 
Kosciw, & Boesen,  2016 ). A recent study notes that queer young people 
are frequently punished for retaliating against ongoing harassment that has 
been ignored by school personnel (Snapp et al.,  2015 ), but the interaction 
between bullying and discipline is generally less well understood. 
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 There is a fairly extensive body of research on disproportionate disci-
pline related to race/ethnicity (especially for African American and Latino 
males) and students with disabilities, but until recently, this research has 
not investigated the ways in which sexual orientation and gender identity/
expression contribute to these experiences. This study expands the litera-
ture on the salience of intersections of sexuality, gender, and gender iden-
tity with other social categories such as race/ethnicity (Crenshaw,  2015 ; 
Snapp et al.,  2015 ).  

   METHODOLOGY AND PROJECT OVERVIEW 

   Research Team 

 We convened our fi ve-person research team based on our shared and ongo-
ing commitments to educational research that informs the development 
of just school practices for queer students and staff. Our team includes 
two doctoral students, two university faculty members, and the director of 
a statewide school climate transformation and bullying prevention coali-
tion. All members of the research team identify as White and queer. We 
research, teach, organize, and advocate in a state that has some existing 
systemic support for queer students, but also contains school districts with 
some of the highest suspension and expulsion rates for youth of color in 
the country (Losen & Martinez,  2013 ).  

   Participants and Procedures 

 We conducted in-depth, one-on-one interviews in private or semi-
private settings with 20 young people who met our age criterion 
(ages 16–21) and who identifi ed their sexual orientations and gen-
der identities in a variety of ways (e.g., queer, gender queer, transgen-
der, androgynous, gay, lesbian, omnisexual; Latino, Black, Colored, 
European American). We recruited participants from two queer youth 
advocacy organizations in the Chicago area and interviewed, on a fi rst 
come, fi rst-served basis, a group of young people who volunteered to 
participate and share their experiences with school discipline, school 
bullying, and the criminal legal system. Interviews lasted approximately 
20–50 minutes each and all participants provided assent/consent prior 
to the interviews.  3    
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   Interview Protocol and Coding 

 We developed our interview protocol using an existing, semi-structured 
protocol (Irvine,  2010 ), which we piloted and refi ned. The protocol 
included questions in the following areas: self-identifi cation of demo-
graphics, family structure, living/housing situation, employment/sources 
of income, school history, school context, experiences with bullying, expe-
riences with school discipline, experiences with the juvenile justice system, 
and recommendations for educators. 

 All the interviews were audio recorded and transcribed, after which each 
team member reviewed the recordings and transcripts. Throughout the 
process, we met regularly to discuss impressions, generate and refi ne codes, 
and create consensus around our readings of the transcripts. Once we deter-
mined our coding structure and themes had emerged, we created visual 
maps of the disciplinary pathways for each of the participants, highlighting 
the real or perceived transgressions and the formal and informal disciplin-
ary sanctions related to each. We also highlighted any precipitating or con-
textual factors that contributed to each transgression  4   and sanction, and 
identifi ed the ways each participant perceived these to be directly related to 
their sexual orientation, gender identity, and/or gender presentation.   

   RESULTS 
 Our project sought to better understand how queer youth experience 
school discipline, and how their intersecting identities and any bullying 
and harassment they face might be related to their disciplinary experiences. 
Our participants described school climates that, at best, were antagonis-
tic to queer youth and, at worst, replete with institutionalized heterosex-
ism and racism that contributed to and supported interpersonal acts of 
homophobic, racist, and/or transphobic aggression. No single pathway 
surfaced to explain the disproportionate discipline of queer youth. While 
all our participants offered complex, and often painful, examples of their 
experiences with school discipline, we selected Kiki, Casey, and Joaquin  5   
to highlight in this chapter. We chose these three young people because 
they represent diverse identities, school contexts, experiences with formal 
and informal sanctions, and experiences with bullying and harassment. 

 Kiki, a 16-year-old straight female who was assigned male at birth, self- 
identifi es as “colored,” and is an out and proud student in her public high 
school. Her presence as an urban, transgender Black woman in a suburban, 
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predominantly White high school marks her as non-normative in multi-
ple and ultimately inseparable ways. Casey is a White, Jewish 16-year-old 
“genderqueer” youth who identifi es as “omnisexual” and “androgynous.” 
Preferring the gender pronoun  they , Casey attends a desegregated school in 
a suburban district. Joaquin is a 21-year-old gay Hispanic male who attended 
a large, urban, public high school from ninth to twelfth grades, but left high 
school just a half credit short of graduation. After leaving his public school, 
Joaquin briefl y attended an alternative high school and then a technical high 
school, where he earned his General Education Diploma (GED). 

 Individually and collectively, Kiki, Joaquin, and Casey illustrate the 
three central fi ndings from this research project. First, queer youth’s 
experiences of disproportionate discipline frequently stem from schools 
being sites of gender normativity and gender regulation that deem certain 
identities and expressions as normal and appropriate while others must 
be sanctioned, regulated, and controlled. Second, queer students’ experi-
ences with school discipline do not follow a simple, linear transgression-
to- sanction format. Rather, their experiences of discipline are connected 
to multiple relationships, interactions, and behaviors that at fi rst seem like 
disparate events but are actually part of complex ecologies of school disci-
pline. Third, young people’s experiences of school discipline include acts 
of resistance and self-advocacy that help them navigate and survive oppres-
sive school cultures but, at times, also lead to additional sanctions (see also 
Poteat et al. chapter in this book). These themes are elucidated below. 

   Schools as Sites of Enforced Gender Normativity 

 Participants frequently described school contexts rife with the policing of 
clothing, embodiment, and affect perceived to be outside the boundaries 
of “appropriate” binary gender scripts. While not all of the interactions 
participants reported involved formal disciplinary actions, experiences 
of harassment by various school personnel shaped their life pathways in 
numerous ways. 

 Kiki recounted that school administrators expressed that her cloth-
ing and gender expression justifi ed the harassment she experienced at the 
hands of her peers:

  The head principal actually said that if I wasn’t dressing so much as a drag 
queen I wouldn’t be getting bullied so much … [S]he said she used to teach 
LGBT students…to not be so openly gay. 
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 Despite the existence of a policy prohibiting the precise type of ver-
bal and physical harassment to which she was subjected, Kiki knew from 
experience that reporting harassment would not lead to sanctions of the 
perpetrators and might actually have encouraged additional harassment:

  I was getting, you know, bullied very bad. Like people were throwing things 
at me, you know; they were calling me names. It came to a point where 
I didn’t know who was doing it anymore. I couldn’t really point out. I 
became mute about telling people because of retaliation, the fear of retali-
ation. And, you know, nobody would really do anything about it and then. 
I ended up in the hospital, a mental hospital because I was having suicidal 
thoughts and I was cutting again. 

 Kiki reported that, with support from a school social worker, she was able 
to take classes online at an alternative school and only had to spend her morn-
ings at the mainstream high school. While sympathetic, the social worker 
opted to ensure Kiki’s safety by pushing her into an alternative educational 
environment. However, despite spending less time at her mainstream school, 
Kiki continued to experience bullying during her mornings there. 

 Kiki was aware that, rather than addressing those who bullied her or the 
impact of the institutional oppression at the school, the school determined 
that her presence as a transgender woman in a gender normative environ-
ment was the problem. By moving Kiki out of her mainstream school and 
into an alternative setting, the school effectively sanctioned her for the 
harassment she had experienced. 

 Like Kiki, Joaquin was repeatedly and openly harassed by school secu-
rity guards for his clothing and also how he walked or stood “a certain 
way.” He stated that at least “twice a week” the “way I chose to express 
myself, I guess, in school [was] what got me in trouble.” Joaquin identi-
fi ed that the students whose appearance deviated from binary norms were 
perceived to be queer and targeted for verbal harassment by the guards:

  They would clearly say fag or queer. They’d make it known that they were 
talking to a LGBTQ person. You know? Like if it was a girl, they’d call her 
a dyke. If it was a guy they would call him a faggot. 

 As a result of the harassment he received related to his non-normative 
gender presentation, Joaquin acknowledged experiencing serious depres-
sion throughout his school years. When asked how he dealt with the 
harassment and sanctions, Joaquin replied:
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  I would either not go to school, or ditch class, or I’d rebel for no reason. Just 
be upset. I was always upset. Or at least I hadn’t … I used to cut [myself]…
So that’s how I would deal with it. But eventually I ended up leaving. 

 Although Joaquin organized within the school in response to targeted 
harassment, in the end, the failure of school staff to support him effec-
tively sanctioned him by pushing him out altogether. 

 Casey, too, revealed that appearance—particularly clothing—was deeply 
linked to institutionalized gender norms and being heavily, yet differentially, 
policed and monitored in their school. Although Casey suggested that cloth-
ing was policed less often in high school than in middle school, gendered 
and heterosexist norms were still regulated. For example, while the school 
required Casey to remove a t-shirt printed with “Vagina Expert” they received 
while volunteering at Planned Parenthood, Casey recalled a cisgender (White) 
male student repeatedly wearing a shirt that stated, “I’d hit that!” 

 While many of our participants reported negative experiences in school 
based on their gender identities, the data also demonstrated that gender 
non-normativity and queerness were inseparable from their other social 
identities when it came to being surveilled in school and experiencing dis-
proportionate formal and informal sanctions. Their experiences of school 
discipline suggest an indivisibility of race, gender, and sexuality, as well as 
ability and socioeconomic status. 

 Casey, who is White, reported that a transgender woman of color in the 
same school district was suspended for using the “wrong bathroom.” While 
discussing this incident, Casey said, “I know I’m not allowed to use the men’s 
bathroom.” Yet when asked “what would happen if you did,” Casey stated:

  Casey:  I’d like to think I would be suspended. I don’t think I would be. 

 Interviewer: Why do you think that? 

 C: ‘Cause I am White and I am not seen as a threat. 

 I: Hm, say more about that. 

 C:  So, when my friend at the other school did it she was perceived 
as a Black man going into the women’s restroom and she would 
have been perceived as a threat. Um, me being perceived as a 
petite White girl doesn’t seem to put as much of a threat. 

 Casey was acutely aware that race, in relation to gender and sexuality, 
affects students’ experiences with disciplinary consequences. 
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 Our participants’ experiences with gender-related harassment and 
resulting sanctions affected their lives both within and outside of school. 
Joaquin talked about leaving school just one-half credit shy of graduat-
ing because he couldn’t handle all of the “nonsense” anymore. In addi-
tion, Kiki, Joaquin, and Casey all discussed dealing with signifi cant mental 
health issues that resulted from the ongoing harassment and bullying they 
experienced at school, as well as the lack of any effective interventions 
regarding this harassment.  

   Ecologies of School Discipline 

 The mapping of our participants’ disciplinary pathways highlighted com-
plex relationships among their daily experiences of harassment, bullying, 
and school discipline. In schools, queer youth experience a wide range of 
institutional and interpersonal forms of interrelated racism, homophobia, 
misogyny, and transphobia enacted by both adults and their peers. Queer 
youth often do not report these forms of harassment and when they do, 
school personnel frequently do not take meaningful action, blame or do 
not believe the victim, or potentially respond in ways that increase the 
victim’s vulnerability (Snapp et al.,  2015 ). Additionally, it is often the case 
that, upon reaching their limits, queer youth fi nally resist by fi ghting back, 
disobeying authority, or skipping school (Diaz & Kosciw,  2009 ; Snapp 
et al.,  2015 ). As demonstrated by the experiences described by the young 
people we interviewed, youth may also resist by engaging in self-harm. In 
response to their resistance, queer youth often receive formal or informal 
sanctions (see Poteat et al., this volume). Multi-directional and concur-
rent, these layered pathways are apparent throughout our participants’ 
experiences with school discipline. 

 Participants reported that while they could identify some individual 
teachers and staff who were supportive of queer youth, they explained 
that others—sometimes key school administrators—were not supportive 
and actively participated in creating homophobic, misogynistic, or racist 
school climates. For example, Joaquin, continuing to recount his experi-
ences with a dean who “had it out for me,” stated:

  He would say stuff like, ‘typical fag-like complaining…,’ like a bunch of 
random crap that, yeah. That and the security guards that would make com-
ments about how tight my pants were if they were tight. Or how I would 
walk a certain or stand a certain way. It was really stupid s—. 
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 When queer students reported their experiences of harassment or bul-
lying, they were frequently ignored. More than once, Kiki, a trans woman 
of color, noted that the reports she made after being harassed by peers 
were insuffi cient to lead to any meaningful intervention from school lead-
ers: “And [the assistant principal] was like, ‘well are there any witnesses?’ 
and I was like, ‘no.’ And she was like, ‘well I can’t really do anything.’” 
Yet when other students (described by Kiki as male and White) reported 
Kiki as the perpetrator, their claims seemed to be suffi cient to warrant 
Kiki’s resulting discipline although they were each other’s only witnesses. 
Kiki was also more harshly sanctioned for actions that, for others, went 
unpunished. Kiki described singing a song with the word “d–k” in it, in 
response to which another student, with support from the assistant princi-
pal, reported her for sexual harassment: 

 That’s one that really pissed me off because I said a word, and how does 
that offend you? You know? And I was kind of telling [the assistant princi-
pal], you know, [the other student is] telling girls to do sexual acts on him 
and everything, you know, and it kind of bothers me a little bit that he’s 
doing it and that’s sexual harassment towards [the girls], but you know 
I am sitting here trying to tell you like, “okay…I didn’t tell you because 
I knew you wouldn’t do anything.” And she [the assistant principal] was 
like, “well if he did we would need to have witnesses.” 

 Although Kiki was closely monitored by the predominantly White staff 
at her school, the systemic harassment against her (and, as she notes, other 
female students) perpetrated by a male peer was ignored. 

 Given the persistence of homophobia in schools, even the threat of a 
formal or informal school sanction that might disclose information related 
to sexual or gender identity or behaviors can augment queer students’ 
vulnerability (Snapp et al.,  2015 ). For example, when Casey was 13 years 
old, their fl irting with another girl triggered a series of homophobic inter-
personal and institutional responses:

  We would say sexually explicit things, and one day her very conservative, 
very Catholic parents found out and took it to the school saying I was sex-
ually harassing her and saying they were going to charge me with sexual 
harassment. Which they never did, but 13-year-old me didn’t know that. … 
Every time I passed her in the hallways I would start having a panic attack. 
… I had very intense depression, I was self-harming, cutting myself, and 
[sighs] eventually the school counselor that told me I wouldn’t have any 
problems if I was straight said that she needed to tell my mom about what 
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happened with the girl that I was texting and if I didn’t come out to my 
mom, she would have to. So at that point I had to come out to my mom. I 
was already out to my dad, but now it’s my mom. So I came out to my mom 
and she was fi ne with it. 

 Despite being threatened with a criminal charge by the parents of her 
peer, and with the threat of disclosure of her sexuality to her mother by 
her school counselor, Casey was never formally sanctioned in any way. 
Still, Casey identifi ed that the panic attacks and forced outing were part 
and parcel of the punitive, disciplinary climate of the school. 

 As the experiences of Joaquin, Kiki, and Casey demonstrate, queer stu-
dents traverse complex ecologies of school discipline. Disproportionately 
harassed in schools by peers and school personnel and often ignored by 
staff when they attempt to lodge a complaint, queer students resist in ways 
that increase the likelihood that they will become targets of formal and 
informal school disciplinary sanctions.  

   Youth Resistance and Self-advocacy 

 Pathways of formal and informal sanctions mark many queer youth’s 
school experiences. Nevertheless, our participants were not passive victims 
in their discipline scenarios. Despite sometimes being punished as a con-
sequence, they repeatedly defended and advocated for themselves against 
bullying, harassment, and inequitable treatment. 

 In a school climate rife with racial animosity, homophobia, and gender 
coercion, Kiki’s identity, body, and self-expression marked her as a target 
for harassment and differential treatment by adults and peers. Unwilling 
to accept the limitations of her school, Kiki defended herself, organized, 
and spoke out. She continued to press for recognition of her identity at 
school and to advocate for other queer students. Additionally, Kiki started 
her school’s Gay Straight Alliance (GSA), which she viewed as something 
that “took action back” to support other students going through similar 
experiences. 

 Despite the failure of Joaquin’s school administration to intervene 
when security guards harassed him for the way he dressed, stood, and 
walked, he and other students resisted. They alerted the administration 
and their families that they planned to organize against the harassment 
perpetrated by the security guards:
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  The last interaction that I had with [the guards] was when I was actually 
wearing some skinny jeans and they felt the need to comment and make 
jokes that I was gay or whatnot and I brought to the attention of my prin-
cipal and then I had my aunt and my mom working on—their part of the 
school council, local school council, something like that. 

 In addition, with support from teachers, Joaquin and his GSA pursued 
a partnership with a local queer theater company that facilitated a col-
laborative theatrical production focused specifi cally on queer violence and 
bullying. 

 Despite the negative consequences of their experiences at school, our 
participants demonstrated a well-developed sense of justice and had con-
crete ideas about what effective discipline would look like. Many put those 
ideas into action. Casey told us they were “in the process of starting a 
policy change group just for … my school district. And one of the things 
on my list of things to change is our zero tolerance policy and bringing 
in restorative justice instead of punitive justice.” The youth in our project 
were able to articulate how to resist punitive discipline and/or harassment 
from peers or adults, in addition to advocating for both their own rights 
and the rights of others in the school.   

   RECOMMENDATIONS 
 As Kiki, Joaquin, and Casey suggested, some schools have made attempts—
including hosting assemblies, supporting student clubs, and creating or 
strengthening policies—to support queer youth. In isolation, however, 
none of these efforts has proven to be the key to rectifying the problem 
of the disproportionately punitive discipline of marginalized youth or the 
bullying and harassment they experience. To truly transform the disciplin-
ary experiences of queer youth, we recommend that schools commit to an 
ongoing process that is comprehensive and contextualized. 

 As a fi rst step, we recommend listening to Kiki, Joaquin, Casey, and 
similarly situated youth, because they tell us what has not worked—and 
more importantly, what has—to make them feel safe, respected, and even 
honored in their school communities. Our participants suggested a range 
of possibilities to help schools become more supportive places. Their 
recommendations ranged from increasing the number of mental health 
counselors at schools to creating sexuality support groups for students 
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to implementing restorative justice practices. Guided by our participants’ 
recommendations, the key efforts we propose address the three themes 
of our project: schools as sites of gender policing, the complex ecologies 
of school discipline, and the ways that young people resist the injustices 
they face. 

   Engage Students as Active Participants 

 We present the following recommendation fi rst, as it is in many ways our 
most important, and is a direct and specifi c way to put listening to young 
people into action. Additionally, this recommendation can—and should—
be integrated into each of the others that follow, which increases the like-
lihood of success in creating safer schools. Students like Kiki, Joaquin, 
and Casey reveal critical insight into the overlapping issues they face in 
their schools—racial profi ling, gender coercion, homophobia—and are 
tenacious in their efforts to challenge them. As such, students make up a 
critical stakeholder group, but are often devalued or overlooked (Hughes 
& Pickeral,  2013 ; Pittman, Martin, & Williams,  2007 ). If those typically 
empowered to make changes in schools collaborate authentically with stu-
dents by seeking their input and actively engaging with them in the trans-
formation process, students’ experiences and insights become assets that 
contribute to relevant and effective solutions. 

 As highlighted by Kiki, Joaquin, and Casey, schools’ efforts to protect 
marginalized students, for example by removing them to another setting, 
frequently compound harm to queer students. Rather than viewing partic-
ular queer students as the problem and subsequently targeting or exclud-
ing them because they do not conform to school-based norms, schools 
can engage the experiences and expertise of students to address and 
transform the systemic biases that make them vulnerable (Palmer et al., 
 2016 ; Poteat,  2016 ). As demonstrated by Kiki, Joaquin, and Casey, when 
queer young people participate in transforming their schools by naming 
and breaking down the harms they have experienced, their contributions 
improve school climates to better support all students, including other 
queer students. 

 Yet before engaging young people in collaborative school transforma-
tion efforts, school leaders must acknowledge the power relations at play 
and work to protect young people from potential harm. It can be coun-
terproductive and even dangerous to bring young people who are already 
vulnerable into school transformation work before the adults in a school 
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are supported to understand the complex ecologies of school discipline. 
This leads us to our second recommendation, which is aimed at helping 
adults learn to better support queer youth.  

   Provide Both Baseline and Targeted Professional Development 

 It is clear from the experiences of the young people we interviewed that 
schools are often biased, explicitly and implicitly, against non-norma-
tively gendered and racialized bodies, suggesting the need for baseline 
professional development on anti-oppressive education, both within pre- 
professional preparation programs and as a part of a regular cycle of in- 
service professional development within schools. Even within the larger 
context of systemic oppression, however, the biases that impact queer 
students manifest in different ways in different school communities. 
How youth in our project experienced school discipline was dependent 
on the situated norms of their schools and the ways systemic biases—
including racism, sexism, cis-sexism, homophobia, and classism—were 
reinforced in the attitudes and actions of people (and policies) in their 
school contexts. 

 To transform the disciplinary issues unique to their school communi-
ties, schools can provide ongoing professional development tailored to 
the particular ways in which racism, hetero- and cis-sexism, homopho-
bia, transphobia, and other institutionalized forms of oppression impact 
formal disciplinary systems, as well as students’ informal experiences of 
school discipline (Espelage, Basile, & Hamburger,  2012 ; Espelage, Low, 
Polanin, & Brown,  2015 ; Schriber, Horn, Peter, Bellinger, & Fischer, 
 2016 ; Szalacha,  2003 ). For example, to address the interplay of gender 
coercion, harassment, and school discipline reported by Kiki, Joaquin, and 
Casey, schools could train those school personnel most often charged with 
enforcing dress codes (and implicitly monitoring gender norms), includ-
ing security guards, to recognize and respond appropriately to issues of 
gender and gender non-conformity. 

 Ongoing professional development that is tailored to address a particu-
lar school context can also support all school personnel in understand-
ing the impacts of bias on bullying and harassment and the consequences 
of failing to take these behaviors seriously (Schriber et al.,  2016 ). Kiki’s, 
Joaquin’s, and Casey’s experiences demonstrate the serious damage caused 
when those charged with students’ safety and wellbeing ignore, aggravate, 
or instigate the harassment or disparate treatment of queer youth. 
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 To transform a school climate that is antagonistic to queer youth, schools 
can rethink and positively develop the ways varied personnel  interact with 
students. Kiki, Joaquin, and Casey each confi rmed that the adults at school 
who knew them well were ultimately the most supportive of their safety 
and wellbeing. In order to foster these supportive relationships, a school 
can train all personnel, including those often left out of trainings, such 
as building leaders, deans of discipline, and security guards, in the basics 
of queer identities, communities, and terminology. Additionally, targeted 
training can help these varied personnel to recognize the tremendous 
power they have in their school setting and how to use this infl uence to 
positively and productively interact with queer students. Schools can opti-
mize the impact of professional development on school climate transfor-
mation by supporting all personnel to participate and by continuing to 
follow up with and provide additional support to staff as they work to put 
their learning into action in effective and productive ways.  

   Assess School Policies and Their Implementation 

 A school’s educational policies represent the shared values, commitments, 
and priorities of the school community (Schriber et  al.,  2016 ). Strong, 
school-level policies that state explicitly that students are protected against 
bullying, discrimination, and inequitable treatment related to queer iden-
tities and provide clear guidance to both students and staff about rights, 
protections, and procedures for intervention (Russell, Kosciw, Horn, & 
Saewyc,  2010 ), are crucial to reducing bias-related bullying and harass-
ment, as well as inequitable discipline. 

 Policies alone, however, cannot suffi ciently address disparate discipline 
or bullying and harassment (Fischer, Bellinger, Horn, & Sullivan,  2016 ; 
Lugg & Murphy,  2016 ; Meyer,  2009 ). To improve the effectiveness 
of anti-bullying, non-discrimination, dress codes, discipline, and other 
school policies intended to maintain schools as safe and supportive for 
all students, schools can create ongoing initiatives to assess whether pol-
icy implementation is equitable and aligns with their intended purposes. 
For example, while a school may develop a strong anti-bullying policy 
intended to prevent bullying by sanctioning “bullies,” its policy may inad-
vertently lead to the use of its corresponding discipline policy to sanction 
students who defend themselves against ongoing harassment. In this way, 
an anti-bullying policy ends up triggering the punishment of the very stu-
dents it aims to protect. Casey’s effort to convene a district policy work 
group offers schools an example of one way to address these unintended 
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consequences. Additionally, Kiki, Joaquin, and Casey revealed that their 
experiences with school discipline or informal sanctions often stemmed 
from their dress and self-presentation. Schools can examine the ways in 
which they interpret, implement, and enforce dress codes and whether 
such policies permit and aggravate implicit and explicit gender policing.  

   Utilize Data to Uncover How the Intersections of Biases Related 
to Race, Gender, and Sexuality Impact Queer Students 

 Our fi nal recommendation is that schools continually engage in attempts to 
bring to the surface the ways both direct and implicit biases toward queer 
students impact their experiences with discipline, harassment, and inequi-
table treatment. One way to do this is through data collection. In Illinois, 
to better understand the ways in which systemic biases related to such social 
identities as race, ethnicity, gender, and religion impact students at an insti-
tutional level, schools have begun to administer the Bias- Based Bullying 
Survey (BBBS) (Prevent School Violence Illinois,  2012 ), an instrument 
available free of charge. Schools can analyze their BBBS information along-
side other data—such as existing discipline records—to discern which 
groups of students are disciplined, how often, and for what reasons, and to 
uncover the ways that young people with multiple “marginalized” identi-
ties might be at heightened risk for discipline due to discrimination and 
bias. To ensure the data are most relevant, schools can revise the forms they 
use to document instances of harassment and discipline to include catego-
ries of bias such as race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, and gender identity. 
Informed by their own unique data, schools can tailor professional develop-
ment and other interventions that are relevant and impactful. 

 Data collection can also be informal and student-led. For example, 
schools could support students in a club or a class to do participatory 
action research or lead focus groups to gather information around issues 
important to them (see Chmielewski et  al., this volume). Students can 
then use that information to recommend and implement the interventions 
they believe would improve the ways in which they experience school.   

   CONCLUSION 
 Our project expands a limited body of research by seeking to understand 
how and why queer youth experience disproportionately punitive school 
discipline. It suggests that youth’s experiences with school discipline are 
complex and multifaceted, related to their intersecting identities and the 
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cycles of surveillance and harassment to which they are continuously sub-
jected within schools. To rectify the disproportionate discipline of queer 
youth, schools can commit to a comprehensive approach that coordinates 
tailored educational, data collection, policy, and student engagement 
interventions. In this way, schools can become safer, more supportive, 
more equitable, and, ultimately, more engaging spaces for all.  

        NOTES 
     1.    Throughout this chapter, unless otherwise specifi ed by participants or when 

citing relevant research, we use the term “queer” as a proxy for LGBTQ 
(lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and/or queer), to represent a wide range 
of non-norming sexual and gender identities and expressions.   

   2.    Cisgender is a term denoting or relating to a person whose gender identity 
conforms with the gender that corresponds to their biological sex or sex 
assigned at birth; not transgender.   

   3.    For the purposes of participant safety, we requested and were granted a 
waiver of parental permission for the study by the University of Illinois at 
Chicago Institutional Review Board.   

   4.    Throughout this chapter,  sanction  refers to an actual or threatened institu-
tional response from adult disciplinary actors and/or an informal response 
from school personnel or peers. We use  transgression  to refer to the actions, 
as recounted by the young person that precipitated a disciplinary sanction, 
regardless of whether the action violated any actual school rule or policy.   

   5.    All three are pseudonyms.          
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    CHAPTER 9   

         INTRODUCTION 
 The US Departments of Education (DOE) and Justice, in their  Guiding 
Principles :  A Resource Guide for Improving School Climate and Discipline  
(U.S. DOE,  2014 ), state that, “Schools should remove students from the 
classroom as a disciplinary consequence only as a last resort and only for 
appropriately serious infractions” (p. 3). The recommendation to use exclu-
sionary discipline “as a last resort” follows reports documenting high sus-
pension rates in many districts across the nation (Losen & Martinez,  2013 ) 
and research suggesting that suspensions may actually worsen the outcomes 
of students who are already struggling in school (e.g., Balfanz, Byrnes, 
& Fox,  2015 ). Fueling critique of the use of suspensions are the docu-
mented racial and ethnic disparities in school discipline sanctions (see Skiba, 
Arredondo & Rausch, this volume; Losen & Smith-Evans, this volume). 
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 In light of the negative correlates of exclusionary discipline and racial 
and gender disparities in school discipline, restorative practices (RP) has 
been identifi ed as a promising alternative to the current use of punitive 
measures (e.g., Morgan, Salomon, Plotkin, & Cohen,  2014 ). Research 
on RP in American schools is relatively sparse, and empirical examina-
tions of RP implementation and its effect on student outcomes are needed 
(Hurley, Guckenburg, Persson, Fronius, & Petrosino,  2015 ). The current 
chapter builds on prior published analyses (Gregory, Clawson, Davis, & 
Gerewitz,  2014b ) and offers new fi ndings on RP implementation in high 
school classrooms, with implications for the promise of well-implemented 
RP in reducing racial and gender disparities in offi ce discipline referrals 
(ODRs). 

   Restorative Approaches to Discipline 

 RP in schools arose out of the restorative justice (RJ) movement, whereby 
victims, offenders, and other impacted individuals—including families or 
community members—meet together to resolve confl ict and repair rela-
tionships (McCluskey et  al.,  2008 ; Wachtel,  2013 ; Zehr,  2002 ). New 
Zealand, in the late 1980s, appears to have been the fi rst country to for-
mally incorporate the process of joint problem solving among impacted 
parties into their handling of juvenile offenses (Doolan, 1999); the 
underlying values of the New Zealand judicial process are rooted in the 
indigenous Maori people’s emphasis on the role of family and commu-
nity in addressing wrongdoing. Since then, the use of conferences among 
disputing parties to resolve and repair harm spread to countries such as 
Australia and Canada (Wachtel,  2013 ), and has eventually been integrated 
into some diversionary programs in the USA (e.g., Jeong, McGarrell, & 
Hipple,  2012 ; Swayze & Buskovick,  2012 ). 

 Restorative approaches to school discipline include a continuum of 
practices that range from preventing infractions (Amstutz & Mullet, 
 2005 ; Blood & Thorsborne, 2005) to intervention after an infraction 
(McCluskey et al.,  2008 ; Morrison,  2007 ). School-based training organi-
zations vary in their menu of practices, but three common practices used 
in RP include community-building or proactive circles, responsive circles, 
and restorative conferences (Amstutz & Mullet,  2005 ). Community- 
building circles in the classroom are held before confl ict occurs to fos-
ter trust and sense of community (Restorative Practices Working Group, 
 2014 ). Responsive circles are held in reaction to challenges that arise in 
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classrooms to encourage joint accountability and empowerment in set-
ting (or re-setting) positive norms among students and teachers (Mirsky, 
 2011 ). Restorative conferences are held after a discipline incident or 
dispute among school community members (Mirsky,  2011 ; Restorative 
Practices Working Group,  2014 ; Wachtel, O’Connell, & Wachtel,  2010 ; 
Zehr & Toews,  2004 ). 

 Proactive circles, responsive circles, and restorative conferences share 
similar procedures. Students typically sit facing each other without bar-
riers, and when students are handed the “talking piece,” they have an 
opportunity to voice their perspective. This gives students an opportu-
nity to learn about one another, and practice social and emotional skills 
such as active listening and appropriate personal disclosure (Gregory et al., 
 2014c ). The circle or conference facilitator asks participants a series of 
questions such as, “What happened? What were you thinking about at 
the time? Who has been affected by what you did? How has this affected 
you and others? What do you think needs to happen to make things right? 
What do you think you need to do to make things right?” (O’Connell, 
Wachtel, & Wachtel,  1999 ).  

   Empirical Studies of Restorative Approaches to Discipline 

 Currently, randomized controlled trials (RCT) of RP are underway in 
several states (e.g., National Institute of Justice,  2014 ). Thus, results 
from rigorous experimental research on school-based RP implementation 
have not yet been released in the USA. That said, case studies of schools 
and districts show substantial reductions in the use of ODRs and out-
of-school suspensions (for a summary, see Schiff, 2013). This has been 
replicated in schools around the world, including New Zealand (Buckley 
& Maxwell,  2007 ), Scotland, (Kane et al.,  2007 ), and China (Wong & 
Mok,  2011 ). Similarly, in the USA, reduced rates of suspension have been 
found when comparing rates before and after RP implementation in cit-
ies such as Denver, Colorado (Anyon et al.,  2014 ), Oakland, California 
(Jain, Bassey, Brown, & Kalra,  2014 ), and Minneapolis, Minnesota 
(Riestenberg,  2013 ). Studies tracking discipline outcomes over time 
have shown that students who received a restorative intervention after a 
discipline infraction have a lower probability of receiving another disci-
pline referral or suspension than peers receiving other sanctions (Anyon 
et al.,  2014 ; Riestenberg,  2013 ). Few studies have examined school-wide 
shifts in achievement, attendance, and graduation rates in response to 
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the implementation of RJ. A noteworthy exception is an evaluation of 
RJ implementation in the Oakland Unifi ed School District (Jain et  al., 
 2014 ). Across a three-year period, RJ schools showed greater improve-
ments than non-RJ schools in reading profi ciency, graduation rates, and 
attendance. 

 It is important to note that interventions may result in benefi ts for 
all student groups in general, without substantially narrowing disparities 
between specifi c student groups (e.g., Vincent, Sprague, CHIXapkaid, 
Tobin, & Gau,  2015 ). As mentioned above, substantial evidence from 
single case studies of schools and districts in numerous countries suggest 
RP is associated with reduced use of exclusionary discipline in general 
(e.g., ODRs and suspensions; Anyon et al.,  2014 ), and in under-resourced 
schools largely comprising low-income African American and Latino stu-
dents (Davis,  2014 ; Lewis,  2009 ). As of yet, however, only a handful of 
studies have examined whether RP is associated with reduced racial and 
gender disparities in discipline (e.g., Anyon et al.,  2014 ; González,  2015 ; 
Gregory et al.,  2014b ; Jain et al.,  2014 ). 

 Several district-wide evaluations provide insights into the gap- reducing 
potential of restorative approaches to discipline. Evaluation of RJ in 
Oakland schools and Denver schools showed that African American stu-
dents had the greatest decline in suspension rates, relative to other stu-
dent groups (González,  2015 ; Jain et al.,  2014 ). In both districts, the gap 
between the percentage of suspended African American and White stu-
dents went down by about 6 percentage points. Yet despite the progress 
in Denver, recent research suggests that student race remained a signifi -
cant risk factor for discipline sanctions after the introduction of RP. Anyon 
and colleagues in two different studies ( 2014 ; 2016) found that African 
American students were still signifi cantly more likely to be issued suspen-
sions relative to White students after holding constant school and student 
characteristics (e.g., low-income status) and the reasons students were 
referred to the offi ce for misconduct (e.g., tardiness vs. fi ghting). These 
fi ndings suggest that, despite the use of restorative approaches to disci-
pline, African American students continued to be issued harsher sanctions 
relative to White students with similar misconduct and similar character-
istics. In sum, the collection of fi ndings from a handful of correlational 
studies, taken as whole, point to the possibility that restorative approaches 
have some promise for reducing, but perhaps not yet eradicating, disci-
pline disparities (e.g., Anyon et al.,  2014 ; González,  2015 ; Gregory et al., 
 2014b ; Jain et al.,  2014 ).   
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   PURPOSE OF THE CURRENT STUDY 
 This chapter describes a small scale study of RP implementation in two 
high schools in a mid-sized city in the Northeast. The current research 
builds upon and extends previous fi ndings (Gregory et  al.,  2014b ) 
through a focus specifi cally on the  gender and race  patterns in ODRs for 
misconduct and defi ance. The previous study (Gregory et al.,  2014b ) did 
not consider gender and, therefore, the following two central research 
questions guide the study:

   Research question 1:  Is RP implementation associated with reduced 
school-wide gender and racial disparities in misconduct/defi ance offi ce dis-
cipline referrals? 

  Research question 2:  Is more frequent implementation of RP at the class-
room level associated with teachers issuing fewer misconduct/defi ance dis-
cipline referrals to students of differing gender and race (i.e., White males/
females vs. Latino/African American males/females)? 

      METHODOLOGY 

   Participating High Schools 

 Two large and diverse high schools in a small city on the East Coast of the 
USA participated in the research. Based on school records from 2012, total 
enrollment across both high schools at the time of the research consisted 
of 2444 White students (54%), 1428 Latino students (31%), 522 African 
American students (11%), 149 Asian students (3%), and 9 American 
Indian students (<1%). The year before the RP program was brought into 
the schools (2010–2011), referrals related to misconduct/defi ance com-
prised almost 30.3% of all discipline incidents. In the 2010–2011 school 
year, more than a third of Latino and African American students (34% and 
38%, respectively) compared to 5% and 11% of Asian and White students 
(respectively) were issued referrals for misconduct/defi ance.  

   Restorative Practices at the High Schools 

  Program.  In the 2011–2012 and 2012–2013 school years, the two high 
schools implemented the International Institute of Restorative Practices’ 
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(IIRP) two-year Safer Saner School program (see Program Overview at 
  http://www.safersanerschools.org/    ). The program comprised what IIRP 
describes as the RP Elements, which range from informal (e.g., the use of 
affective statements to express feelings) to formal restorative interventions 
(e.g., the use of formal conferences, Wachtel, Costello, & Wachtel,  2009 ). 

  Training.  During the two RP implementation years in the participating 
schools, IIRP trainers led full-day workshops with teachers,  administrators, 
and staff. Trainers also provided several days of consultation with teach-
ers and administrators in each school, that included classroom observa-
tions, demonstration/modeling of RP Elements, and targeted planning 
with administrators. Finally, trainers assisted the school in implementing 
professional learning groups to facilitate teacher support and peer consul-
tation as they implemented RP. 

 Classroom teachers were trained in the RP Elements most relevant for 
their everyday interactions with students. Teachers learned about com-
municating affect (Affective Statements), engaging students in decision- 
making (Fair Process), acknowledging the emotions of those involved 
in confl ict (Management of Shame) and facilitating daily or weekly 
community- building circles (Proactive Circles). To address confl ict, they 
were also trained to ask disputants questions such as, “Who has been 
affected by what you have done?” and “What do you think you need to do 
to make it right?” (Restorative Questions). Finally, they learned to facilitate 
circles after moderately serious discipline incidents (Responsive Circles).  

   Research Procedures 

 We analyzed de-identifi ed discipline records provided by the district span-
ning the two years prior to and the two years during RP implementation 
(2009–2013). During the 2011–2012 school year, the fi rst year in which RP 
was implemented in both high schools, the team presented the study in fac-
ulty meetings and solicited teacher consent to participate. Out of the number 
of classes across each consented teacher’s schedule, we randomly selected one 
class for study. We presented the study to the students in the selected classes 
and elicited their assent and caregiver consent to completing a survey.  

   Survey Respondents 

 Across the two high schools, 29 teachers consented to participate. The 
participating teachers had a wide range of experience, with an average of 
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13 years teaching. Almost three-quarters of the teachers were women and 
all but one teacher identifi ed as White. On average, 60% of students in 
each of the 29 classes participated in the surveys. The student sample ( N  = 
412) comprised slightly more male (53%) than female students (47%) and 
was racially and ethnically diverse according to students’ own reports: 44% 
White, 21% Latino, 5% African American, 3% American Indian, 2% Asian, 
and 25% multiracial.  

   Measures 

  School discipline records.  The discipline database comprised data on each 
offi ce discipline referral issued to a student. Referral records included 
student gender, student race/ethnicity, reason for referral, assigned con-
sequence, and the name of the staff member who issued the referral. 
Students were issued referrals for 120 different reasons. 

  Implementation of restorative practices.  To examine RP implementa-
tion, we administered a student survey developed by IIRP to measure 
the RP Elements used by teachers in classrooms. Students answered items 
about their teacher’s RP use on a 5-point scale, ranging from not at all to 
always, rating the frequency with which the teacher engaged in the follow-
ing RP Elements typically used in classrooms: Affective Statements (alpha 
= 0.78), Restorative Questions (alpha = 0.87), Proactive Circles (alpha = 
0.90), Responsive Circles (alpha = 0.82), Fair Process (alpha = 0.88), and 
Management of Shame (alpha = 0.80).  1    

   Data Analytic Plan 

 The study focused on a subgroup of reasons for discipline referral related 
to misconduct and defi ance. Out of the 120 reasons for discipline referral, 
we extracted disrespect, insubordination, profanity/obscenity, miscon-
duct, and disorderly conduct, all of which refl ected negative adult-student 
interactions, and grouped them into a single “misconduct/defi ance” cat-
egory. Previous research has shown that the quality of adult-student inter-
actions, refl ected in these types of referrals, may be a substantial driver 
of the racial discipline gap (Gregory & Weinstein,  2008 ; Gregory et al., 
 2014a ). We calculated a school’s yearly rate of students receiving one or 
more misconduct/defi ance referrals by dividing the number of students 
who received referrals for that reason by the total school enrollment. 
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 For research question 2, we used multiple regression to analyze the 
data using SPSS 20. We ran four separate regression models predicting the 
sum of each teacher’s misconduct/defi ance referrals from across the entire 
school year issued to four groups (White males, White females, Latino and 
African American males, and Latino and African American females). Given 
the similar rates of disproportionality from the prior school year and the 
small sample size, we combined school discipline records of Latino and 
African American students’ ODRs.  

   Findings 

  Research question 1: Is RP implementation associated with reduced 
school-wide gender and racial disparities in misconduct/defi ance 
offi ce discipline referrals?  

  Misconduct / defi ance referrals across both high schools.  During the RP 
implementation years (2011–2012, 2012–2013), fewer students were 
issued misconduct/defi ance referrals than in the two previous years.  2   
Specifi cally, compared to 2010–2011, the number of students with one 
or more misconduct/defi ance referrals was reduced by 21% (from 1016 
students to 816 students by 2012–2013). From 2010–2011 to 2012–
2013, the number of African American and White male referred students 
reduced by 2%. The number of Latino male referred students reduced by 
10%: compared to 2010–2011, about 88 fewer Latino males received at 
least one misconduct/defi ance referral in 2012–2013. 

 Despite this narrowing of disparities for Latino males, racial and gen-
der gaps in misconduct/defi ance referrals were for the most part main-
tained. During the second year of RP implementation (2012–2013), 11% 
of White males received one or more misconduct/defi ance referrals, while 
43% of African American males and 32% of Latino males did so. A simi-
larly large ODR gap occurred among females in the three racial/ethnic 
groups. In 2012–2013, 6% of White females received one or more mis-
conduct/defi ance referrals, yet 32% of African American females and 21% 
of Latina females did so. Male disproportionality in misconduct/defi ance 
ODRs occurred  within  each racial/ethnic group: even in the second year 
of RP implementation, a greater percentage of males relative to females 
received one or more misconduct/defi ance referrals within each racial/
ethnic group (e.g., 43% of African American males and 32% of African 
American females; 32% of Latino males and 21% of Latina females). 
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  Research question 2: Is more frequent implementation of RP at the 
classroom level associated with teachers issuing fewer misconduct/defi -
ance discipline referrals to students of differing gender and race (i.e., 
White males/females vs. Latino/African American males/females)?  

  Descriptives.  Teacher participants ( N  = 29) issued a total of 54 mis-
conduct/defi ance referrals to female students and 167  misconduct/defi -
ance referrals to males. A majority of the referrals for males were issued 
to African American and Latino students (84%), and a majority of the 
referrals for females were issued to African American and Latina female 
students (82%). The participating teachers issued no misconduct/defi ance 
referrals to Asian students. 

  RP implementation and teachers ’  misconduct / defi ance referrals.  Results 
of the regression analyses predicting rates of misconduct/defi ance ODRs 
are presented in Table  9.1 . The regression analyses demonstrate that teacher 
implementation of one of the six RP Elements scales signifi cantly predicted 
lower misconduct/defi ance ODRs for two subgroups. Teachers perceived 
by students as higher on the Affective Statement scale issued fewer miscon-
duct/defi ance ODRs to African American and Latino males (β = −0.57, 
 p  <0.05) and to African American and Latina females (β = −0.60,  p  <0.04), 
relative to teachers lower on the scale. For these groups, RP scales explained 

   Table 9.1    Predicting misconduct/defi ance referrals by gender and race using 
ordinary least squares regression   

 White 
male 

referrals 

 Af-Amer/Latino 
male referrals 

 White 
female 

referrals 

 Af-Amer/Latina 
female referrals 

 R²  0.14  0.37 *   0.14  0.26* 
 Standardized betas 
 Affective 
statements 

 −0.22  −0.57*  −0.36  −0.60* 

 Restorative 
questions 

 0.43  0.48 +   0.42  0.31 

 Proactive circles  −0.12  −0.26  0.02  0.41 
 Responsive circles  0.57  0.62  0.27  −0.09 
 Fair process  −0.70  −0.66  −0.52  −0.11 
 Management of 
shame 

 −0.26  −0.02  −0.22  −0.34 

  + p  < 0.10; * p  < 0.05 
  Note : Af-Amer = African American  
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a signifi cant percentage of the variance in ODRs (26%−37%,  p   <0.05). 
None of the RP scales were signifi cant predictors for misconduct/defi ance 
ODRs issued to White male or White female students.

   Figure  Fig. 9.1  represents differences in rates of ODRs for misconduct/
defi ance based on differences in student ratings of teachers on the Affective 
Statements scale (i.e., how frequently the teacher talked about his or her 
own feelings, encouraged students to express their feelings, and was respect-
ful when talking about feelings). We split the teachers into groups of those 
who scored above and those who scored below the mean on the Affective 
Statement scale. Paired sample t-tests showed that low Affective Statement 
teachers signifi cantly referred more African American and Latina female stu-
dents ( M  = 2.42) compared to White females ( M  = 0.57;  t (13) = 3.42,  p  = 
0.01). In contrast, high Affective Statement teachers did not issue a signifi -
cantly different number of referrals to African American and Latina female 
students ( M  = 0.67) compared to White females ( M  = 0.13;  t (14) = 1.83, 
 p  = 0.09). Findings with male students were similar. For male students, high 
Affective Statement teachers had a small, although signifi cant, difference in 
number of referrals issued to African American and Latino males ( M  = 2.2) 

  Fig. 9.1    RP implementation and defi ance/misconduct referrals by gender and 
race       
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relative to White males ( M  = 0.53;  t (14) = 2.31,  p  = 0.04). Low Affective 
Statement teachers had a larger difference in number of referrals issued to 
African American and Latino males ( M  = 7.6) compared to White males 
( M  = 1.4;  t (13) = 2.73,  p  = 0.02).

       DISCUSSION 
 The study examined school-wide patterns in misconduct/defi ance ODR 
rates in two diverse high schools during the school years prior to and dur-
ing RP implementation. Compared to the two years prior, by the end of 
the second year of RP implementation, 21% fewer students were issued 
misconduct/defi ance ODRs. Despite this overall reduction, racial/eth-
nic and gender disparities persisted. Specifi cally, in the second year of RP 
implementation, African American males were about four times more 
likely and Latino males were about three times more likely to receive one 
or more misconduct/defi ance ODRs relative to White males. Similarly, 
African American females were fi ve times more likely and Latina females 
three and a half times more likely to receive one or more misconduct/defi -
ance ODRs relative to White females. The gender gap also persisted, with 
males across all groups having higher ODR rates than females. 

 While such results might be seen as discouraging in general, a closer 
examination of RP implementation at the classroom level yielded more 
promising results. The study of 29 classrooms showed that teachers who 
were perceived by the students as frequently using affective statements 
tended to issue fewer misconduct/defi ance ODRs to African American 
and Latino males and females, as compared to teachers perceived as less 
frequently using affective statements. In other words, teachers who com-
municated or elicited emotions showed smaller gaps between African 
American/Latino males and White males in their rate of ODRs, and no 
signifi cant gaps between African American/Latino females and White 
females. In contrast, teachers who were less communicative about emo-
tions evidenced larger racial/ethnic gaps in ODRs. 

   RP and African American and Latino Students 

 The fi ndings linked use of Affective Statements to teachers’ discipline 
referral patterns. Given the small sample size and the correlational 
research design, it would be premature to draw any defi nitive conclu-
sions highlighting the effectiveness of this one RP Element over oth-
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ers (e.g., proactive circles, restorative questions). Yet these preliminary 
results suggest that further exploration of the importance of Affective 
Statements is warranted. In their professional development workshops, 
IIRP trainers encourage teachers to offer feedback to students about the 
impact and scope of intended or unintended harm that can result from 
negative behaviors. To that end, IIRP trainers help teachers articulate 
their own emotional experience in the classroom using “I” statements 
(i.e., “I feel worried when you start roughhousing in the classroom”). 
IIRP trainers also encourage teachers to assist their students in express-
ing their own emotional responses to events (see   http://www.safersan-
erschools.org/    ). 

 Teachers who systematically express their own feelings in a respectful 
manner and elicit the feelings of their students (thereby eliciting stu-
dent perspectives) may be interpersonally skilled in developing trusting 
relationships with African American and Latino students. Given prior 
research on emotional competencies, teachers’ ability to identify, regu-
late, and respectfully communicate their own emotions may co-occur 
with their skills in eliciting and understanding the feelings and perspec-
tives of their students (Jennings & Greenberg,  2009 ; Zembylas,  2007 ). 
Forging deeper connections with their students may thereby reduce 
potential distrust, implicit bias, and cultural misunderstanding between 
themselves and students historically over-represented in school disci-
pline (Gregory et al.,  2014a ; Simson,  2012 ). In addition, emotionally 
oriented teachers may be able to skillfully break through postures of 
toughness (Pollack,  2006 ; Spencer, Dupree, Cunningham, Harpalani, & 
Muñoz-Miller,  2003 ) or adeptly prevent or diffuse negative interactions 
with students.  

   Fidelity of Implementation 

 Programming implemented with varying degrees of fi delity by teachers 
and administrators may not result in robust effects that shift school-wide 
discipline patterns. Without a good understanding of differences in imple-
mentation, a premature conclusion on the ineffectiveness of the program 
might be drawn (Durlak & Dupre,  2008 ). Future research on RP needs to 
carefully track implementation fi delity to avoid unwarranted conclusions. 
Using a multi-faceted conceptualization of program fi delity, researchers 
might consider examining how well RP is implemented in three fi del-
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ity domains, including: “delivery” of the program (quality or level of 
skills with which the treatment is implemented), “treatment receipt” (the 
degree to which individual students actually comprehend and engage with 
the program), and “treatment enactment” (the degree to which students 
demonstrate mastery of skills through the program; Schulte, Easton, & 
Parker,  2009 ). Findings from fi delity data could help target where to 
strengthen implementation supports (Forman,  2015 ).  

   Limitations of the Current Research 

 A number of limitations for the current study should be noted. The most 
noteworthy limitation is the size of the sample. We examined RP imple-
mentation in two schools in one geographic region. Within those schools, 
we gathered data on the RP Elements in only 29 classrooms. This resulted 
in low statistical power, limiting our ability to detect relationships between 
some of the RP Elements (e.g., restorative questions, proactive circles) and 
ODRs. This may be especially the case for the lack of association between 
RP Elements and White student ODRs, given the small number of refer-
rals issued to White males ( n  = 27) and White females ( n  = 10) in the sam-
ple. Another limitation was that the analyses could not be conducted using 
a more sophisticated research design (e.g., multilevel modeling) given that 
the ODR data was not linked to individual student survey respondents. 
Moreover, the correlational research design limits causal claims—that is, 
we cannot assert that RP training caused change. The lack of covariates 
in the analyses means we cannot rule out alternative explanations. For 
instance, it might be the case that affect-oriented teachers already had low 
use of ODRs prior to the RP training where they learned about Affective 
Statements. Given these limitations, conclusions are tentative and suggest 
the need for larger scale, multilevel, and experimental research on the link 
between the fi delity of RP implementation in classrooms and discipline 
practices. 

 The limitations of student surveys should also be noted. Student 
responses on the RP implementation surveys may have related to overall 
perceptions of their teachers and not specifi cally to what they observed as 
new disciplinary practices in the classroom (e.g., students may be inclined 
to report their teachers are doing more RP simply because they want to be 
positive about teachers with whom they feel connected). Future research 
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would need to corroborate student-reported RP implementation through 
systematic observations in classrooms.   

   SUMMARY 
 The study found that over the two years of RP implementation in two 
high schools, there were reductions in the use of referrals for misconduct/
defi ance. Yet gender and racial disparities in misconduct/defi ance ODRs 
persisted. A closer look into a small sample of the high school classrooms 
offered a somewhat more nuanced understanding of RP implementation 
and related outcomes. Teachers rated by their students as engaging more 
frequently in the RP Element Affective Statements had smaller miscon-
duct/defi ance ODR gaps relative to teachers rated by their students as 
engaging less frequently in the same. The study fi ndings highlight the 
importance of more closely investigating the fi delity of RP implementa-
tion to best capture RP’s promise as a civil rights remedy to disproportion-
ality in discipline practices.  

     NOTES 
     1.    Three-item Affective Statements scale (“My teacher is respectful when talk-

ing about feelings”); 
   Four-item Restorative Questions scale (“When someone misbehaves, my 

teacher responds to negative behaviors by asking students questions about 
what happened, who has been harmed, and how the harm can be repaired”); 
Four-item Proactive Circles scale (“My teacher uses circles to provide 
opportunities for students to share feelings, ideas, and experiences”); Six-
item Responsive Circles scale (“My teacher uses circles to respond to behav-
ior problems”); Four-item Fair Process scale (“My teacher asks students for 
their thoughts and ideas when decisions need to be made that affect the 
class”); Three-item Management of Shame scale (“My teacher avoids scold-
ing and lecturing).”   

   2.    The number of students referred for  any  reason also reduced during the RP 
implementation years. In the two years prior to RP implementation, 3765 
students (2009–2010) and 3504 students (2010–2011) were issued one or 
more discipline referrals. During two years of RP implementation, 2649 
students (2011–2012) and 2728 students (2012–2013) were issued one or 
more discipline referrals.          
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       While a substantial empirical literature documents racial disparities in 
school discipline, scant attention has been paid to the intersections of 
race, sexuality, and gender (non)conformity in the fi eld.  1   In this chapter, 
we examine how school-based surveillance practices affect LGBTQ (les-
bian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer) students of color in terms of 
their sense of physical safety, psychological comfort, and academic sense 
of belonging. We review the psychological and educational impacts for 
LGBTQ youth as they negotiate, with resilience, humor, and creativity, 
challenging environments characterized by disproportionately high rates 
of overt discrimination as well as subtle policing of gender and sexuality by 
adults and peers. To conclude, we offer critical perspectives from LGBTQ 
youth of color on the strategic redesign of schools that can ensure student 
dignity and inclusion, reduction of suspensions, and narrowing of inter-
sectional disparities. 

   LGBTQ STUDENTS AND SCHOOL DISCIPLINE 
 Zero-tolerance school discipline policies and practices are increasingly rec-
ognized as ineffective and disproportionately targeted against students of 
color, as they facilitate the movement of youth out of school and into 
the juvenile justice system (i.e., the “school-to-prison pipeline”) (Carter, 
Fine, & Russell,  2014 ; Meiners,  2011 ; New York Civil Liberties Union, 
 2011 ; Skiba, Arredondo, & Rausch,  2014 ). While much attention has 
been paid to the detrimental impact of school discipline, policing, and 
criminalization of young Black and Latino men in particular (Rabinowitz, 
 2006 ; Skiba et al.,  2011 ), there is a dearth of research on how race inter-
sects with sexuality, gender, and gender (non)conformity. 

 The research that has been conducted with LGBTQ and gender non-
conforming young people related to school discipline has focused on the 
verbal and physical harassment they experience from adults and peers 
(Berlan, Corliss, Field, Goodman, & Austin,  2010 ; Katz-Wise & Hyde, 
 2012 ). Findings suggest that LGBTQ students are often harassed based 
on their actual or perceived sexual orientation and that teachers are often 
unsure of how to intervene, leaving LGBTQ youth with a lack of sup-
port and protection in school (Kosciw, Greytak, Palmer, & Boesen,  2014 ; 
Vega, Crawford, & Van Pelt,  2012 ). 

 This sexual orientation-based victimization has been associated with a 
range of negative outcomes for LGBTQ youth. Research has documented 
a positive relationship between victimization and emotional,  psychological, 
and health issues for LGBTQ youth, including depression, traumatic 
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stress, and substance abuse (for a review see Collier, van Beusekom, Bos, 
& Sandfort,  2013 ). Although less research has focused on academic out-
comes, school-based victimization has also been linked to decreased feel-
ings of school belonging and safety (Collier et  al.,  2013 ; Murdock & 
Bolch,  2005 ), increased rates of truancy (Birkett, Russell, & Corliss,  2014 ; 
Kosciw et al.,  2014 ), and increases in being pushed out and/or dropping 
out for LGBTQ students (Bochenek & Brown,  2001 ). In the absence of 
effective adult intervention, studies suggest that some LGBTQ students 
cope by avoiding certain classes, skipping school, and/or fi ghting back 
against heterosexist bullying (Snapp, Hoenig, Fields, & Russell,  2015 ). 
Such coping behaviors may heighten rates of suspensions, drop-out/push-
outs, and may ultimately facilitate LGBTQ students’ entry into the juve-
nile justice system (Mitchum & Moodie-Mills,  2014 ; Poteat et  al., this 
volume). Trying to cope with hostile school climates, LGBTQ students 
may be disciplined more frequently, lose educational time and access, and 
be placed at risk for entering the criminal justice system. Himmelstein and 
Brückner ( 2011 ) conducted a national, longitudinal study and found that 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and/or questioning youth were between 1.25 and 
3 times more likely to face a range of school and criminal justice sanctions 
(school expulsion, police stops, juvenile arrest, juvenile conviction, adult 
arrest, and adult conviction) than heterosexual youth.  

   AN INTERSECTIONAL LOOK AT LGBTQ STUDENTS 
NAVIGATING EDUCATION 

 Research on LGBTQ young people’s experiences in schools has tended to 
focus on individualized experiences of bullying without an intersectional 
analysis of how gender, sexuality, race, and class combine to affect edu-
cational experiences (Payne & Smith,  2012 ). Yet in order to shift school 
practices and cultures toward equity for LGBTQ students, it is critical to 
understand the ways in which cultural systems of power within and out-
side of school intersect to render LGBTQ young people vulnerable across 
multiple contexts. To address this gap in the literature, we developed the 
present project to understand how educational policies and cultures pro-
mote hyper- surveillance, policing, and disciplining of sexual minority 
and gender nonconforming youth of color, and how LGBTQ students 
respond (Crenshaw,  1991 ; Hancock,  2007 ). With a multi-method, par-
ticipatory project design, we explored the following questions: (1) How 
do LGBTQ youth of color experience school discipline policies com-
pared to their heterosexual/cisgender peers?  2   (2) To what extent does 
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gender nonconformity, intersecting with sexuality and race, alter patterns 
of school discipline? (3) What processes within school cultures foster dis-
cipline disparities for LGBTQ youth of color?; and (4) What strategies 
for educational redesign do LGBTQ and gender nonconforming youth 
recommend for schools to become spaces of academic and social dignity, 
inclusion and recognition?  

   METHODOLOGY: A MULTI-PROJECT 
PARTICIPATORY DESIGN 

 We designed a participatory multi-method research project with a diverse 
advisory group of youth, educators, lawyers, and community organizers 
to explore the rates and consequences of school discipline for LGBTQ 
youth of color as compared to their heterosexual peers. We collaboratively 
analyzed two New York City quantitative data sets on youth experiences 
of school and policing disaggregated by race, sexuality, and gender (non)
conformity, to explore educational, criminal justice, and wellbeing out-
comes. We then gathered, from schools and community-based organiza-
tions, a group of 30 diverse LGBTQ young people and adults, as well as 
lawyers and activists working on social justice issues related to LGBTQ 
youth, to work with us as a community advisory board. The young people 
ranged in age from 16 to 19 and were predominantly Black and Latino/a.  3   
Over a series of data-driven dinners, we worked with the advisory board to 
explore and interpret fi ndings from those quantitative datasets, and gener-
ate new questions for stratifi ed, semi-structured focus groups. Members of 
the advisory board recruited additional LGBTQ youth of color, whom we 
interviewed in focus groups, to explore their school-based experiences of 
marginalization and support. We then reconvened our advisory board to 
help interpret the quantitative and qualitative data and to formulate a list 
of recommendations on how schools can foster positive educational expe-
riences for students who identify as LGBTQ or gender nonconforming. 

   A Participatory Quantitative Foundation 

 This project began with secondary analyses of two large city-wide data sets, 
 Polling for Justice  (PFJ; Fox et al.,  2010 ; Fox & Fine,  2014 ) and  Researchers 
for Fair Policing  (RFP; Stoudt et al.,  forthcoming ). The PFJ database was 
created by an interdisciplinary research team of faculty and students from 
the City University of New York (CUNY), youth advocates, public health 
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researchers, lawyers, educators, and youth co-researchers to examine youths’ 
(ages 14–21) experiences with the criminal justice system, education, and 
health (see Stoudt, Fine, & Fox,  2011 ). RFP was developed by New York 
City youth and adult community organizers from the Youth Power Project 
at Make the Road New  York, as well as graduate students, researchers, 
and professors from the CUNY Graduate Center, John Jay College, and 
Pratt Institute. RFP was created to understand the intersections of race, 
gender, and sexuality with particular attention to young people’s experi-
ences of police and school discipline. Both surveys used snowball (Browne, 
 2005 ) and purposive sampling strategies (Glaser & Strauss,  1967 ) in public 
school classrooms and youth-focused community organizations in all fi ve 
New York City boroughs (N = 1084 for PFJ and N = 1107 for RFP). 

 In both surveys, respondents were asked to report their race/ethnicity by 
checking all race/ethnicity categories that applied. Sexual orientation was 
assessed using a forced choice response in PFJ (gay, lesbian, bisexual, straight, 
or not sure), and in RFP (gay, lesbian, bisexual, queer, straight, or other). 
In the RFP survey, respondents also rated how they believed other people 
perceived their masculinity and femininity on a 7-point Likert scale from (1) 
 Very Feminine , (4)  Equally Feminine and Masculine , to (7)  Very Masculine , 
using a 2-item measure of socially assigned gender nonconformity (Wylie, 
Corliss, Boulanger, Prokop, & Austin,  2010 ). Participants were categorized 
as either gender conforming or nonconforming based on their scores.  4   

 In order to focus our intersectional analysis, we examined only Black 
and Latino/a respondents (N = 805 for PFJ and N = 830 for RFP; see 
Table  10.1 ). Our fi nal samples included more girls (64% in PFJ; 51% in 
RFP) than boys (34% in PFJ; 47% in RFP) and a small number of youth 
who identifi ed as transgender or having a nonbinary gender (approxi-
mately 1% in PFJ; 2% in RFP). LGBQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual or queer) 
youth made up a signifi cant minority of both samples (approximately 11% 
in PFJ; 19% in RFP).

   On both quantitative datasets, we conducted a descriptive, explor-
atory data analysis (Tukey,  1977 ) using an iterative, fl exible, and graphical 
approach. Within and across each project, research teams collaborated to 
analyze and explore the data using a process that resembles some of the 
inductive quantitative recommendations produced in Glaser and Strauss’ 
( 1967 ) classic grounded theory text (see  stats-n-action  in Stoudt,  2014 ; 
Stoudt & Torre,  2014 ). Our analyses drew largely on percentages and 
cross tabulations to explore school experiences at the intersections of race/
ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, and gender expression (Hancock, 
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 2007 ). This intersectional approach led to small sample sizes, preventing 
us from conducting statistical tests of signifi cance; thus, our quantitative 
results should be considered exploratory.  

   Que(e)rying School Discipline Project 

 Based on this quantitative foundation, we developed the Que(e)rying 
School Discipline research project to pursue analyses of RFP and PFJ with 
our community advisory board. This group helped us unpack, interpret, 
and re-analyze the survey data. Young people engaged with the data by 
discussing their own experiences with school safety and how they felt 
LGBTQ youth were treated by school staff and peers. In small groups, 
we talked through graphs and tables from our exploratory analyses, which 
helped us develop new interpretations, new ways to explore the data, and 
new questions that needed to be asked in order to better understand the 
discipline disparities for LGBTQ youth of color. 

    Table 10.1    Intersectional survey demographics for participants of color   

 Demographics  PFJ (N = 805)  RFP (N = 830) 

 LGBQ 
(N = 89) 

 Straight 
(N = 712) 

 LGBQ 
(N = 143) 

 Straight 
(N = 662) 

 Gender  Male  17.4% 
(15) 

 35.8% 
(252) 

 21.7% 
(31) 

 52.2% 
(347) 

 Female  76.7% 
(66) 

 63.7% 
(448) 

 71.3% 
(102) 

 47% 
(311) 

 Trans/nonbinary  5.8% 
(5) 

 0.4% 
(3) 

 7% 
(10) 

 0.5% 
(3) 

 Gender 
conformity 

 Gender 
conforming 

 NA  NA  45.5% 
(50) 

 79.5% 
(439) 

 Gender 
nonconforming 

 NA  NA  54.5% 
(60) 

 20.5% 
(113) 

 Race/ethnicity  Black (African 
American or 
Caribbean) 

 40.4% 
(36) 

 46.3% 
(330) 

 26.6% 
(38) 

 20.8% 
(138) 

 Latino/a  42.7% 
(38) 

 42.1% 
(300) 

 52.4% 
(75) 

 68.7% 
(455) 

 Multiracial  11.5% 
(15) 

 16.8% 
(82) 

 21% 
(30) 

 10.4% 
(69) 

   Note : The age range for PFJ participants of color was 14–21 (M = 16.78, SD = 1.17). The age range for 
RFP participants of color was 14–25 (M = 17.39, SD = 2.30)  

176 J.F. CHMIELEWSKI ET AL.



 Members of our advisory board then helped connect us with two schools 
and two community organizations concerned with LGBTQ youth issues 
in New York City for our subsequent youth focus groups. We conducted 
four focus groups with participants from these organizations (N = 30), with 
LGBTQ youth aged 16–21 (87% Black and/or Latino/a; 13% White), 
lasting approximately two hours each. Interviews focused on LGBTQ 
identities and issues in school, school discipline, and re- envisioning schools 
for LGBTQ and gender nonconforming youth. Focus group interviews 
were audio recorded, transcribed and de-identifi ed using pseudonyms for 
all participants. Interview transcripts were then analyzed following Braun 
and Clarke’s ( 2006 ) guidelines for thematic analysis. First we individually 
engaged in open coding each transcript, noting our questions and recur-
rent codes before working collaboratively to develop themes. We repeated 
this process with each consecutive transcript, iteratively working through 
previously developed themes and codes as new ideas emerged. The main 
fi ndings from the grounded codes and themes, like the quantitative data, 
were once again shared with our advisory board to facilitate discussion, 
validate key fi ndings, and inform recommendations.   

   FINDINGS 

   Survey Findings: LGBTQ Students’ Experiences of Discipline 
and Dispossession 

 Quantitative survey data revealed a set of important fi ndings on the dis-
ciplinary experiences of LGBTQ and gender nonconforming students. In 
particular, the analysis illustrated that disaggregating the data by multiple 
sets of intersecting identities provides a more nuanced picture of the disci-
plinary experiences for students.  5   

  Exclusionary discipline and push out.  Our participatory analyses support 
previous research fi ndings, revealing disparities in suspensions as well as 
drop/push out rates for students of color and LGBTQ youth (Burdge, 
Licona, & Hyemingway,  2014 ; Mitchum & Moodie-Mills,  2014 ). Across 
both RFP and PFJ surveys, LGBTQ youth of color were almost one-and- 
a-half times more likely to report having been suspended than straight/cis-
gender youth of color (see Fig.  10.1 ). A high percentage of both LGBTQ 
and straight PFJ respondents reported feeling “pushed out” by their 
schools, indicating an uneasy relationship between students and school cli-
mates for both LGBTQ and straight/cisgender students of color. LGBTQ 
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respondents of color were almost twice as likely as heterosexuals of color 
to report that they had actually dropped out or been pushed out of school.

    Suspensions by gender and gender nonconformity.  Data on suspensions 
in the RFP survey by sexual orientation, gender, and gender conformity 
revealed that LGBQ girls of color appear to experience the highest rates of 
both in- and out-of-school suspensions (34% and 22% respectively). These 
rates appear to be higher than those reported by straight boys of color 
(27% and 18% respectively). Furthermore, LGBQ girls who were gender 
nonconforming reported higher rates of suspension as compared to those 
who were gender conforming, as well as in comparison to their hetero-
sexual female peers. Gender nonconforming LGBQ girls also reported the 
highest rates of out-of-school suspension (28.6%). This fi nding supports 
recent research documenting disparities in discipline for LGBQ and gen-
der nonconforming girls in particular (Himmelstein & Brückner,  2011 ; 
Irvine & Yusuf,  2015 ). 

  Fig. 10.1    Comparisons of LGBTQ and straight youth of color who have been 
suspended, feel pushed out of school, or have dropped out or been pushed out. 
 Note : Suspension was assessed in RFP by whether students of color reported 
receiving in-school and/or out-of-school suspensions “at least once since 2010.” 
Reports of in-school and out-of-school suspensions were combined to form an 
overall rate of suspensions since 2010. Suspension was assessed in PFJ by students’ 
reports of having “ever been suspended or expelled.” Feeling pushed out and 
dropped/pushed out were items from PFJ survey. Feeling pushed out was assessed 
by whether or not students agreed with the statement, “Sometimes school rules, 
tests, the way school personnel treat students, and other elements of school make 
me feel pushed to leave school.” Dropped/pushed out was assessed with the ques-
tion, “Have you ever dropped out or been pushed out of high school?”       
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  Intersectionalities and feelings of safety in school.  Given the role of school 
safety agents (SSA) in discipline practices and school climate, we examined 
students’ feelings of safety in schools with school security.  6   LGBTQ youth 
of color, and gender nonconforming girls in particular, reported lower 
levels of “feeling safe” with school security. Overall, a higher percentage 
of LGBTQ (35%) than straight/cisgender students of color (25.8%) dis-
agreed with the statement, “I feel safer because of the school safety agents, 
school police, or security guards in my school.” Those patterns held for 
LGBQ girls as well as LGBQ boys and transgender/nonbinary gender 
youth compared to straight boys and girls. While gender conformity did 
not appear to be related to feelings of safety for LGBQ girls, it did for 
straight girls. Gender nonconforming straight girls were more likely to 
report that they did not feel safe with school security (38.8%) compared 
to gender conforming straight girls (20.9%), an 18 percentage point dif-
ference. Gender nonconforming straight girls (22.4%) were less likely 
than conforming straight girls (31.9%) to report they felt safer with school 
safety agents. Thus, school safety and security agents may work to produce 
a sense of relative comfort for gender conforming, heterosexual girls, but 
a sense of vulnerability for both LGBTQ and gender nonconforming girls 
of color.  

   Focus Groups: Exclusion and Vulnerability for LGBTQ Students 
in Schools 

 To unpack these disturbing statistical patterns, we turned to our focus 
groups with young people. Students in those groups identifi ed four social- 
psychological processes that contribute to their heightened sense of exclu-
sion and vulnerability: sense of invisibility, the ironies of “protection,” 
targeted discipline, and institutional violence. 

  Feeling invisible.  Even those young people who did not describe their 
school as explicitly homophobic voiced a sense of feeling not seen, not 
heard, and not acknowledged in schools and in the curriculum. In most 
schools, history, language arts, and even sex education curricula fail to 
address diverse gender and sexual identities and histories. Brit, a 16-year- 
old multi-racial lesbian explained that in her sex education class, “We only 
learn about straight people and not getting pregnant,” while Mariah, a 
20-year-old Black lesbian was critical of her social studies courses: “We 
should learn about our history. We’re part of history too!” 
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 Although Gay Straight Alliances (GSAs) have the potential to increase 
visibility and acceptance for LGBTQ students, most of the young people 
did not have GSAs in their schools. The few who did have a GSA operat-
ing in their school reported being concerned that the GSA functioned 
separately from the rest of the school. Some students complained that 
although their GSAs are supportive around sexuality, they fail to recognize 
signifi cant intersections of sexuality with race, racism, culture, disability, 
homelessness, undocumented status, or other intersectional identities. 
Thus, even students who had GSAs in their schools continued to struggle 
with invisibility. 

  The ironies of protection from the closet.  In addition to invisibility, a sec-
ond dynamic that contributes to a heightened sense of alienation among 
LGBTQ students can be found in their relationships with school staff. We 
heard stories from LGBTQ students about moments of alienation but also 
connection and care with well-meaning and supportive school staff—most 
of whom choose to remain in the closet. Tee (19-year-old Black lesbian) 
told us about the relief she experienced when she fi nally bonded with a 
lesbian teacher in her school. Tee described her experience after coming 
out as “really intense.” Students and school staff sexually harassed her and 
she felt like she had no one in school to turn to until her English teacher 
came out to her:

  At least I know that she understands me … somebody that’s older and has 
experience would know what I’m going through and I told her like the 
issues with my mom and her trying to accept it and like how to handle inap-
propriate questions when it comes up because lesbians get that a lot. 

 Yet this teacher also confused Tee when she explained that she (the 
teacher) is not out at school, and asked Tee to “help keep her secret.” 
Carrying a burden of double secrecy, Tee asked: “Now I gotta hold 
her secret and  mine ?” Tee wished her school could be a place where 
both she and her teacher could be free to be open about their sexuali-
ties in school. Although appreciative of teachers who create extra space 
in a crowded closet, young people yearn for public advocates, not just 
silent allies. 

  Targeted discipline.  Although many of our respondents expressed feel-
ings of being invisible and closeted, they also expressed concerns that their 
sexuality made them highly visible and targeted. Some reported school 
policies and practices that over-surveil and over-discipline LGBTQ youth 
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who end up feeling hyper-visible and targeted by school policies. Skye, a 
21-year-old Black bisexual woman, explained, “I feel like um- the disci-
plinary code—there are two different standards for students. There is a 
standard for straight kids and there is a standard for young people who 
identify as LGBTQ.” Relatedly, Amelia, a 17-year-old Latina lesbian, told 
a story about being outed to her family and excluded from class time after 
kissing her girlfriend at school:

  At our school, I was kissing some girl in the hallway. And I got sent home. 
You see straight couples kissing by their locker [and they say] nothing at 
all. But I got called on the loudspeaker to go home. I didn’t get that. And 
they called my mom and was like, ‘your daughter was kissing some girl in 
the hallway.’ 

 Patricia (17-year-old Black bisexual) agreed: “I was rubbing the nose of 
a girlfriend of mine and a teacher said, ‘Too much PDA’ [public displays of 
affection]. Meanwhile the heterosexual kids are sucking each others’ faces 
off in the hall.” There was strong consensus that public displays of same 
sex sexuality in school receive heightened attention, and often end up in a 
disciplinary incident. 

  Institutional acts of structural violence.  Finally, and perhaps most dra-
matically, we heard stories of young people feeling threatened, verbally 
and/or physically, by the very adults who were supposed to protect 
them. We heard stories of police, school safety agents, and even educa-
tors responding as if the young people were a threat: “A girl in my school 
is 6’2” and now she came out as a lesbian so the SSA  really  see her as 
threatening” (Michele, 17-year-old Black bisexual girl). Ell, an 18-year- 
old Latina lesbian, told us that when she presented herself in more mas-
culine ways she was treated “aggressively” and “with disgust” by teachers 
and even police. In particular, she told us of a frightening encounter in 
which she was arrested with classmates right outside of school and sexually 
harassed by a police offi cer.

  He like tried to fi gure out if I was gay and like he asked me, ‘did I have a 
girlfriend?’ It was like really like weird. He was like, ‘Oh, can I be your boy-
friend?’ They had me, my hands cuffed on a banister and he was supposed to 
be watching me. So it was just like him asking me these weird questions in 
a room with just me and him and it was just really awkward. And I was like, 
‘What the heck? Why the hell did they put me in here?’ 
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 We heard a number of stories of highly charged and aggressive interac-
tions between gender nonconforming youth of color and adults in posi-
tions of authority. To the young people, these interactions feel particularly 
threatening, racialized, and sexualized in precisely those spaces where they 
most need protection.   

   BUILDING SCHOOL CULTURES OF VISIBILITY 
AND INCLUSION FOR LGBTQ STUDENTS 

 We opened this research with a simple question about how LGBTQ students 
of color fare under exclusionary discipline policies. But after deliberating with 
youth and educators who have worked through the sexuality/race/gender 
intersections, we end by thinking about how to construct school cultures that 
nurture difference, invite dialogue, and engage a rich sense of community. 
With the help of LGBTQ youth and educators, we generated a framework 
for building and sustaining school cultures where  differences —sexual, racial, 
gender, (dis)ability, immigration status, criminal justice status—are valued as 
a resource within strong academic communities, where debate and dissent 
can fl ourish, and where power inequities are challenged. 

 The students we spoke to are looking for spaces where they can belong 
and fl ourish, knowing that they are safe to learn about themselves and 
others. They want a school that is accountable for providing a supportive 
environment to all students, and one in which queer youth, faculty, and 
staff are recognized as valuable members of the community. Students in 
one school spoke about the importance of learning and working across 
difference in courses on gender and sexuality and LGBTQ history. They 
discussed their school as one in which students of all sexual and gender 
identities were accepted. These inclusive practices were evident in: (1) 
diverse faculty and staff; (2) visibility and comfort of “out” teachers and 
SSA; (3) curricula that address LGBTQ issues (in history, literature, and 
sex education); and (d) GSA/restorative justice programs that explore the 
many layers of oppression, as well as forms of wisdom, that LGBTQ youth 
of color embody. Young people longed for these schools characterized by 
warmth, respect, and learning:

  My vision for an ideal school would be one where the students as well as the 
staff and administration respect everyone. They respect it and really enforce 
it being a safe space. It would be an ideal environment to learn and where 
people feel supported and safe. (Blue, Black 17-year-old lesbian) 
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 Our research supports a growing consensus in the fi eld of adolescent 
development and disciplinary policies: LGBTQ youth are particularly 
vulnerable to the school-to-prison pipeline, experiencing differential and 
often discriminatory treatment in schools and a lack of protection after 
such incidents occur. The cumulative impact of victimization and lack of 
support can lead to a loss of academic time and learning, and even school 
push-out (Kosciw et  al.,  2014 ; Mitchum & Moodie-Mills,  2014 ). Our 
multi-project, multi-method intersectional approach allowed us to docu-
ment that these dynamics were more extreme for LGBTQ girls of color, 
particularly those who were gender nonconforming (Himmelstein & 
Brückner,  2011 ; Irvine & Yusuf,  2015 ). Our evidence lifts up a signifi cant 
new group for policy attention: gender nonconforming young women 
of color who appear to be disproportionately affected by exclusionary 
discipline policies and policing in schools. But most fundamentally, our 
research shifts the focus to examine how the negative outcomes that may 
accumulate in/on the bodies of LGBTQ youth, gender nonconforming 
youth, particularly those of color, lie in and are exacerbated by the cumu-
lative institutional betrayals they endure. 

   Limitations and Future Directions 

 Our combined use of qualitative and quantitative approaches provides 
powerful information on young people’s experiences of discipline and 
identity in school at the intersection of race, sexuality, gender, and gen-
der conformity (Crenshaw,  1991 ; Hancock,  2007 ). Our commitment to 
participatory and intersectional approaches led to reduced sample sizes 
from our non-probability samples, particularly for LGBQ boys and youth 
with nonbinary genders. Thus we were unable to conduct statistical tests 
and we cannot claim that our participants or fi ndings are representative 
of LGBTQ youth of color in NYC. Future research is needed to further 
examine the intersectional relationships of race/ethnicity with sexuality, 
gender, and gender conformity in ways that we could not due to small 
sample sizes. A second limitation rests in our inability to examine the types 
of discipline that students experience for different infractions in our survey 
(see e.g., Poteat et  al., this volume). Further analyses are warranted to 
examine discretionary discipline, to link data on discipline and policing 
disparities in schools, and to determine how school structures, policies, 
and community habits can widen the zone of moral inclusion and recog-
nition within a school building (Opotow, Gerson, & Woodside,  2005 ).   
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   CONCLUSION 
 Across studies and methods, we have documented striking patterns of 
disciplinary disparities: by race/ethnicity, sexuality, and gender (non)con-
formity. In these studies, and other recent work (Kosciw et  al.,  2014 ), 
the over-disciplining of gender nonconforming girls of color emerges as a 
signifi cant area for policy attention. Intersectionality has been useful not 
only as a methodological approach to the data but for thinking about 
how to produce more equitable, safe schools. LGBTQ youth and educa-
tors across our advisory board and focus groups felt that lower levels of 
in-school fi ghting, rates of suspensions, and disciplinary disparities occur 
when intersectionality is valued in the school. They discussed schools rich 
in inquiry, dignity, and inclusion; where difference becomes an opportu-
nity to educate and be educated, a chance to grow. We also heard about 
schools of insuffi cient resources, high surveillance and low trust—where 
difference becomes an opportunity for hostility and discrimination. 
Although LGBTQ youth can be found across all kinds of schools, LGBTQ 
youth of color with the fewest economic and academic resources are most 
likely to attend schools of low trust, low dignity, low resources, and high 
surveillance (Carter et al.,  2014 ; Stoudt et al.,  2011 ). LGBTQ and gender 
nonconforming youth of color desire and deserve the simple human right 
to be educated and recognized.  

               NOTES 
     1.    Gender nonconforming refers to a person who has a gender identity and/or 

gender expression that does not conform to their biological sex or socially 
assigned gender roles. Individuals who are transgender or identify as having 
a nonbinary gender have a gender identity that does not match their bio-
logical sex. We use nonbinary gender as an identity label and gender con-
forming as a description of gender expression.   

   2.    Cisgender refers to individuals whose gender identity matches the gender 
they were assigned at birth.   

   3.    Our advisory board included youth and adults from FIERCE, Sylvia Rivera 
Law Project, Streetwise and Safe, Make the Road New York, The LGBT 
Community Center, Safe Passages, an LGBTQ Juvenile Justice Workgroup 
(including organizations like Lambda Legal, The Correctional Association 
of New York, New York Civil Liberties Union), Urban Academy Laboratory 
High School, Lyons Community School, and the NY Performance Standards 
Consortium Queer Teachers/Curriculum group.   
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   4.    Wylie et al. ( 2010 ) do not provide scoring instructions for this measure. We 
used the scale items as a binary measure of gender conformity or nonconfor-
mity. Female participants who scored 4–7 were categorized as gender non-
conforming for that item, whereas those who scored 1–3 were categorized 
as gender conforming. Male participants were categorized as gender non-
conforming on items if they scored between 1–4 and gender conforming if 
they rated themselves 5–7. For the purposes of the present analyses, both 
items on this measure were used together, where any participant who was 
categorized as gender nonconforming on one item was considered gender 
nonconforming, and only participants who were gender conforming in 
terms of both appearance and mannerisms were considered gender 
conforming.   

   5.    See the Public Science Project website for complete information regarding 
these and additional analyses:   http://publicscienceproject.org/research/
projects/queerying-school-discpline/       

   6.    School Safety Agents handle school discipline and safety, and are employed 
by the New York City Police Department’s School Safety Division. There 
are currently over 5,000 school safety agents in NYC public schools (see 
http://www.nyclu.org/content/contract-school-safety).           
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    CHAPTER 11   

         “I said, ‘get back or I’m going to shoot you.’  
  He [Brown] …says,  
  ‘You are too much of a pussy to shoot me.’”  
 —Ferguson Police Offi cer Darren Wilson, 
 recounting his fatal shooting of 18 year old 
 African American Michael Brown 
 on August 9, 2014, in Ferguson, Missouri 
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   The above exchange between Ferguson Police Offi cer Darren Wilson 
and 18-year-old African American Michael Brown, Jr. highlights an 
important aspect of the way authority fi gures typically interact with ado-
lescents. Offi cer Wilson, confronting a Black teenager, aims to subdue a 
perceived threat to his masculinity. His action—fatally shooting Brown—
illustrates the potentially deadly outcomes that can result, at least in part, 
from threats to one’s masculine social identity. Implicit racial biases, which 
operate beneath conscious awareness, may have also played a role in his 
behavior. How might these identity threats impact interactions between 
authority fi gures and youth in schools? 

 In this chapter, we explore how psychological identity-related threats 
and subtle forms of racial bias may affect authority fi gures’ interactions 
with adolescents. Through a related psychological process, we suggest, 
these same types of identity threats and implicit biases may be evident in 
the classroom setting (e.g., Van den Bergh, Denessen, Hornstra, Voeten, 
& Holland,  2010 ), and may contribute to disciplinary outcomes that 
disproportionately involve non-White adolescents (e.g., Skiba, Michael, 
Nardo, & Peterson,  2002 ). We detail an innovative, empirically based 
intervention aimed at reducing racial disparities in disciplinary outcomes 
for adolescents by training authority fi gures (e.g., law enforcement offi -
cers, school administrators, and teachers) who interact with them. The 
intervention centers on reducing the infl uence of implicit racial stereo-
types and insecure masculinity on authority fi gures’ actions toward ado-
lescents. We discuss the development and content of the intervention. 
By understanding and intervening in these implicit and identity-related 
threats that can negatively infl uence authority–adolescent interactions, we 
may be able to reduce the potential for these incidents to escalate. We 
close with implications for schools and police departments. 

   PREVIOUS FINDINGS: WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT IMPLICIT 
BIAS AND MASCULINITY THREAT 

 At a time when explicit racial bigotry appears to be in retreat while racial 
inequality persists (Bobo,  1988 ; Goff, Steele, & Davies,  2008 ), it has 
become increasingly diffi cult to address racial discrimination directly. 
More individuals explicitly report egalitarian attitudes, yet evidence of 
racial discrimination remains across domains in society (Dovidio,  2001 ). 
The emerging fi elds of implicit bias and social identity threat provide a new 
landscape for improving racial equity. Below, we provide detailed back-
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ground on two such processes (masculinity threat and implicit attitudes) 
and how they may cause problematic behaviors by authorities toward ado-
lescents in schools. 

 Three categories of authority fi gures that adolescents interact with in 
signifi cant ways are school teachers, school administrators, and police offi -
cers. Adolescents interact with school teachers and administrators on a 
daily basis, making these individuals infl uential authority fi gures. Further, 
adolescents are likely to encounter police offi cers both outside and within 
school borders, as it is becoming more common for a specifi c set of police 
offi cers to patrol a school campus (Raymond,  2010 ). Given the fre-
quency of students’ interactions with these authority fi gures, it is essential 
to understand the ways in which subtle stereotypes and identity threats 
can infl uence authority fi gures’ behaviors. Existing research has begun to 
examine these constructs with police offi cers, and is extending its focus in 
schools to include teachers and administrators. We review this literature 
below. 

   Implicit Bias 

 Contemporary forms of racial bias are often subtle in nature, existing at a 
covert and implicit level (Blair, Dasgupta, & Glaser,  2015 ; Dovidio,  2001 ; 
Dovidio, Kawakami, Johnson, Johnson, & Howard,  1997 ; Greenwald & 
Banaji,  1995 ). Explicit attitudes represent our consciously accessed eval-
uations and beliefs and are what we traditionally think of in regard to 
attitudes. However, implicit attitudes are a second, less conscious route 
through which our attitudes can infl uence behavior (Olson & Fazio, 
 2003 ). Implicit stereotypes are beliefs about traits (e.g., criminal, violent) 
associated with groups (e.g., Black people, youth) that operate largely 
outside of conscious awareness and control. Such stereotypes infl uence 
real behaviors on the part of those who hold them, leading to discrimi-
natory outcomes (e.g., Glaser & Knowles,  2008 ; Greenwald, Poehlman, 
Uhlmann, & Banaji,  2009 ; Jost et al.,  2009 ). Project Implicit, a compen-
dium of online tests that measures implicit bias, has responses from over 5 
million participants across the world, fi nding that implicit bias is pervasive 
across groups and cultures (Nosek et al.,  2007 ). A majority of Americans 
tested hold some form of pro-White, anti-Black bias (Nosek et al.,  2007 ), 
and the strength of implicit stereotypes at a national level can even predict 
national differences in achievement (Nosek et al.,  2009 ). 
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 Individuals can hold explicitly egalitarian attitudes, yet still have implicit 
stereotypes and prejudice (Greenwald & Banaji,  1995 ), making racial bias 
harder to both recognize and reduce. One pervasive implicit stereotype 
is that African Americans, particularly young African American males, are 
prone to aggression and violence (Devine & Elliot,  1995 ). The challenge 
in mitigating this kind of discrimination is that it is  unintentional , and 
because the stereotypes are implicit, people may not even  realize they hold 
them, let alone prevent those stereotypes from biasing their behaviors. 

 Within the criminal justice domain, research has shown that police 
offi cers hold these implicit race-crime stereotypes (Eberhardt, Goff, 
Purdie, & Davies,  2004 ), which can infl uence police behavior (Correll 
et al.,  2007 ). Implicit racial stereotypes impact decisions to shoot in quick 
decision-making video simulations, such that citizens and police are more 
likely to mistakenly shoot unarmed Black suspects compared to unarmed 
White suspects (Correll, Park, Judd, & Wittenbrink,  2002 ; Kahn & 
Davies,  2011 ; Plant & Peruche,  2005 ). These implicit stereotypes can 
guide behavior during police interactions with non-Whites, and increase 
the likelihood that force is applied and incidents escalate. 

 Within educational contexts, teachers and school administrators may 
similarly hold these implicit biases that can infl uence their behavior with 
non-White or disadvantaged students, despite egalitarian intentions. 
Teachers, like police offi cers, hold many of the same cultural biases pres-
ent in other members of society. Teachers hold gendered stereotypes 
about their students, for example, stereotyping math as a male domain 
(Li,  1999 ). Teachers are aware that stereotypes exist in their classrooms 
(Gray & Leith,  2004 ) and also hold their own implicit stereotypes about 
minority groups (Glock, Kneer, & Kovacs,  2013 ). 

 These stereotypes affect important schooling outcomes. For example, 
teachers’ race and gender stereotypes affect their perceptions of stu-
dents’ competence and ability (Parks & Kennedy,  2007 ; Riegle-Crumb & 
Humphries,  2012 ; Tiedemann,  2000 ,  2002 ). Stereotypes also infl uence 
student learning and educational outcomes across levels of schooling and 
disciplines. Teachers’ gender biases, for example, positively affect boys’ 
achievement while negatively affecting girls’ achievement, infl uencing, for 
instance, the likelihood of students’ enrolling in higher level mathematics 
courses (Lavy & Sand,  2015 ). 

 Some studies have demonstrated the infl uence of teachers’ implicit atti-
tudes on student achievement, fi nding that teachers’ implicit biases pre-
dict their students’ academic achievement above and beyond explicit or 
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conscious attitudes. To illustrate, it has been shown that teachers’ implicit 
racial stereotypes, but not explicit attitudes, explain some of the racial 
achievement gap across classrooms, through the route of biased teacher 
expectations (Van den Bergh et al.,  2010 ). While teachers, police offi cers, 
and school administrators may have the best conscious intentions, their 
behavior may be affected by implicit attitudes, which can disadvantage 
non-White adolescents.  

   Masculinity Threat 

 Another salient identity-related construct that can lead to discriminatory 
outcomes for adolescents is insecure masculinity. Masculinity threat is a 
form of social identity threat, which occurs when an individual feels that 
his or her identity is devalued in a situation. According to the “precarious 
manhood thesis,” masculinity is defi ned as a tenuous status that must be 
reinforced and publicly defended (Vandello & Bosson,  2013 ). Because of 
this, it compels men to actively assert their manhood in order to maintain 
it (Vandello & Bosson,  2013 ; Vandello, Bosson, Cohen, Burnaford, & 
Weaver,  2008 ). Masculinity threat often involves males perceiving that 
they are being associated with femininity, homosexuality, or impotence 
(Vandello & Bosson,  2013 ). When males experience a perceived threat 
to their masculinity, they often enact compensatory behaviors in order 
to reestablish their manhood (Bosson, Vandello, Burnaford, Weaver, & 
Wasti,  2009 ; Goff, Di Leone, & Kahn,  2012 ). Because toughness and 
physicality are a central component of the masculine self-concept, these 
compensatory behaviors often involve physical displays of prowess in order 
to reestablish dominance (Goff, Di Leone et al.,  2012 ). 

 The causal role of masculinity threat on men’s subsequent aggressive 
behavior has been experimentally demonstrated across contexts. A typi-
cal threat to a man’s masculinity in an experimental context may include 
being forced to complete a stereotypically feminine activity (e.g., braiding 
hair) or being given feedback that his personality profi le is more feminine 
than masculine. In one experimental demonstration, men given feedback 
that threatened their masculinity expressed higher support for war, domi-
nance, and hierarchies (Willer, Rogalin, Conlon, & Wojnowicz, 2013). 
Men are more likely to act aggressively after a masculinity threat (Talley 
& Bettencourt,  2008 ), and use physical outlets such as a punching bag or 
pushups to restore masculinity (Bosson et al.,  2009 ; Goff Di Leone et al., 
 2012 ). If men are not allowed to enact these compensatory responses after 
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a masculinity threat, they have higher anxiety and ruminate (Bosson et al., 
 2009 ). Similarly, men are more supportive of other men who respond 
to a masculinity threat with aggression (Weaver, Vandello, Bosson, & 
Burnaford,  2009 ). 

 Importantly, this support of other men’s aggression may be moderated 
by race. For instance, Richardson and Goff ( 2015 ) found that threaten-
ing White men’s manhood infl uenced how masculine they thought vio-
lence was for both Black and White men, but in diverging directions. 
Specifi cally, White men participants rated White men who shot and killed 
a Black teenager as more masculine when the participants’ manhood had 
been threatened than when it was not. Inversely, White men participants 
rated Black men who shot and killed a White teenager as less masculine 
after masculinity threatening feedback. This suggests that threats to man-
hood are met not just with affi rmations of masculine-typed behavior, but 
with racially self-serving affi rmations of masculinity. 

 Masculinity-threatened men also display more negative emotions 
toward stereotyped group members. In one experiment, men who received 
feedback that threatened their masculinity reported more negative affect 
toward effeminate gay men (Glick, Gangl, Gibb, Klumpner, & Weinberg, 
 2007 ). Therefore, effeminate gay men may be particularly vulnerable to 
violence when interacting with masculinity-threatened men. This fi nding 
also suggests that these compensatory responses may be disproportion-
ately targeted at stigmatized group members, a theme which we elaborate 
upon later. 

 Masculinity threat primarily affects males (Vandello & Bosson,  2013 ); 
however, it can also be valuable for females to learn about and consider its 
potential effects for themselves. First, it is important for female authority 
fi gures to recognize masculinity threat in the adolescents they encounter 
and understand why adolescents may enact compensatory responses. This 
should aid in authority fi gures’ ability to counteract situations. Secondly, 
it is possible that female authority fi gures may experience threat in a given 
context and respond with a compensatory response in a similar manner 
to males. For example, schools or police departments often adopt either 
formal or informal norms of strong discipline in the face of any threat or 
defi ance, taking a hard stance on punishment of infractions to protect the 
school’s authority. Females working in these contexts may adopt these 
institutional norms and respond in a comparable compensatory manner. 
Because of these reasons, both female and male authority fi gures can fi nd 
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value in understanding and learning how to counteract masculinity threat 
responses. 

 How does masculinity threat affect the policing context? Masculinity 
threat has been linked to overly aggressive use of force responses by 
police offi cers interacting with non-compliant suspects, including physical 
restraint, battery, and weapon use (Goff & Martin,  2012 ; Goff, Martin, & 
Smiedt,  2012 ). Police offi cers higher in trait-level masculinity threat were 
more likely to experience a threat to their masculinity when interacting 
with racial non-Whites, and this makes them more likely to shoot non-
White compared to White suspects in video simulations (Goff & Martin, 
 2012 ; Goff, Martin et al.,  2012 ). Police offi cers with higher levels of inse-
cure masculinity also signifi cantly deepen their voices (e.g., use more bass 
in their voice) when interacting with non-Whites compared to Whites as a 
form of compensatory masculinity when under masculinity threat (Goff & 
Martin,  2012 ; Goff, Martin et al.,  2012 ). From the adolescent’s perspec-
tive, police offi cers are likely to challenge an adolescent’s sense of auton-
omy, which might be perceived as a threat to the adolescent’s manhood. 
This masculinity threat might lead adolescents to challenge police offi cers’ 
authority as a compensatory response, which can lead to an escalation of 
these incidents. 

 Within schools, threats to masculinity can also have signifi cant effects 
on adolescents’ behaviors and authority fi gures’ responses. The develop-
ment and negotiation of a masculine identity is a key process affecting 
boys in school, which can promote disengagement from school, avoidance 
of authority, and higher levels of disciplinary action in school (Jackson 
& Dempster,  2009 ; Kessels & Steinmayr,  2013 ; Martino,  1995 ; Renold, 
 2001 ). Threats to adolescents’ masculinity have been thought to con-
tribute to violence and aggression in schools (Kimmel & Mahler,  2003 ). 
Adolescent boys may experience a threat to their masculinity when a 
teacher directs or demands that they follow instructions or comply with an 
order. This threat can cause them to defy the authority fi gure in order to 
restore their masculinity. Correspondingly, the authority fi gures (teachers, 
administrators) themselves may feel that their masculinity is threatened by 
adolescents’ defi ance, and enact stronger discipline to restore their threat-
ened status. 

 Further, due to the long history of racial stereotypes in our society, 
Black males are perceived to be hyper-masculine (Goff, Thomas, & 
Jackson,  2008 ). Because masculinity is stereotypically associated with 
Black males, threats to masculinity may be differentially perceived when 
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coming from a Black compared to a White adolescent. An authority fi gure 
may feel a greater threat to masculinity from non-White adolescents due 
to these stereotypes, which may contribute to the higher rates of discipline 
for Black as compared to White boys in schools (Losen,  2011 ; Mendez, 
Knoff, & Ferron,  2002 ; Skiba et al.,  2011 ; Wallace, Goodkind, Wallace, 
& Bachman,  2008 ). These acts can lead to the increased perception of 
aggression associated with non-White youths by authority fi gures, which 
could color authority fi gures’ subsequent interactions with them. We sug-
gest that defi ance of school police offi cers may contribute to the relatively 
high arrest rates of non-White adolescents, while defi ance of teachers can 
contribute to the increase in disciplinary outcomes and suspensions for 
non-White youth (Gregory & Weinstein,  2008 ; Skiba et al.,  2002 ). 

 The Center for Policing Equity (CPE;   www.policingequity.org    ), under 
the direction of Dr. Phillip Atiba Goff, has conducted investigations into 
the role of masculinity threat with adolescents and school police offi cers in 
schools. Through an ongoing, multi-year, multi-method study, Dr. Goff 
and CPE researchers examined how school police offi cers interact with 
non-White adolescents in schools, and the role that masculinity threat 
plays in these interactions. The research focuses on junior high and high 
school locations that contain a dedicated police force assigned to a school 
district, including a large Southern town with a metropolitan population 
of over 1 million. Researchers are conducting in-depth qualitative inter-
views along with structured surveys with students, parents, and school 
administrators about the role of masculinity threat in schools. The pre-
liminary fi ndings suggest that masculinity threats play a role in adolescent 
boys’ challenge to authority fi gures and teachers, which then infl uence 
how police perceive and treat them. Based on these initial fi ndings, we 
sought ways to intervene on masculinity threat and implicit bias in school-
ing and policing contexts.   

   METHODOLOGY: INTERVENING ON IMPLICIT BIAS 
AND MASCULINITY THREAT 

 One approach to addressing the overrepresentation of non-White ado-
lescents in the criminal justice system and within educational discipline 
systems is to focus on the ways in which authority fi gures interact with 
adolescents and non-Whites. Implicit bias is consistently found in both 
males and females (Greenwald et al.,  2009 ). While insecure masculinity 
primarily affects males (Vandello & Bosson,  2013 ), both male and female 
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authority fi gures should be taught about its effects and how to recognize 
it in adolescents with whom they interact. By accurately identifying the 
role that insecure masculinity may be playing, authority fi gures of both 
genders can employ strategies to reduce its negative effects. Therefore, 
females are invited to participate in the training. 

 To accomplish this goal, we developed an intervention aimed at 
reducing authority fi gures’ implicit bias and the effects of insecure mas-
culinity during interactions. The intervention helps authority fi gures 
recognize masculinity threat in others, and also discusses the ways it 
might affect their own behavior. For campus police offi cers, who rou-
tinely interact with adolescents, the intervention focuses on common 
situations in which they encounter youths, for example, in the school 
parking lot after hours. Within education, we focus on teachers or school 
administrators as authority fi gures and use common classroom situations 
in which they face non-compliant adolescents. Below, we detail the con-
tent of the intervention, which can be tailored to focus on implicit bias 
and masculinity threat together or as separate components based on the 
group and setting. 

   Pre-intervention Phase 

 Before the intervention (2–4 weeks), authority fi gures (e.g., school police, 
teachers, administrators) respond to pre-training assessments. These 
include measures of implicit attitudes and stereotypes about race, such 
as the Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 
 1998 ) and the shooter task (Correll et al.,  2002 ). Surveys contain mea-
sures of explicit racial attitudes, attitudes about masculine gender norms, 
and sensitivity to masculinity threat. The surveys also measure potential 
moderators, such as the extent and quality of participants’ experience 
with non-White adolescents, friends, and associates. This provides a pre- 
intervention baseline.  

   Intervention Phase 

 The intervention phase focuses on mitigating the infl uence of implicit ste-
reotypes associating non-Whites with crime and compensatory masculine 
responses. Over a day-long in-person training session, the intervention 
contains lectures and demonstrations to increase one’s understanding of 
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the prevalence and dangers of implicit racial stereotypes and masculinity 
threat. There are two specifi c modules included in the program: 

  Implicit bias training.  Counteracting implicit bias begins with teach-
ing and understanding the ways in which implicit attitudes can affect 
behavior and decision-making. With school police offi cers, we discuss the 
ways in which implicit attitudes can infl uence decision-making and use of 
force with non-Whites. With teachers and school offi cials, we detail how 
implicit bias can infl uence student expectations, learning support, and dis-
ciplinary sanctions. 

 Next, the intervention contains active simulations that help combat 
implicit bias. One core implicit bias training component is a computer- 
based, interactive simulation. In this procedure, authority fi gures are pre-
sented with a series of semi-animated photograph sets of young Black and 
White individuals who present either with or without a visible, legitimate 
basis for reasonable suspicion (e.g., dropping or picking up a suspicious 
object). Participating authority fi gures are asked to make a quick judgment 
as to whether the individual warrants additional investigation or potential 
discipline. Next, authority fi gures receive training on how to control and 
counteract implicit bias in these interactions. Training includes cognitive 
strategies that they can use during these instances to reduce the likelihood 
that their reactions will be driven by implicit stereotypes, which include cog-
nitive rephrasing, focusing on legitimate indicators of suspicion, and slow-
ing down response times, which have been shown to successfully reduce 
unintended racially discriminatory behavior (Plant & Peruche,  2005 ; Plant, 
Peruche, & Butz,  2005 ). Participants are given real-time and summary 
feedback on their performance in terms of the appropriateness of their 
judgments (whether reasonably suspicious behavior was recognized) and 
racial disparities. We expect that the improvements they experience in their 
performance resulting from adopting the new strategies will be reinforcing. 

  Masculinity threat intervention.  The masculinity threat portion of the 
intervention involves a training session in which the negative effects of 
insecure masculinity are emphasized for authority fi gures and adolescents. 
The fi rst part teaches about masculinity threat and the ways in which it 
can negatively affect interactions in the given domain. The focus is on 
recognizing insecure masculinity and its related responses in others, and 
potentially in oneself. Both males and females participate in this section, as 
it is benefi cial for females to be aware of the concepts and think about the 
ways in which the concepts might infl uence their behavior or the behavior 
of the youth. 
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 After learning about masculinity threat, the male and female authority 
fi gures view and participate in interactive scenarios to model responses in 
the face of masculinity threat. Participants view training videos of author-
ity fi gures that are either high or low in insecure masculinity and watch 
how they respond differently to a noncompliant youth (e.g., being ver-
bally and physically aggressive with the non-complaint youth vs. being 
able to diffuse the situation without aggression). Alternative response 
behaviors are modeled. The authority fi gure participants are then able to 
actively play out and respond in pairs to scenarios involving a masculinity 
threat by an adolescent. Group discussion coalesces on the problems with 
the masculinity-threatened response and benefi ts of alternative responses. 
Techniques and strategies are shared among the group which can be used 
to consistently defuse and secure the situation, in spite of potential mas-
culinity threats. Finally, participants are given a summary of strategies to 
counteract masculinity threat, including broadening the defi nition of mas-
culinity and behaviors that can be seen as masculine.  

   Post-intervention Phase 

 The intervention closes with authority fi gures responding to post- 
intervention measures to gauge changes in their masculinity attitudes and 
racial bias. Measures are compared to the pre-intervention measures to 
examine change. To the extent possible, long-term follow-up data on the 
measures given 3–6 months later are also collected. To assess whether 
the intervention changed behavior in the authority fi gures’ subsequent 
interactions with non-White adolescents, fi eld measures should also be 
obtained. For teachers and school administrators, these long-term mea-
sures can include data on referrals for discipline and suspensions, while for 
school police offi cers, this may entail statistics on school-related arrests, 
citations, or use of force with adolescents at school.   

   OVERVIEW OF ONGOING IMPLEMENTATION 
 We are currently in pilot phases of testing the intervention in police depart-
ments and within schools. As part of our ongoing intervention develop-
ment and testing, we have data from police departments that work with 
adolescents, school police offi cers, and teachers in California and Texas. 
We are currently collecting more data to empirically test the effectiveness 
of the specifi c parts of the intervention and the intervention as a whole in 
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reducing insecure masculinity and implicit bias in authority fi gures. For 
instance, in testing the effi cacy of the intervention material components, 
our research has demonstrated that shifting conceptions of masculinity 
from a more narrow to a broad focus through scenario-based learning—
which is the core of the intervention—reduces the effects of masculinity 
threat on compensatory aggressive and disciplinary actions. Preliminary 
results from pilot tests of the new bias measure in California indicate that 
we have developed a viable set of stimuli that will serve to effectively assess 
racial bias in police decisions to stop and search, and offer promise to 
develop trainings that will reduce the effects of this bias. 

 Testing the overall effi cacy of versions of the intervention itself, pre-
liminary results regarding the intervention have also been encouraging. 
In one recent implementation in a large police department in Northern 
California that consistently interacts with youths, we trained over 150 offi -
cers through the masculinity threat and implicit bias intervention. Our 
preliminary analyses suggest that authority fi gures report less insecure 
masculinity following the intervention, and long-term follow-up data are 
being collected to track if these changes hold over time. We also have 
pilot data on masculinity and implicit bias in schools in Houston, Texas, 
and are continuing to develop and refi ne the school-based intervention in 
light of this new data. We have received inquiries from other schools that 
are interested in participating in collecting large-scale data regarding the 
intervention’s effectiveness. Finally, a series of presentations to educators 
in California, Texas, Indiana, Pennsylvania, Alabama, and Minnesota have 
been met with enthusiasm, with teachers and superintendents reporting 
they have seen evidence of implicit bias and masculinity threat across their 
classrooms and disciplinary matrices. We aim to collect longitudinal data 
on the reach of the trainings’ infl uence in the year to come. More data 
are needed to fi rmly establish the effectiveness of the intervention across 
contexts, but the initial pilot data is promising.  

   SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 Training on masculinity threat and implicit bias may provide one route 
toward reducing inequality in school discipline. Although our specifi c 
intervention is still in the pilot phases of implementation and data col-
lection, there are nevertheless important conclusions that can be drawn 
from this line of research, based on existing evidence and theory. As a fi rst 
step, we propose that learning that these biases exist and how they can 
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impact behavior has the potential to reduce their negative impacts. We 
suggest that authority fi gures in schooling contexts, both male and female, 
can become more adept at recognizing when students may be acting out 
and noncompliant as a means to assert masculinity. Authority fi gures can 
become more skilled at responding to these threats and reducing the infl u-
ence of unconscious bias during these interactions. 

 As more data are collected to test the intervention’s effi cacy, this type 
of training could become common practice for authority fi gures who 
interact with adolescents. Training on implicit bias and masculinity threat 
could become a core component in police offi cer academies and teacher 
development trainings. For schools that have a particular problem with 
disproportionate disciplinary actions, these trainings may be more vital. 
If school-based police offi cers become better at responding to masculin-
ity threat in a non-forceful manner, schools can hope to see a long-term 
reduction in disproportionate arrests and aggression by school police offi -
cers in their interactions with adolescents and, in particular, non-Whites. 
Since insecure masculinity has been linked to racial discrimination (Goff, 
Di Leone et al.,  2012 ), a reduction of bias against non-Whites is a par-
ticularly desirable outcome. Effectively improving interactions between 
authority fi gures and adolescents has the potential to improve trust and 
promote more equal treatment and equitable education and opportunity 
for all youth.      
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    CHAPTER 12   

  Emerging evidence indicates that lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and 
queer (LGBTQ) students are disproportionately suspended and expelled 
in comparison to their straight and gender-conforming peers (Burdge, 
Hyemingway, & Licona,  2014 ; Burdge, Licona, & Hyemingway,  2014 ; 
Himmelstein & Bruckner,  2011 ; Snapp, Hoenig, Fields, & Russell, 
 2015 ). Although the over-use of punitive disciplinary measures for stu-
dents of color and students with disabilities is now well documented, com-
paratively little attention has been paid to the particular challenges facing 
students whose self-expression may violate gender norms (e.g., a boy who 
wears hair extensions) or who engage in public displays of affection with 
same-gender partners. Not only are these students at added risk of bully-
ing from peers, they may also face disapproval from school faculty who fail 
to intervene to prevent bullying and instead punish students for behavior 
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they do not understand or condone. When LGBTQ youth are bullied 
and fi ght back, they may face punishment for behavior that was done in 
self-defense, and are in effect blamed by adults for having been victimized 
(Snapp, Hoenig et al.,  2015 ). 

 Once excluded from school through these policies and practices, youth 
are more likely to encounter the juvenile and adult criminal justice sys-
tems, a process referred to as the “school-to-prison pipeline” (STPP; 
Burdge, Hyemingway et al.,  2014 ; Burdge, Licona et al.,  2014 ; Monahan, 
VanDerhei, Bechtold, & Cauffman,  2014 ). Evidence of the STPP for 
LGBTQ students can be found in disproportionate rates of discipline in 
schools (e.g., Himmelstein & Bruckner,  2011 ), their overrepresentation in 
the criminal justice system (Garnette, Irvine, Reyes, & Wilber,  2011 ), and 
other more restrictive or less desirable educational programs (e.g., alterna-
tive schools, General Education Development (GED) programs; Snapp, 
Hoenig et al.,  2015 ; Tuck,  2012 ). 

 To date, much of the scant literature on LGBTQ students and school 
discipline has focused on documenting the existence of disparities and 
related consequences for young people (Himmelstein & Bruckner,  2011 ). 
While more research is needed in this area, there is also a need for research 
on how and why these disparities arise for LGBTQ students, and strategies 
that may reduce them (Carter, Fine, & Russell,  2014 ; Snapp & Licona, 
 in press ), especially from the perspective of those most impacted by dis-
parate treatment in schools. This study offers a fi rst step in that direction. 
We present the perspectives of LGBTQ youth and the adults who work 
with them on dynamics they believe contribute to the over-punishment 
of LGBTQ students in schools as well as the steps that must be taken to 
create more supportive and affi rming environments. 

   METHODS 
 The Sexual Orientation, Race, and Gender Disparities in Discipline project 
emerged from the need to address the gap in knowledge regarding school 
discipline experiences of LGBTQ youth. The research team consisted of 
researchers and students from the University of Arizona, the Crossroads 
Collaborative (a think-and-do-research-tank that studies sexuality, health, 
and rights for youth), and the Gay-Straight Alliance (GSA) Network. 

 Data reported in this chapter was collected from youth focus groups 
and adult interviews. Youth participants were recruited based on their 
responses to an online and paper survey ( n  = 322) about school discipline 
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that was administered by the GSA Network through its online network and 
Youth Empowerment Summit. Youth were invited to participate in a focus 
group if they reported experiencing exclusionary discipline in school (e.g., 
suspension, expulsion), self-identifi ed as LGBTQ, were in grades 9–12, 
and provided contact information. A small number of straight youth were 
also invited to participate if they had witnessed disparate treatment or had 
information about LGBTQ peers who had been disciplined in school. A 
total of 31 youth participated in eight focus groups in Arizona, California, 
and Georgia. Youth-reported demographic information including sexual 
orientation, gender (identity), and race/ethnicity (see Table 13.1). 

 In addition, we conducted interviews with adults ( n  = 19) from across 
the USA who have direct knowledge of LGBTQ youth and school dis-
cipline. The research team used a snowball sampling strategy, begin-
ning with an initial list of educators, policymakers, and personnel within 
community- based organizations (CBOs) known to be working on these 
issues, and identifying additional interviewees based on referrals from 
adult participants. Focus group and interview protocols probed factors 
that might contribute to or reduce discipline disparities for LGBTQ youth 
(for more information on focus group/interview protocol, see Snapp, 
Hoenig et al.,  2015 ). 

 All focus groups and interviews were transcribed and data analyzed 
using MAXQDA, a qualitative software program. Drawing on grounded 
theory (Charmaz,  2000 ) and qualitative coding techniques (LeCompte, 
 2000 ), the research team developed a series of thematic codes and phrases 
that emerged from the data. Two trained coders independently read and 
assigned themes to the data, and, when necessary, a third coder resolved 
any discrepancies in coding agreement.  

   PERSPECTIVES ON LGBTQ YOUTH AND SCHOOL 
DISCIPLINE 

 Youth and adults in our study shared numerous examples of factors that 
contribute to discipline disparities, as well as strategies to overcome them. 
Findings are organized conceptually using an ecological systems model 
(Bronfenbrenner,  1979 ) which focuses on factors closest to young peo-
ple’s experiences and then moves outward toward systemic factors such 
as school practices and policies. Quotes represent the range of participant 
responses. When relevant, we highlight differences in the responses of 
youth and adults. 
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   Factors that Contribute to Discipline Disparities 

  Excessively punitive discipline and security measures.  Research shows 
that exclusionary discipline, arrests, and ticketing in schools are nega-
tively associated with students’ engagement, attendance, and academic 
achievement (Fine et al.,  2003 ; Skiba & Knesting,  2001 ). Study par-
ticipants agree that while punitive discipline and related surveillance 
and security measures are generally ineffective in establishing a safe 
and supportive climate in schools, they are particularly problematic for 
LGBTQ students. For example, one adult from Georgia explains how 
the use of metal detectors resulted in unnecessary punishment for one 
gay student:

  A gay young man was going through metal detectors, and he was detained 
for like half a day…because he had nail polish in his backpack. Now if some-
one saw this nail polish at a school that did not have metal detectors and 
school safety offi cers, you know maybe he would have been ridiculed, maybe 
he would have gotten it taken away from him, but [he] certainly wouldn’t 
have been taken out of class for more than half of day. 

   Indeed, nail polish is generally not prohibited on school grounds, and 
the student’s possession of it should not have warranted extra attention 
from school security personnel. However, the combination of heightened 
surveillance and adult biases about appropriate gender expression resulted 
in this student facing an unnecessary and excessively punitive disciplinary 
response. 

 Zero-tolerance policies often lead to automatic suspensions and/or 
expulsions for fi ghting, even in the event of self-protection, and these pun-
ishments are compounded when police are in schools. “We did have a lot 
of zero-tolerance policies … if you were caught fi ghting … they would not 
only automatically suspend you, but they would also call the police. You 
could automatically press charges as a student against another student” 
(Youth, Arizona). This quote represents the potential for double punish-
ment when youth fi ght in school, in that they are punished once by the 
school and then again by police. When schools rely on exclusionary disci-
pline and police, all students, regardless of sexual orientation and gender 
identity, may face double punishment. However, excessive and punitive 
discipline can create additional harm for LGBTQ students if the student 
is also “outed” through the disciplinary process (Snapp, Hoenig et  al., 
 2015 ). 
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 Once students have been disciplined, it becomes diffi cult to return to 
school without being labeled as “troublemaker” and the stigma of disci-
pline can have a lasting effect. An adult from Louisiana describes this cycle: 
“You get in trouble at school. You’re suspended. You come back. Now 
you’re the troublemaker, and everything you do is under the microscope.” 
In addition, because students are often unaware of the school’s code of 
conduct delineating consequences for acts of misbehavior, they may not 
realize when a punishment given by the school is atypical or excessive, and 
may lack recourse in responding. One adult in D.C. explains: “[I] make 
sure they [students] understand the code of conduct and understand the 
consequence [s]… that if you curse somebody out … you’re not supposed 
to get suspended for fi ve days. But that’s what often happens, because they 
[students] are unaware.” 

 In addition, punitive discipline may not address the underlying causes 
of bullying and, in some cases, may further aggravate the temperament 
of the student who engaged in bullying behavior. An adult from Illinois 
observed:

  [What] I hear from a lot of young people about why punitive discipline 
doesn’t work is: ‘because I reported that I was being bullied, that person 
was given a suspension for three days and then they came back…they’ve had 
three days to stew on the fact that I got them in trouble, and so now they’re 
really going to beat the crap out of me.’ 

   Adults and youth reported that because LGBTQ students are at greater 
risk of bullying, they are especially at risk of retribution. Fear of retribution 
can discourage students from reporting bullying. A youth from California 
explains, “It’s not that I don’t want to tell anybody [about bullying]. I just 
don’t want to face anything else.” 

 These quotes from youth and adults illustrate how punitive discipline 
can fail to create safe and supportive environments for LGBTQ students. 
LGBTQ students may be punished disproportionately for their behavior; 
they also may be singled out for their self-expression and face increased 
risk of retribution if they report bullying, or double punishment if they 
choose to fi ght back. 

  Insuffi cient awareness and training of school staff.  Disproportionate dis-
cipline and related differential treatment may be the result of school staff 
or teachers who are untrained, ill-equipped, or unavailable to appropri-
ately address LGBTQ issues in schools. An adult from Arizona observes a 
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general lack of knowledge of LGBTQ issues among the adults who work 
with youth, and as a result, “they don’t necessarily know how to handle 
challenges that these students face.” 

 Bias, homophobia and transphobia can further cloud educators’ abil-
ity to recognize, intervene, and respond fairly to students. Refl ecting on 
these dynamics, a youth recalls “a lot of bullying towards LGBTQ people 
and it not being dealt with at all … it’s part of the culture at this school.” 
Another explains:

  I just think personally that if someone like, an instructor or a teacher or 
anything, has any kind of homophobia or anything like that it is easier for 
them [school staff] to…I guess pick on a student who is LGBTQ. (Youth, 
Arizona) 

   Even when teachers are aware of bias, they may fi nd it diffi cult to 
respond to every incident of bias-based bullying in a school where the 
overall climate is homophobic. As the students’ comments suggest, in a 
context where homophobia and transphobia are prevalent, teachers often 
cannot (or will not) intervene in every instance of biased behavior. 

 While school staff can certainly contribute to inequities for LGBTQ 
students (Snapp, Burdge, Licona, Moody, & Russell,  2015 ), youth 
also recognize that teachers and support staff are often underpaid and 
stretched beyond their limits. One young person from Arizona observed: 
“Some teachers are cool but … what are they supposed to do?” Faced with 
few resources and supports, as well as the pressure of preparing students to 
score highly on standardized tests, teachers may have little time or capacity 
to attend to students’ overall well-being (Fine,  1991 ; Tuck,  2012 ). The 
combination of a homophobic school culture and an untrained and over-
extended school staff can create a situation where LGBTQ students are 
treated differently from their peers. This differential treatment may also 
be heightened in a school that lacks other necessary supports for LGBTQ 
youth. 

  Lack of school-based supports for LGBTQ youth.  Compounding the chal-
lenges of culture and staffi ng, under-resourced schools often have insuf-
fi cient social-emotional supports for students, and this can be particularly 
problematic for LGBTQ youth. An educator from Louisiana explains:

  When we start eliminating guidance counselors, social workers. . .you know 
we’re gonna push out a whole hell of a lot of kids, especially kids who are 
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dealing with identity issues. When we start eliminating those positions, we 
eliminate very crucial support systems for kids. 

   Another adult describes how the additional support systems that can 
help LGBTQ youth are often lacking in schools: “In terms of the cli-
mate of schools for queer youth, those schools are less likely to have 
enumerated anti-bullying policies, they’re less likely to have Gay-Straight 
Alliances, and they’re less likely to have a supportive teacher” (Adult, 
Georgia). When schools have anti-bullying policies that are enumerated 
to include sexual orientation and gender identity among the potential 
biases that may lead to bullying behavior, they communicate clearly that 
anti-LGBTQ bullying is unacceptable. These enumerated anti-bullying 
policies, in addition to supports such as supportive teachers, LGBTQ-
inclusive curriculum, and Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs), are associated 
with a host of positive outcomes for LGBTQ youth as well as hetero-
sexual students (Horn, Kosciw, & Russell,  2009 ; Snapp, Burdge et al., 
 2015 ; Snapp, Hoenig et al.,  2015 ). 

  Underfunded and under-implemented legislation and policies.  Even, in 
schools where administrators, faculty, and the larger community recog-
nize and endorse supports for LGBTQ students, implementation can be a 
problem. A youth leader from Arizona observed, “We have this policy that 
no one knows about. And, if you don’t know about it, you don’t have to 
implement it.” 

 Ongoing professional development and monitoring are needed to 
enforce implementation of supportive policies for LGBTQ students, as 
is adequate funding. An educator from California recounts: “I can say 
unequivocally that we [school district] have fabulous plans to really meet 
the needs of these students, but [they’ve] been jeopardized by funding 
cuts … Professional development on a regular and systematic basis is just 
impossible …” Without close attention to policy implementation and 
suffi cient funding, school-based supports for LGBT students cannot be 
implemented, and student needs continue to be unmet. 

  Inadequate data collection on sexual orientation and gender identity.  
Study participants identifi ed the lack of data collection on students’ sex-
ual orientation and gender identity (SOGI) as a systemic impediment to 
protecting the rights of LGBTQ students. At present, sexual orientation 
and gender identity are not protected categories against discrimination in 
Title VI of the Civil Rights Act.  1   As a result, federal agencies are limited 
in their ability to investigate and seek recourse for acts of discrimination. 
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One adult from Washington, D.C., explains implications of this lack of 
protection:

  LGBT youth experience what’s called disparate impact with regard to the 
school discipline… [but] because sexual orientation and gender identity are 
not a part of our nation’s civil rights code, we can’t. . .do anything about 
disparate impact as it relates to those margins of difference. 

   Lack of protection within the civil rights code also means data col-
lection is not required, as it is for other protected classes (racial/ethnic 
minorities, students with disabilities). Therefore, schools, as well as dis-
tricts, states, federal agencies and the general public, are unable to identify 
and track discipline disparities based on those characteristics. As described 
by an adult from D.C., the lack of data contributes to the invisibility of 
LGBTQ youth: “Even though they’re experiencing the same harsh push 
out scenarios that you see quantifi ed in terms of racial metrics, they’re just 
completely not being talked about.” The failure to collect data on SOGI- 
related disciplinary incidents hampers the ability not only to document 
existing disparities, but also to fi ght for the intervention and prevention 
supports that would address the needs of LGBTQ students.   

   IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE: STRATEGIES 
TO ADDRESS DISPROPORTIONATE DISCIPLINE 

 Our data points to a number of strategies that can be used to address 
and reduce discipline disparities for LGBTQ youth. First and foremost, 
a shift from punitive school discipline would reduce the risk of exclusion 
for all students and the marginalization of LGBTQ students in particular. 
There are also a number of school-based strategies that would positively 
affect the experiences of LGBTQ students, and create LGBTQ-affi rmative 
spaces. Professional development to improve the competency of school 
staff, improve stakeholder engagement, and increase data collection and 
analysis are necessary steps to ameliorate discipline disparities. Each is 
expanded upon below. 

  Implement non-punitive models of discipline.  Adults and students agree 
that schools should use positive youth development-oriented alterna-
tives to respond to student misconduct. Restorative justice practices and 
Positive Behavioral Intervention Supports (PBIS), along with support 
from guidance counselors, social workers, and school psychologists, were 
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identifi ed as potential solutions by several study participants (see also 
Schotland et al., this volume).

  A lot of districts are implementing restorative justice. Folks get to talk about 
the root cause…and students really get to take responsibility for their actions 
and their lives. There’s positive behavior support, school psychologists, and 
counselors… also I know a couple of schools that [refer students] to family 
resources. (Adult, Colorado) 

   Such a multi-faceted and non-punitive approach to support students 
has been shown to reduce misbehavior and address underlying issues that 
may not be dealt with through exclusionary discipline (Gregory, Bell, 
Pollock,  2014 ; Losen, Hewitt, & Toldson,  2014 ). 

 Similarly, participants stressed the importance of identifying the under-
lying reasons for students’ behavior before meting out punishment, to 
ensure that vulnerable students are not further marginalized. A youth 
advised schools to “ask them to go to a counselor fi rst … to maybe get at 
the root of what the problem is, instead of immediately going to punish-
ment” (Youth, Arizona). Another young person from Arizona suggested:

  “I’d like to see [school faculty and administrators] talk to students more. 
‘Cause I think, like, if you’re ditching a class a lot, I think there’s a deeper 
reason that you’re doing it. They should probably send you to a guidance 
counselor and fi gure out, you know, the root of the problem.” 

   Participants uniformly observed that when students acted out in 
schools, there were likely deeper issues that required attention and were 
unlikely to be addressed by punishment or police involvement. 

  Focus on improving school climate.  As discussed previously, research 
has identifi ed a number of school-based strategies that would improve 
the school climate for both LGBTQ and straight students, includ-
ing supportive clubs and teachers, inclusive curriculum, and enumer-
ated anti-bullying policies (Horn et al.,  2009 ). Participants pointed to 
similar strategies to counter discipline disparities for LGBTQ students. 
Respondents argued that LGBTQ support clubs such as GSAs can “make 
schools safer for LGBT youth and [all] students” (Adult, Georgia), and 
felt that the inclusion of factual and positive LGBTQ curricula such 
as LGBTQ history would “provide a foundation for understanding” 
(Youth, Arizona). The addition of  supportive and allied teachers   creates 
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a school climate where students feel “very safe” and “make sure every-
thing’s ok.” (Youth, California). Finally, participants suggested that 
school policies that protect LGBTQ students, such as “comprehensive 
anti-bullying policies … and restorative justice,” can create supportive 
climates (Adult, Georgia). Research has indeed shown that inclusion of 
these strategies within schools is associated with reductions in bullying 
and improved safety, achievement, learning, and feelings of belonging 
in school for all students (Horn et al.,  2009 ; Snapp, McGuire, Sinclair, 
Gabrion, & Russell, 2015; Snapp, Burdge et al.,  2015 ). Since these strat-
egies improve school climate (Horn et al.,  2009 ), they may also reduce 
disproportionate discipline among LGBTQ students. For example, many 
LGBTQ youth report getting disciplined for missing school, often due 
to concerns of safety (Snapp, Hoenig et al.,  2015 ). A safe and supportive 
school climate could improve attendance, and therefore limit sanctions 
against LGBTQ students. 

 Youth identifi ed several concrete steps for creating more open and 
affi rming learning environments for LGBTQ students. These included: 
revising dress codes and bathroom policies to be inclusive of gender non-
conforming and trans*  2   students by, for example, allowing students to 
wear what they choose for their school portraits, and creating a gender- 
neutral bathroom to use. Additionally, for trans* youth, one Arizona 
youth suggested,

  Instead of calling out somebody’s fi rst name and last name, maybe only 
calling out their last name and allowing the student to provide a name. . .or 
even having a teacher go, ‘Hi, my name is, my preferred pronouns are [he 
him his or she her hers].’ 

   Young people suggest that by using these strategies, schools can help 
students to learn about and accept LGBTQ people, which may lead to a 
broader shift in attitudes and norms within and outside of the school.

  We start so young conditioning each other to say, ‘Oh, this is wrong, this 
is wrong, this is wrong.’ I think if somebody goes, ‘Okay, we’re going 
to condition the youth to say, ‘This is acceptable…this is fi ne.’ If it gets 
said enough, even if their parents are saying something different, you’re 
spending more time in school at a certain age than you are at home. 
You’re going to eventually…create an entire new generation of accep-
tance. (Youth, Arizona) 
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   In sum, youth called on schools to create affi rmative climates that 
accept LGBTQ youth and meet their developmental needs. By doing so, 
schools can serve not only as a refuge and safe haven for LGBTQ youth, 
but also as a means of building broader understanding, acceptance, and 
support for LGBTQ people in their communities. 

  Build the professional competency of school staff on LGBTQ issues.  Training 
adults who work in schools in “LGBT 101,” as an adult from Georgia 
put it, was identifi ed as a crucial strategy for improving educators’ aware-
ness of LGBTQ issues and professional competency to establish a safe 
and supportive environment for their students. Respondents argued that 
this training should cover basic defi nitions and terminology in regard to 
SOGI and introduce teachers, administrators, school staff, and security/
police offi cers to diversity within the queer community as well as the best 
practices to support LGBTQ students as they develop. 

 An Arizona youth also pointed out the importance of monitoring staff 
behavior toward students, and intervening with staff who disproportion-
ately punish LGBTQ students:

  I had a high school math teacher my freshman year that, every time I would 
bring my girlfriend in front of the class[room] to you know, kiss her [and] 
give her a hug goodbye…I’d have to sit outside of the class. I failed math 
that year. He got fi red, though, at the end of the year, because apparently it 
happened to other queer students. They reported it, so he got fi red. 

   Professional development for educators and safety personnel could 
include information on anti-LGBTQ bias/prejudice, the harms to 
LGBTQ youth who experience biased-based harassment, as well as best 
practices to support students, such as the aforementioned strategies to 
create safe schools. 

  Engage in collaboration and advocacy across stakeholders.  To reduce dis-
cipline disparities and end the school-to-prison pipeline, engagement from 
diverse stakeholders is needed—including policymakers, educators, com-
munity members and agencies, and young people themselves (Snapp & 
Licona,  in press ). Participating in diverse coalitions provides the opportu-
nity to learn about the concerns of other community members and work 
together to address these concerns through changes to practice and policy. 
For example, an educator in Louisiana describes how one school plans to 
improve the climate for learning for LGBTQ students and advocate for 
supportive state policy.
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  Going forward we are looking to do more real explicit integration of our 
LGBT [work]. . . so being very specifi c about training teachers on LGBT 
kids. . .and then moving forward and looking to enumerating a Safe Schools 
Act through the legislation. 

   Similarly, an adult community organizer from Colorado explains how 
stakeholders were brought together to “change the conversation” about 
the STPP. The conversation generated new recommendations for policy 
change that were youth-informed and thus culturally relevant.

  We create[d] a study group bringing together all of the stakeholders who 
are involved in school discipline. . .which included legislators, police, school 
administrators, restorative justice practitioners, child advocates though fos-
ter care, parents, students. Our students testifi ed and shared their stories 
about how they have been pushed out before, and how they had seen other 
students from the state who had been pushed out, and they shared data, and 
[they] offered their recommendations of what should be in the law. 

   Participants also recognize that collaborations, particularly with youth, 
may extend beyond the need to identify solutions to the STPP, but can 
also teach youth activism and provide essential emotional support. “We’re 
teaching them [youth] how to do activism … and [if] the parents aren’t 
supportive, then they’re going to need other community advocates in 
place that can help them” (Adult, California). Thus, engaging in collabo-
ration and advocacy can maximize the potential for all relevant voices to be 
heard and supported as shared concerns around the STPP are addressed. 

  Collect data on LGBTQ youth in schools.  The need for educational data 
that documents the experiences of LGBTQ students and is disaggregated 
by sexual orientation and gender identity has been a consistent request 
by researchers and advocates (Hunt & Moodie-Mills,  2012 ; Losen et al., 
 2014 ; Snapp & Licona,  in press ). Data allows us to close a gap in our 
knowledge about LGBTQ youth, track educational disparities, and ensure 
LGBTQ youth are represented in research and policy (Cianciotto & 
Cahill,  2012 ; Horn et al.,  2009 ; Mustanski,  2011 ; Russell, Kosciw, Horn, 
& Saewyc,  2010 ; Skiba, Arredondo, & Karega Rausch,  2014 ; Snapp, 
Russell, Skiba, & Arredondo,  in press ). Additionally, data can serve as 
markers of accountability for the well-being of LGBTQ youth in schools. 
As one adult from D.C. observed, “It’s not enough for them to say, ‘Oh, 
we don’t have any gay kids in our school’ …or to say, ‘Well we treat our 
gay kids like we treat everyone else’ [since] they don’t have any metric[s].” 
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 Researchers have identifi ed strategies to collect this data (Mustanski, 
 2011 ; Snapp et al.,  in press ) from new and existing sources. One strategy is 
to augment anonymous existing surveys that are administered at the school 
level to include SOGI questions. These questions could be included as addi-
tional demographic items in the surveys. Another strategy, in addition to 
expanded surveys, would be to require schools and districts to report on 
SOGI as part of their mandated reporting to states and federal agencies 
(Snapp et al.,  in press ). To do so effectively, schools and school systems must 
be helped to develop strategies to ensure this information is kept private at 
the school level. A current tension in SOGI data collection in schools is that 
if this information is stored in student records, parents may have access to 
it. Researchers call for a revised system in which youth are given the agency 
to disclose their SOGI information (e.g., to support data tracking) or have 
that information kept private at their discretion (Snapp et al.,  in press ). Data 
privacy and SOGI disclosure concerns have already been addressed in fi elds 
such as public health and juvenile justice and could serve as models for the 
fi eld of education. For example, in the health sector, patient privacy is pri-
oritized, especially for youth (Cahill & Makadon,  2014 ). Youth are ensured 
privacy (unless they indicate they are in harm or intend to harm another) 
and can disclose relevant sexual health information to their doctor (such as 
their sexual or gender identity) and receive sexually transmitted infections 
(STI) tests and birth control without parental involvement (Ford & English, 
 2002 ). 

 Collecting more and better data on SOGI is an essential step not only 
in reducing discipline disparities for LGBTQ students and dismantling 
the STPP (Carter et al.,  2014 ; Snapp & Licona,  in press ) but also in cre-
ating equity in education. Growing awareness of this need has led to a 
new effort by researchers and educators to work together to inform sur-
vey questions and methods in federal data collection efforts in order to 
improve data collection on SOGI while ensuring that student well-being 
is not compromised in the process.  

   SUMMARY 
 This chapter draws on the voices of young people and adult allies to under-
stand the work needed to both illuminate and eliminate discipline dis-
parities for LGBTQ youth. Participants in our study identifi ed  challenges 
that give rise to and maintain differential discipline for LGBTQ students 
compared to their peers. They also proposed strategies to address these 
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challenges, some of which have been highlighted in previous reviews (see 
Gregory & Bell, this volume; Snapp & Licona,  in press ). Importantly, 
because these recommendations focus on creating more caring and inclu-
sive learning environments, with stronger social-emotional supports for 
students, they are likely to benefi t all students who are pushed out of 
school and into the justice system, and not only LGBTQ students. 

 Participants agreed that punitive discipline is a major contributor to 
discipline disparities, but it is not the only one. Other contributors to dis-
cipline disparities include the limited support for LGBTQ students from 
school personnel and a lack of awareness of the experiences and needs of 
these students. Alternative models, such as restorative justice practices (see 
Gregory et al., this volume; Vincent et al., this volume) can help to create 
a new culture of positive discipline. School counselors can help uncover 
the “root” of the problem contributing to disciplinary infractions (e.g., 
skipping school) and confl ict in the school. 

 In addition, study participants recommended that educators and other 
personnel in schools be trained on LGBTQ issues so that “good policies” 
are understood and implemented. A positive school climate also can be 
fostered by providing school-based supports such as GSAs and inclusive 
curricula, and creating affi rmative spaces that recognize diversity in sexual 
and gender identity/expression. Finally, inclusion of SOGI measures in 
data collection efforts would enable identifi cation of education disparities 
among LGBTQ youth and provide schools and districts with information 
for planning and accountability. 

 Disparate discipline among students is a growing concern in the USA 
(U.S Department of Education,  2014 ), and LGBTQ youth are among 
those who experience inequitable educational outcomes as a result of dif-
ferential treatment (Himmelstein & Bruckner,  2011 ; Snapp, Hoenig et al., 
 2015 ). The challenges that perpetuate disparities have become clearer. The 
strategies outlined by youth and adults can serve as the next step in an ongo-
ing effort to reduce disparities and create equity in education for all youth.  

     NOTES 
     1.    For specifi cs on the U.S.  Civil Rights Act and protected categories,

 see:   http://www.stopbullying.gov/laws/federal/       
   2.    Trans* is used as an umbrella term for people whose gender identity or expres-

sion is nonconforming.  See    http://www.pdxqcenter.org/bridging- the-gap-
trans-what-does-the-asterisk-mean-and-why-is-it- used/     for more information.          
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    CHAPTER 13   

  Evidence from the past three decades shows that school disciplinary pol-
icy and practice focused on punitive and exclusionary punishment have 
not appreciably diminished disorder and violence, nor have they changed 
perceptions of school climate for the better (American Psychological 
Association Zero Tolerance Task Force,  2008 ; Skiba & Peterson,  2000 ; 
Stinchcomb, Bazemore, & Riestenberg,  2006 ). Punitive discipline has 
been shown repeatedly to disproportionately impact boys and students 
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of color (American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 
 2008 ; Gregory & Weinstein,  2008 ; Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 
 2002 ). In response, a number of schools have shifted the paradigm of 
discipline to emphasize restorative actions and interpersonal connec-
tions over punitive and retributive sanctions. These schools have shown 
promising reductions in rates of suspension (International Institute for 
Restorative Practices,  2009 ; Karp & Breslin,  2001 ), as well as in gender 
and racial/ethnic disparities in discipline (Gregory, Clawson, Davis, & 
Gerewitz,  2014 ; see also Gregory & Clawson, this volume). 

 Examining the implementation of restorative practices in schools is 
essential in order to fully understand the process and potential of a restor-
ative approach to discipline. Through an in-depth evaluation of Davidson 
Middle School in San Rafael, California, we explore how one school made 
the shift to a more restorative and positive school discipline policy and the 
impact of this shift on the school and students. Through this example, we 
hope to inform other schools about what they can do to reduce suspen-
sions and disparities in disciplinary exclusion. 

   PREVIOUS FINDINGS 
 Zero-tolerance discipline policies and practices used in US schools today 
are characterized by harsh and exclusionary consequences for rule break-
ing, often in the form of out-of-school suspensions and expulsions. This 
approach to discipline has been linked to lower levels of school bonding, 
higher dropout rates, increased rates of juvenile incarceration, and higher 
levels of delinquency (Gregory & Cornell,  2009 ; Skiba & Peterson,  2000 ). 
Zero-tolerance discipline has also been shown to contribute to gender, racial, 
and ethnic disparities in disciplinary exclusion from school (Gregory & 
Weinstein,  2008 ; Skiba et al.,  2002 ). In particular, African American, Native 
American, and Latino students are often subjected to stricter controls in 
school environments and have a greater likelihood of receiving more punitive 
disciplinary sanctions (Gregory & Cornell,  2009 ; Payne & Welch,  2010 ). 

 In contrast, restorative practices seek to restore relationships and repair 
the harms caused by confl ict. Arising from the criminal justice setting, 
restorative practices are a method of responding to crime or hurtful behav-
ior (Stinchcomb et al.,  2006 ). In educational settings, this approach seeks 
to engage students who have offended others through a process of confl ict 
mediation and resolution. School discipline programs employing restorative 
practices generally use formal and informal conferencing and classroom 
or community conference circles to address discipline issues and promote 
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trust and community building (Skiba, Shure, Middleberg, & Baker,  2011 ). 
Students are taught to take responsibility and accountability for their behav-
ior rather than receiving punishments that exclude and isolate them. As 
such, restorative practices offer a means of rebuilding relationships that have 
been damaged and repairing harm that has been done to the school com-
munity as a whole (Amstutz & Mullet,  2005 ; Pranis,  1998 ). 

 Empirical research on the impact of restorative practices in school is grow-
ing. Evidence thus far suggests that, when implemented fully,  restorative 
practices can reduce the number of disciplinary referrals and suspensions, 
as well as the number of incidents of violence, misbehavior, and physical 
aggression (International Institute for Restorative Practices,  2009 ; Karp & 
Breslin,  2001 ; Stinchcomb et al.,  2006 ). These fi ndings suggest that the 
use of restorative practices may have far-reaching positive impacts on school 
culture and climate in addition to reducing the gender and racial discipline 
disparity gap (Gregory et al.,  2014 ). However, challenges to effective imple-
mentation include high levels of teacher and administrator turnover and the 
lack of alignment and integration of the program into larger school reform 
efforts (Skiba et  al.,  2011 ; Stinchcomb et  al.,  2006 ). By examining one 
school’s successful implementation of restorative practices, this study pro-
vides a unique window into an effective program of this approach.  

   DAVIDSON MIDDLE SCHOOL 
 Davidson Middle School is located between a residential and a commercial 
district in an area of Northern California that is typically associated with 
upper- and middle-class families. Refl ecting the socioeconomic diversity of 
the school’s surrounding community, however, the school’s student pop-
ulation consists largely of low-income Latino families and middle-income 
white families; more than 60% of students qualify for free/reduced lunch 
at the school. 

 Until recently, Davidson was considered a low-performing school, suf-
fering from social discord and behavioral problems as well as low student 
achievement. The school had a high rate of suspensions, with disciplinary 
actions targeted mostly at Latino students, and students’ social interactions 
were largely segregated by ethnic group. The use of academic tracking added 
a layer to the social segregation, creating two different school experiences. 
On the one hand, advanced classes were composed of mostly white, middle-
to-upper class students, with an actively engaged parent community. Latino, 
working-class students were found primarily in standard or remedial classes, 
with a less active English-as-a-second-language parent community. 
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 In 2008, a new principal, Dr. Harriet MacLean, joined the school and 
immediately began instituting changes to improve achievement, increase 
parent involvement, and build a healthier and more socially integrated 
school community. She began by de-tracking academic classes to provide a 
more heterogeneous academic and social experience for all students and to 
communicate the expectation of high achievement for every student. Other 
academic supports put in place included regular parent-teacher conferences, 
academic coaches, and college and career fairs. In conjunction with these 
academic changes, MacLean sought to increase family engagement. Monthly 
parent education nights were introduced and greater emphasis placed on 
parent volunteers, with the goal of having one parent volunteer in every 
classroom. In addition, parents were included in discipline processes for their 
students. These efforts produced an immediate impact, with achievement 
scores rising and suspension rates dropping in the following academic year. 

 Academic and parent involvement changes were only the beginning 
of the school transformation. Over two years, MacLean implemented six 
different programs to improve climate and culture in the school. Three 
programs specifi cally targeted social dynamics, and included a mentoring 
program for incoming 6th graders, a program to combat social isolation 
that used the motto “no one eats alone,” and a gang deterrence program 
that supported one dozen youth most at risk for gang involvement. In 
addition, three programs were implemented to reduce suspension rates 
and shift discipline practices to a more restorative approach to discipline. 
These included (1) Restorative Circles to address relational issues;  1   (2) No 
Bully Solution Teams to reduce bullying; and (3) Peer Courts to provide a 
suspension diversion option. Complementing these programs, the school 
adopted the motto, “Suspension is the last resort,” and sought to limit 
punitive discipline. The school also allocated funds for a half-time posi-
tion to oversee implementation of these discipline programs. A part-time 
math teacher, who had been extensively trained in restorative practices, 
was hired to fi ll this position. This hire allowed for a facilitator dedicated 
to the implementation of the programs.  

   CURRENT STUDY 
 This study examined how Davidson Middle School successfully trans-
formed its disciplinary approach, and the impact of its new programs and 
practices on suspension reduction, particularly by racial/ethnic group. 
The study was guided by three core objectives:
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    (1)    to provide a process-based evaluation of how the three discipline pro-
grams worked in the school, drawing on in-depth observations of the 
programs;   

   (2)    to understand the degree of integration and sustainability of the pro-
grams into the culture and climate of the school, based on student 
and teacher knowledge of and perspectives on the programs and con-
current school climate factors; and   

   (3)    to assess the impact of the programs on suspension reduction, com-
paring suspension records before and after program implementation.     

 Embedded across these three areas of inquiry was the goal of under-
standing whether the discipline programs were experienced differently 
according to gender or race/ethnicity.  

   METHODS 

   Sample 

 The school population in the 2013–2014 school year, when the evaluation 
was conducted, was consistent with previous years, with a total population 
of 1062 students across three grades (6th = 369, 7th = 343, and 8th = 350). 
The demographic composition of the student body was also consistent 
with previous years; a majority of the students were Latino (N = 58%) 
or White (N = 31%) and were split fairly evenly by gender (Boys = 53%; 
Girls = 47%). Student academic achievement had improved substantially 
in recent years, with the school posting an Academic Performance Index 
(API) score of 829 in 2013 (year of evaluation) as compared to 748 in 
2009 (prior to Principal MacLean’s tenure). The API measures academic 
performance and growth in all California public schools and has a range of 
200–1000, with the state-wide minimum target score being 800.  

   Data Collected 

 Qualitative and quantitative data were collected for the study, including 
observations of the three school discipline programs, interviews with key 
staff, administrative data on student discipline from the school district, and 
surveys of teachers and students. Student survey data were collected from 
a sample of the general student body as well as from students participat-
ing in the three programs. School-wide surveys from the general student 
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body were administered to 368 students (34% of total school popula-
tion), and split evenly across all three grades and genders. This school-
wide student sample was racially and ethnically representative of the school 
(Latino  =  53%, White  =  30%, Asian  =  5% and Other  =  12%). Student 
program participant surveys were collected after researchers observed 
program meetings. There were 151 student program participant surveys 
completed, which, due to some students’ repeat participation in programs, 
were completed by 100 students across the three programs (Restorative 
Circles  =  31%, No Bully Solution Team  =  20%, Peer Courts  =  49%). 
Teacher surveys were completed by a sample of 50 teachers. This teacher 
sample was 56% female, and 80% White, 6% Asian, and 14% other. The 
average number of years teaching among teachers was 12 (SD  =  7.7, 
Range = 1–34), with the average number of years at Davidson Middle 
School being 6 (SD = 5.6, Range = 1–23). About 20% of the responding 
teachers were in their fi rst year of teaching. 

  Process-based evaluation.  To assess program effectiveness, an adapted 
version of RP-Observe (Gregory, Gerewitz, Clawson, Davis, & Korth, 
 2013 ) was used to score observations. The measure assessed seven dimen-
sions of implementation: program rules; adult-student respect and respon-
siveness; student-student respect and responsiveness; autonomy; risk 
taking; problem solving; and student commitment. Observations were 
given a numeric score for each dimension on a scale from one (low) to 
seven (high) along with a written rationale and examples. Research team 
members received training on the codebook and the measure was piloted 
across all three programs. Teams of two researchers conducted the pro-
gram observations, and their scores were averaged for each category to 
obtain a fi nal score. For discrepancies larger than one, the research team 
members discussed observations in detail in order to reach agreement. 

 Because the programs were scheduled in response to a disciplinary issue, 
the research team usually received notice of a program meeting one or two 
days in advance. The short notice meant that not all of the programs were 
observed during the data collection time period. A total of 13 program 
observations were collected and coded using the RP-Observe instrument. 

  Integration and sustainability . To explore the integration and sus-
tainability of the programs, student and teacher surveys probed general 
knowledge and perceived effectiveness of the programs, as well as percep-
tions of discipline harshness, degree to which restorative practices were 
integrated into the school community, and support for cultural diversity. 
Table  13.1  lists each measure, the sample that was surveyed, the number 
of items, sample items, and reliability, when applicable.
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   New survey items were created to probe student and teacher gen-
eral knowledge of the programs and perceptions of their effectiveness. 
In  addition, the Discipline Harshness measure (Brand, Felner, Shim, 
Seitsinger, & Dumas,  2003 ) was used to elicit student perspectives 
about discipline. A measure developed by the International Institute of 
Restorative Practices ( 2010 ) was used to assess student and teacher per-
spectives on the extent to which the principles and behaviors of restorative 
practices were integrated into the school community. Finally, the Support 
for Cultural Pluralism measure (Brand et al.,  2003 ) was administered to 
students and teachers to assess the extent to which the school’s climate 
fostered integration and a respect for diversity. 

  Suspension reduction . Administrative records were obtained from the 
school on all of the suspensions that had occurred during the year of data 
collection (2013–2014), as well as the year before any school culture and 
climate programs were implemented (2008–2009). Records included 
grade, gender, race/ethnicity, California State educational code (reason) 
for suspension, and number of days suspended.   

   Table 13.1    Measurement information for survey items   

 Measure and 
sample 

 # of 
items 

 Sample item(s)  Cronbach’s 
alpha 

 General knowledge 
  Students  1  I have heard about the following programs.  N/A 
  Teachers  1  I have initiated/requested the following 

programs. 
 N/A 

 Program effectiveness 
  Program 
participants 

 8  I feel that the meeting was very helpful in 
handling the issue. 

 0.91 

  Teachers  3  Please rate how effective each program is.  N/A 
 Discipline harshness 
  Students  5  The rules in this school are too strict.  0.67 
 Restorative practices 
  Students  4  When a student misbehaves at my school, 

teachers and 
 0.82 

  Teachers  4  administrators ask questions in a respectful way.  0.85 
 Support for cultural Pluralism 
  Students  4  Students of many different races and cultures 

are chosen to 
 0.73 

  Teachers  4  participate in important school activities.  0.69 

   Note : N/A—Not applicable if used for single item measures where Cronbach’s Alpha cannot be 
calculated  
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   FINDINGS 
 A close examination of efforts at Davidson Middle School indicate a high 
degree of success in shifting the school from a paradigm of punitive disci-
pline toward one that embodies restorative perspectives. The multi-faceted 
approach implemented by Davidson’s principal successfully improved the 
school, both in academics and climate. Signifi cant reductions in suspen-
sion rates and improvement in discipline disparities were associated with 
this holistic approach. Below is a detailed description of how these pro-
grams work, how the school community viewed them, and how parallel 
school climate components were perceived. 

   Program Observations 

    Restorative Circles 
 Restorative Circles were used to address issues related to social relationships 
between students—for example, when an argument or fi ght developed. 
Circles were also used to navigate confl icts between and among adults and 
students, although only circles involving students were observed in this 
study. Circles were set up at the request of staff or students. Some hap-
pened after teachers caught students in an altercation, while others were 
requested by the students themselves to resolve relationship issues. The 
facilitator gathered the students involved and asked them to take turns 
sharing their feelings and perspectives while maintaining an atmosphere of 
safety, decorum, and equality. Circle participants were asked to articulate 
and listen to ideas from peers about what could be done to repair the harm 
caused by confl ict and how reparations could be made without resorting 
to a school-based punishment. Agreements were then made between the 
two students on further actions and next steps. 

 In the circles observed by the research team, students were initially 
reluctant to share their feelings openly, but gradually opened up to each 
other as the meeting progressed. The facilitator often started the circle 
by modeling the types of statements that could be made and students 
generally responded well to these efforts. Sometimes this happened after 
one student was willing to share more, or, in one case, began crying. In 
meetings where both students eventually opened up and shared, solu-
tions were jointly generated and agreed upon. Students often admitted 
to wrongdoing and offered apologies on their own, without the facilitator 
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prompting, after listening to and engaging with the offended student. In 
some cases, the confl icts leading to the circles were single events, while in 
others, the confl icts arose from long-standing problems between students 
that had recently escalated, and often involved multiple students. These 
more complex problems generally involved multiple circles with the vari-
ous students. In situations where one or both of the parties involved was 
unresponsive, the facilitator took a more active role in forging agreements 
between students to address the issue. This was the case in one meeting 
about a boy who repeatedly threw a ball at a girl; the boy’s behavior con-
veyed disinterested and low commitment to the program, despite repeated 
efforts by the facilitator. The circle eventually concluded with the facilita-
tor creating action steps for both students.  

    No Bully Solution Teams 
 No Bully Solution Teams were convened when a student or a teacher wit-
nessed or experienced bullying behavior. Prior to the initial meeting, the 
facilitator met with the targeted student to understand the actions of the 
bully. She then called a meeting with the bully, followers of the bully, and 
other class leaders, but not the targeted student. No information was pro-
vided to this group prior to the meeting. Using the targeted student’s words, 
and without identifying the bully directly, the No Bully Solution Team heard 
about the targeted student’s experience from the facilitator. Each member of 
the No Bully Solution Team then stated what they could do to prevent the 
behavior toward the targeted student from continuing, emphasizing a com-
munity effort to make a change. Each No Bully Solution Team reconvened 
twice more to assess what had been accomplished. In each of these follow-up 
meetings, the targeted student had the choice to participate or not. 

 The No Bully Solution Team meetings were characterized by a strong 
feeling of community. Although the facilitator never verbally identifi ed 
the bully, students glanced at the bully when the behavior was being 
described. In one case, where the targeted student had expressed feeling 
sad and scared about being excluded during basketball games, students 
in the meeting were quick to offer ideas to prevent the negative behavior 
in the future. Each student seemed excited to add to the list of possible 
actions, all of which aimed to be more inclusive of the targeted student. 
The follow-up meeting was fi lled with students sharing the various actions 
they had taken to make the student feel more welcome during basketball 
games. The group effort was apparent, and the students worked together 
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to make changes. Facilitator check-ins with the targeted student showed 
great improvement in the interactions.  

    Peer Courts 
 Peer Courts served as a suspension diversion program, and were called into 
action when the issue involving the student or students had progressed 
through either the Restorative Circles or the No Bully Solution Teams 
and had not been resolved, or if the student had committed one of the 
more serious actions listed on the California Education Code as reasons 
for suspension. The student was offered a choice of suspension or par-
ticipation in the Peer Courts. During the course of the study, no student 
opted for suspension. The goal of the Peer Courts was to institute efforts 
to repair harm and make amends rather than suspend the student. The 
student, a parent, and a staff representative (typically a vice principal) were 
called before a panel of trained youth participants, guided by a facilitator. 
The panel then met privately, without the student, to decide on a con-
tract of restitution to be completed in two weeks’ time. After two weeks 
passed, the court met again to see if the student had fulfi lled the contract, 
thus avoiding suspension. Completion of the contract also resulted in the 
offense being moved from the student’s discipline record to the student’s 
counseling record. Of the Peer Courts observed for this study, all students 
completed their contracts, although some needed a time extension. 

 In the Peer Courts, the inclusion of the family member and trained Peer 
Court members represented an additional dimension not typically seen in 
other discipline programs. One Spanish-speaking father shared through a 
translator how hard it was for him to take time off work to attend the Peer 
Court, while another mother broke down in tears about her son’s behav-
ior. In one situation in which a student had brought drugs to school, the 
father shared how the whole family had been impacted and that he had 
lost his trust in his son, whom he would no longer leave alone. These dis-
closures seemed to have an immediate and striking impact on the students, 
who exhibited feelings of shame and regret. Similarly, the trained Peer 
Court members often shared their own personal perspective on the situa-
tion. A student who was caught selling drugs had a friend serving on the 
Peer Court, and the Peer Court member shared how these actions hurt 
him. Members often offered support and  guidance with statements such 
as, “We want the best for you,” “We are here to help,” and “You are too 
young to be involved in drugs.” Resolutions proposed by the Peer Court 
were multi-faceted and typically restorative in nature. Most resolutions 
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included a combination of academic supports (e.g., required tutoring), 
specifi c restitution efforts (e.g., apology letters), and more unconven-
tional efforts, such as completing chores at home, joining a sports team, or 
reporting back to the Peer Court about various drug treatment programs. 

 One challenging aspect of the Peer Courts was the relatively frequent 
situation in which the student for whom the Peer Court had been called 
was defensive or reluctant to take responsibility for his or her actions. 
A staff representative sat with the student during the proceedings and 
offered ideas and suggestions for the student’s responses. Despite this sup-
port, some students seemed to be caught off guard when facing a panel of 
their peers, especially when the peers were supportive rather than punitive. 
Students often responded minimally to questions, perhaps due to feel-
ings of embarrassment. Despite this outward demeanor, all of the students 
agreed to the proposed resolutions and completed them.   

   Program Effectiveness 

 Overall, fi ve Restorative Circles, one No Bully Solution Team, and seven 
Peer Court observations were coded on dimensions of effectiveness using 
the RP-Observe instrument (Gregory et al.,  2013 ), and average scores are 
provided in Table  13.2 . Most dimensions received relatively high scores, 
suggesting a high degree of program implementation. Student commit-
ment in Peer Courts received the lowest rating (4.9 of 7), which may 
refl ect the reluctance displayed by many of the students for whom the 
court was called. Over half the students in the seven Peer Courts observed 
were reluctant to acknowledge their wrongdoing and contribute substan-
tively to solutions. However, despite these low scores, all of the students 
completed their contracts.

      Sustainability and Integration 

 To understand how the three discipline programs were taken up and main-
tained in the school community, teachers and students in the school-wide 
survey were asked about their knowledge of the programs, specifi cally 
whether they had heard about the programs and utilized them. Slightly 
more than half (54%) of students sampled (N = 368) had heard of the 
Peer Courts program, while about one-third had heard of Restorative 
Circles (37%) and No Bully Solution Teams (35%). These percentages 
appear low given the number of years that the programs had been in place 
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and the number of school-wide assemblies held to inform students about 
them. However, since these programs are utilized by students who get in 
trouble, the low level of awareness may represent that fact that most stu-
dents had not had need of them. 

 Despite representing over 50% of the school population, Latino stu-
dents were less likely than White students to have heard about Restorative 
Circles (28% vs. 54%;  χ ² (1, N = 307) = 19.11;  p  < 0.001) and Peer Courts 
(45% vs. 66%;  χ ²(1, N = 307) = 12.37;  p  < 0.001), with no signifi cant dif-
ferences for the No Bully Teams. More girls than boys had heard of the 
Peer Courts (61% vs. 47%;  χ ² (1, N = 368) = 7.76;  p  < 0.01), which may be 
refl ective of the slightly higher rate of female students that serve as trained 
youth court members. There were no gender differences for students who 
had heard of Restorative Circles or No Bully. Not surprisingly, teachers’ 
knowledge of the programs was greater than students, with all or nearly 
all teachers having heard about all three (Peer Courts = 100%, Restorative 
Circles = 98%, No Bully = 80%). 

 Actual student participation in the programs was around 10% (Peer 
Courts = 11%, Restorative Circles = 9%, No Bully = 9%), with no signifi -
cant differences by gender. Although Latino students were less likely than 

   Table 13.2    Mean scores for RP-observe coding   

 Restorative 
circles 

 (N = 5) 

 No bully 
solution 
teams 

 (N = 1) 

 Peer 
courts 

 (N = 7) 

  Program rules : Clear expectations and 
standards, facilitator fairness and consistency 

 5.6  6.0  6.3 

  Adults-student respect and responsiveness : 
Positive rapport and acceptance 

 6.0  7.0  5.7 

  Student-students respect and responsiveness : 
Positive rapport, empathy and acceptance 

 6.2  7.0  6.0 

  Autonomy : Student ownership of the 
process 

 5.4  –  5.8 

  Risk taking : Appropriate personal disclosure  5.4  7.0  5.6 

  Problem solving : Problem solving steps, 
collaboration 

 5.4  7.0  5.9 

  Student commitment : Student focus and 
engagement 

 6.0  7.0  4.9 

   Note : Range: 1–7  
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White students to have participated in a No Bully Solution Team meeting 
(7%vs. 15%;  χ ² (1, N = 307) = 6.06;  p  < 0.05), there was no signifi cant 
difference by ethnicity in Peer Courts or Restorative Circles. About 50% 
of the teachers had initiated a Restorative Circle, and 20% had initiated a 
Peer Court or a No Bully Solutions Team meeting. 

 Students and teachers rated all three programs favorably, suggesting 
they are viewed positively within the school. Student participants in the 
programs gave fairly high evaluations (Peer Courts:  M  = 3.71,  SD  = 0.44; 
Restorative Circles:  M  = 3.35,  SD  = 0.66; No Bully:  M  = 3.49,  SD  = 0.58; 
Range = 1–4), with no signifi cant difference across the three programs. 
Teachers also rated program effectiveness highly (Peer Courts:  M  = 3.51, 
 SD  = 0.71; Restorative Circles:  M  = 3.36,  SD  = 0.68; No Bully:  M  = 3.44, 
 SD  = 0.64, Range = 1–4), with no signifi cant difference between scores. 
These fi ndings suggest strong buy-in among teachers and students for the 
programs. 

 To understand the programs’ effect on the overall climate of the school, 
the survey probed perceptions of discipline, restorative justice, and sup-
port for cultural pluralism. Students rated discipline harshness moderately 
( M  = 2.31,  SD  = 0.50, Range = 1–4). Although there were no differences 
by gender, Latino students rated the school’s disciplinary approach more 
harshly than White students (2.36 vs. 2.23;  t (305) = 2.22,  p  < 0.05). This 
fi nding may refl ect the higher number of Latino students participating in 
the discipline process at the school. 

 Students’ and teachers’ perspectives on the integration of restorative 
practices into the school community were assessed with a four-item mea-
sure. Both students ( M  = 3.15,  SD  = 0.66, Range = 1–4) and teachers 
( M  = 3.09,  SD  = 0.40, Range = 1–4) rated restorative justice efforts mod-
erately high. Interestingly, Latino students’ rating of restorative practices 
was signifi cantly higher than White students (3.28 vs. 3.00;  t (303) = 3.67, 
 p  < 0.001), suggesting that despite their experience of harsher discipline, 
they believed the discipline processes were more restorative in nature. 
There were also no differences by gender for perspectives on restorative 
practices. 

 School support for cultural pluralism was rated highly by students 
( M  = 3.38,  SD  = 0.57, Range = 1–4) and teachers ( M  = 3.28,  SD  = 0.45, 
Range = 1–4). Support for cultural pluralism was rated signifi cantly higher 
among girls compared to boys (2.45 vs. 2.31;  t (364) = 2.26,  p  < 0.05). 
There were no differences in cultural pluralism by ethnicity.  
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   Suspension Reduction 

 School discipline records for the time period during which restorative 
programs were utilized show reductions in both the number of suspen-
sions in the school and the disparities in which groups received them as 
compared to previous years. During the 2008–2009 school year, prior 
to any school climate and culture reforms, there were 294 suspensions 
across 162 students. Five years later, by the 2013–2014 school year, the 
number of total suspensions had dropped to 73 across 48 students, a 
75% reduction. 

 Importantly, Latino students’ relative risk of being suspended was cut 
by more than half after the programs had been implemented, from 11 to 
3 (see Table  13.3 ). In the 2008–2009 school year, 22% of the total Latino 
student population had experienced a suspension. By 2013–2014, that 
number had dropped to 3%. Across the same time period, White students 
risk of suspension dropped from 2% to 1%. The discipline gap had nar-
rowed considerably, although Latino students continued to be at greater 
risk of suspension than their White peers.

       CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
 Our fi ndings suggest that Davidson Middle School was successful not only 
in shifting discipline practices from a punitive to a restorative approach, 
but also in addressing disparities in the treatment of students. Through a 
multi-faceted strategy, the school was transformed from a place character-
ized by low academic achievement, high suspension rates, and persistent 
social discord into a vibrant environment for learning with high academic 
achievement, low rates of suspension, and a more harmonious culture and 
climate. By closely examining the three discipline programs implemented, 
a clearer picture emerges of how restorative approaches to discipline can 
help facilitate these changes. 

   Table 13.3    Risk index a  and relative risk b  for White and Latino students by year   

 White  Latino  Relative Risk for Latino Students 

 2008–2009  Risk index  2%  22%  11.0 
 2013–2014  Risk index  1%  3%  3.0 

   a Represents the percentage of each group that experienced suspension in each year 
  b Latino students in comparison to White students  
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 All three programs exemplifi ed restorative justice practices. Restorative 
Circles sought to create an open dialogue between students in which the 
victim’s voice and experiences were heard and appropriately addressed. 
When one or both students openly and honestly shared their emotions, 
these circles engendered genuine empathy and restitution efforts. No 
Bully Solution Teams proactively shared incidents of bullying to create a 
strong sense of community that fostered and affi rmed a sense of inclusion 
and respect among students. The targeted students saw and felt changes 
in the behavior not only of the bully, but among the larger community of 
peers. Peer Courts that involved parents and peers in the proceedings had 
an emotional depth that struck a chord with most students. By hearing 
how friends and families were affected, students developed a better under-
standing of the repercussions of their actions. 

 Nonetheless, student knowledge of the programs and their use in the 
school were not as high as expected. Since the programs were initiated 
only in reaction to a discipline issue, the relatively low levels of awareness 
could refl ect the reality of fewer disciplinary problems in the school as a 
result of the shift to restorative approaches to discipline problems. Higher 
levels of familiarity with Peer Courts could be related to those discipline 
problems being more extreme and thus more likely to be discussed among 
students. The fi nding that, although almost all of the teachers had heard 
about the programs, only 50% or less had actually utilized them may be 
a function of the programs’ success and resulting lack of need for them. 
Alternatively, it may refl ect a lack of uptake among the teaching staff. 

 Findings on Latino students are more diffi cult to explain. Latino 
students were less likely to have heard about the Peer Courts and 
Restorative Circles and to have participated in the No Bully Solution 
Teams. Future research should include student interviews to clarify how 
and which students learn about the programs. The disjuncture between 
Latino students’ perceptions of harsher discipline in the school and their 
more positive views of restorative justice efforts in the school compared 
to White students also warrants further study. One explanation could 
be that while Latino students are still experiencing a disproportionate 
amount of discipline actions, they perceive these disciplinary actions 
to be handled in a restorative manner. This explanation is further sup-
ported by suspension data showing that despite reductions in the overall 
number of suspensions, Latino students continue to experience a dispro-
portionate number of suspensions. The school’s efforts to implement a 
more restorative discipline approach shows success, but more efforts are 
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clearly needed to address remaining ethnic disparities. It is also worth 
noting that the levels of discipline were rated harshly across all students 
despite efforts to implement discipline programs grounded in restorative 
justice. Larger school-wide efforts to implement pro-active restorative 
justice practices, such as weekly classroom circles to address social issues, 
could promote a mindset more conducive to restorative practices in the 
school community, and result in discipline being viewed less harshly by 
students. 

 Although all three programs showed overall success, each faced hur-
dles. The Restorative Circles required facilitator leadership when one or 
both students refused to share their feelings honestly and openly. Despite 
the presence of parents and peers, many of the Peer Court students were 
reluctant and uncomfortable with the restorative nature of the program. 
Since middle school students’ emotional development covers a wide spec-
trum with regard to empathetic efforts (Steinberg & Morris,  2001 ), these 
actions are not necessarily surprising, but do present a challenge for suc-
cessful implementation. Middle school students’ lack of emotional vocab-
ulary and self-awareness may circumscribe the full dialogue needed for a 
feeling of restoration. In such cases, restorative processes may fi nd better 
success if paired with other explicit strategies to foster students’ social- 
emotional skills. 

 Moreover, these fi ndings suggest that to fully integrate restorative prac-
tices into the school, teachers need to have full buy-in to the programs. 
Although most teachers knew about the programs, and there were no 
obvious barriers to their use of them, the uptake seemed low. The school 
was beginning to implement restorative practices training for the teachers, 
which may make this approach more tangible and thus increase usage and 
impact of the programs. 

 Overall, Davidson Middle School offers a promising example of the 
benefi ts of shifting punitive disciplinary policy and practice to a more 
restorative approach. The multi-faceted effort included a focus on de- 
tracking academics, increasing parent involvement, and implementing 
new school culture and climate programs. After fi ve years, the school has 
successfully raised academic achievement, built an active parent commu-
nity, and created a restorative disciplinary approach that has resulted in 
lower suspensions and less disproportionality in disciplinary actions. At 
a time when schools and districts across the country are seeking to shift 
from zero-tolerance discipline policies, Davidson provides a model of a 
restorative approach that educators can follow.  
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    NOTE 
     1.    Davidson Middle School used the term “restorative circles” to refer to both 

programs and meetings that, in the literature, are more typically described 
as “restorative conferences.” Conferences generally are used in response to 
a discipline action, while circles refer to more pro-active relationship-build-
ing exercises.          
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    CHAPTER 14   

  Nearly 3.5 million public school students were suspended out of school 
at least once in 2011–2012 (U.S. Department of Education Offi ce for 
Civil Rights,  2014 ). That is more than one student suspended for every 
public school teacher in America (Losen, Hodson, Keith, Morrison, & 
Belway,  2015b ). The growing national awareness of the disparate treat-
ment of students on the basis of race by law enforcement authorities was 
piqued most recently by the video images of a Black female student being 
thrown from her chair by a White school resource offi cer, prompted by 
her refusal to put her cell phone away during class. The offi cer not only 
arrested the girl, but also her classmate who videotaped the incident and 
protested what she was witnessing (Pérez-Peña, Hauser, & Stolberg, 
 2015 ). Incidents like these have provoked school authorities across the 
country to consider how race and gender bias might affect their percep-
tions of and response to student behavior (Smith-Evans, George, Goss 
Graves, Kaufman, & Frohlich,  2014 ). While harsh disciplinary approaches 
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may be more  common in schools serving high percentages of historically 
disadvantaged youth, biased perceptions in all schools can lead educators 
to respond more severely when the behavior of children of color is at issue 
(Okonofua & Eberhardt,  2015 ). Factors in the school setting, such as the 
presence of school police and other high-security measures, may further 
contribute to these disparate disciplinary responses and weaken the rela-
tionship between students and educators (Finn & Servoss,  2015 ). 

 Schools face the imperative of providing safety for all members of the 
community while also ensuring that children receive the level of support, 
freedom, and developmentally appropriate responses to behavior found 
in optimal learning environments. Although the topic of school discipline 
is often discussed as a safety issue, most suspensions are not responses to 
safety concerns. Rather, discipline policy and practice have much more 
to do with how schools manage the learning environment. For example, 
in Texas, serious violent acts and safety-related rule violations trigger a 
“non-discretionary” mandatory removal, but these represent less than 5% 
of all disciplinary removals from school (Fabelo et al.,  2011 ). In contrast, 
removals are routine for minor offenses like tardiness, truancy, using foul 
language, disruption, defi ance, or cell phone possession (Losen, Martinez, 
& Okelola,  2014 ). This excessive use of harsh discipline for minor offenses 
is highly problematic. As former United States Secretary of Education 
Arne Duncan observed, “[A]s a nation, we are severely underestimating 
the traumatic impact of our children being subject to, or even just seeing 
or witnessing, unnecessary physical force and arrests in our schools and 
classrooms.… To do better, we also have to take a hard look at ourselves, 
our history, and the implicit bias that we all carry” (Duncan,  2015 ). 

 Of course, school authorities must address misbehavior, even if it does 
not raise immediate safety concerns. Removing a student from a classroom 
can be an appropriate response to help de-escalate a confl ict or to access 
counseling and other support outside the classroom. Yet many of our 
nation’s public schools are quick to remove students from school for rela-
tively minor offenses (Losen,  2011 ). In some schools, harsh punishments 
are meted out even for minor, fi rst-time rule infractions, while in oth-
ers, repeated minor misbehavior can trigger automatic suspension, expul-
sion, or referrals to juvenile court to pay fi nes or serve jail time (Theriot, 
 2009 ). A growing body of research demonstrates that the most effective 
responses do not entail exclusion from school (González,  2015 ; Gregory 
et al., this volume). Rather, strategies like the Virginia threat assessment 
protocol help educators distinguish serious threats from more minor 
offenses, and ensure that the disciplinary response is both appropriate to 
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the student’s behavior and responsive to what they may need (Cornell & 
Lovegrove,  2015 ). Time spent in the classroom is one of the most con-
sistent predictors of academic achievement (Ginsburg, Jordan, & Chang, 
 2014 ). Therefore, any unnecessary exclusion reduces the opportunity for 
learning, and undermines our national goals for educating all children. 

 Mounting evidence of the overuse of exclusionary discipline in our 
nation’s schools, and the signifi cant threat posed to students’ opportunity 
to learn, has led to federal, state, and district action to shift policy and 
practice. This chapter reviews the status and consequences of discipline 
disparities, as well as policy efforts to curb overly punitive practices and 
their disparate impact on students of color. 

   EXCESSIVE DISCIPLINARY EXCLUSION HARMS SOME 
GROUPS OF CHILDREN MORE THAN OTHERS 

  A large proportion of public school students will be suspended during their 
middle and high school years ,  and Black students are most at risk.  Most par-
ents, school board members, and policymakers do not realize how often 
our public schools suspend students because these data are not published 
on an annual basis in the way that test scores and graduation rates are 
(Center for Civil Rights Remedies and Council of State Governments, 
 2013 ). Nonetheless, data suggests that suspension rates in many of 
America’s schools are extremely high. While approximately 5% of students 
are suspended out-of-school during any given year (Losen & Gillespie, 
 2012 ), these rates have shown a steady rise since the early 1970s, when 
the number of students suspended was about half of what it is today. 
Further, the 5% risk in a given year does not capture the high likelihood 
of suspension that accrues over the course of a student’s school career. 
New longitudinal research fi ndings using a national database indicates 
that between one third and one half of all students surveyed experienced 
at least one suspension at some point between Kindergarten and twelfth 
grade (Shollenberger,  2015 ). 

 Moreover, data for the 2011–2012 academic year shows that, nation-
ally, Black students face the highest risk of out-of-school suspension, fol-
lowed by Native Americans and then Latinos, at both the elementary and 
secondary levels (Losen et  al.,  2015b ). As depicted in  Fig. 14.1 , Black 
students in elementary school were suspended out of school at a rate that 
is 6 percentage points higher than their White peers. This Black/White 
gap expanded almost threefold as they moved into secondary (middle and 
high) school, resulting in a nearly 17-percentage point difference. Indeed, 
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across the nation, in just one year—2011–2012—nearly one of every four 
Black secondary school students was suspended at least one time.

   These national averages do not fully capture the extent of the problem, 
given the wide variation in disciplinary approach within and across schools 
and districts. While many districts have low numbers of suspensions, others 
have staggering rates such as those in which well over 50% of the enrolled 
population are suspended in a single year (Losen et al.,  2015b ). 

  A cross-sectional analysis of gender and disability data shows extreme 
disparities.  Data from the 2011–2012 school year shows that 34% of all 
enrolled Black male students with disabilities at the secondary level were 
suspended at least once (Losen et al.,  2015b ). Black female students also 
face signifi cant disparities, and are at equal or greater risk of suspension 
compared with males of other racial/ethnic groups (Losen et al.,  2015b ). 
These disparities by race, gender, and disability status raise serious con-
cerns about the extent to which some schools are meeting their legal obli-
gation to educate all students. 

  Profound disparities are evident in rates of expulsion and school-based 
arrests ,  where the life consequences are severe.  Compared to out-of-school 
suspensions, far fewer students are expelled, referred to law enforcement, 
or arrested, and the overall risks for these categories are typically no larger 

  Fig. 14.1    Elementary and secondary suspension rates by subgroup, 
2011–2012       
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than 1% of any groups’ enrollment (U.S. Department of Education National 
Projections,  2015 ). However, expulsion and arrest have much greater and 
more immediate impact, and the data are clear that Black students are dis-
proportionately punished. While Black students represent 18% of enrolled 
public school students, they represent 39% of students expelled and 42% 
of referrals to law enforcement from school. Together, Black and Latino 
students represent 42% of the student body, but account for 72% of the 
students who are arrested for school-related offenses (U.S. Department of 
Education Offi ce for Civil Rights,  2014 ). 

 These patterns mirror disparities in the juvenile justice system, where 
Black and Latino youth represent two-thirds of all those in detention and 
correctional facilities, despite comprising only one third of the country’s 
adolescent population (National Council on Crime and Delinquency, 
 2007 ). In addition, data from a nationally representative population-based 
sample of adolescents indicate that LGBT youth are also at greater risk 
for expulsion than their heterosexual peers and are approximately 50% 
more likely to be stopped by the police than other youth (Himmelstein & 
Bruckner,  2011 ). Non-heterosexual girls, in particular, experienced about 
twice as many arrests and convictions as other girls who had engaged in 
similar transgressions.  

   RESEARCH SHOWS THAT THE HARM IS EXTENSIVE 
AND EXPENSIVE 

 The negative social and academic consequences of the over-reliance on 
exclusionary discipline to manage behavior are important for policymakers 
and practitioners to understand. 

  Frequent suspensions increase dropout risks and juvenile justice involve-
ment.  The potential impact of being suspended, even once, can be dev-
astating. For example, a study tracking all ninth graders throughout high 
school and post-graduation in Florida found that being suspended just 
one time in Grade 9 was associated with a two-fold increase in the risk 
of dropping out, from 16% to 32% (Balfanz, Byrnes, & Fox,  2015 ). The 
 Breaking Schools ’  Rules  study that tracked Texas middle school students for 
six years (Fabelo et al.,  2011 ) found that being removed on disciplinary 
grounds for a discretionary violation was associated with a nearly three-
fold increase in the likelihood of future contact with the juvenile justice 
system. In addition, a national longitudinal study revealed that  suspension 
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from school tended to precede serious delinquency, especially for Black 
and Latino children (Shollenberger,  2015 ). 

  The hidden costs of school exclusion are high.  Out-of-school suspensions 
produce economic and social costs that are less obvious but enormously 
burdensome for school systems. For example, economists in Texas esti-
mated a 13% increase in dropouts from the widespread use of suspension 
across the state, based on the  Breaking Schools ’  Rules  fi nding that 60% of 
all Texas middle school students had been suspended from the classroom. 
As a result, the state incurred between 700 million and 1 billion dollars 
annually in lost tax revenue and additional years of instruction for retained 
students (Marchbanks et al.,  2015 ). Moreover, removal of students from 
the classroom can also negatively affect opportunities for higher educa-
tion, since a signifi cant number of colleges consider student school disci-
pline records as part of the admissions process. A survey of colleges and 
universities found that 89% of institutions of higher education that col-
lected school discipline records from prospective students used this infor-
mation in their admissions decision making (Weissman & NaPier,  2015 ).  

   SCHOOL FACTORS, INCLUDING BIAS, CONTRIBUTE 
TO DISPARITIES IN DISCIPLINE 

  Behavioral differences do not explain the disparities.  Research indicates that 
Black students are often disciplined more harshly than their White peers, 
even when engaging in the same conduct (Nicholson-Crotty, Birchmeier, 
& Valentine,  2009 . Several studies indicate that racial disparities are far 
more likely to be found in the minor subjective offense categories (Fabelo 
et  al.,  2011 ), and that the racial disparities in suspensions are not suf-
fi ciently explained by differential misbehavior (Finn & Servoss,  2015 ; 
Skiba, Shure, & Williams,  2012 ) or poverty (Fabelo et al.,  2011 ). 

  Data on disparities raises questions about the infl uence of stereotypes and 
unconscious bias.  The hard-to-measure nature of implicit or unconscious 
bias makes it very diffi cult to prove a causal connection, but emerging 
research fi ndings strongly suggest that bias may be one of several con-
tributing factors to disparities in discipline (see e.g., Akalis, Banaji, & 
Kosslyn,  2008 ; Goff, Eberhardt, Williams, & Jackson,  2008 ). The clear-
est study indicating racial bias by teachers that affects disciplinary actions 
was recently reported by Okonofua and Eberhardt ( 2015 ), who found 
that when teachers of all races were each given the same narrative about a 
student’s behavior, with the student’s race randomly varied, those judging 
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what they believed was a Black student’s second misdeed were more likely 
to call for a suspension than if they believed the second time offender was 
White. Okonofua and Eberhardt suggest that, over time, with repeated 
exchanges, students may pick up on even subtle differences in treatment, 
which may in turn inspire repeated misbehavior and disengagement from 
school. Exactly how much infl uence bias has on teachers’ and adminis-
trators’ discipline decisions is just beginning to be explored. Given the 
research fi ndings, it seems likely, however, that subtle forms of bias can 
affect whether the observed behaviors of different groups are perceived as 
differentially problematic, and can also infl uence the subjective decision 
regarding the appropriate response. 

  Differences in discipline may be reinforced by structural disparities.  Many 
Black and other students of color attend schools that rely so heavily on safety 
and surveillance measures that they resemble correctional facilities more 
than educational institutions. Nationwide, 26% of Black students report 
passing through metal detectors when entering school compared with 5.4% 
of White students (Toldson,  2011 ). At the same time, Black students are 
signifi cantly more likely to report feeling unsafe at their school. Civil rights 
advocates have long expressed concerns that the emphasis in funding and 
policy on putting police in schools might exacerbate extant disparities in 
referrals to law enforcement and school-based arrests (Toppo,  2015 ).  

   EFFECTIVE AND PROMISING ALTERNATIVES 
TO EXCLUSIONARY DISCIPLINE AND INTERVENTIONS CAN 

REDUCE RACIAL DISPARITY 
  More effective practices can be found in thousands of schools across the country.  
Schools and districts vary widely in their use of suspensions, and many are 
successful in creating orderly, safe, and productive learning environments 
without excessive disciplinary exclusion. A national analysis of high- and 
low-suspending secondary schools suggests that 60% of schools employ 
more effective alternatives (Losen, Ee, Hodson, & Martinez,  2015a ). In 
sheer numbers, approximately 8000 secondary schools from nearly 4,000 
districts suspended fewer than 10% of every major subgroup enrolled 
(Losen & Martinez,  2013 ). 

  Greater awareness on the part of educators is already helping reduce excessive 
removals.  In response to the concerns about exclusionary discipline, a num-
ber of states and districts have begun to change their practice. A preliminary 
analysis of data from these jurisdictions indicates a decline in suspension 
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rates may already be occurring. For example, data on the 2011–2012 school 
year from Maryland, (Maryland State Department of Education,  2015 ), 
Wisconsin, (Wisconsin, Department of Public Instruction,  2015 ) and 
Connecticut (Connecticut State Department of Education,  2013 ), reports 
based on state-collected data from the 2011–2012, and in California, the 
2013–2014, school year, show declining suspension rates for all students. 
Notably, in California, two consecutive years of reduction were observed 
for all racial and ethnic groups with lower suspensions for the catch-all cat-
egory of disruption/defi ance driving the downward trend (Losen, Keith, 
Hodson, Martinez, & Belway,  2015c ). 

  Safe and effective schools are characterized by strong teacher-student and 
teacher-parent relationships and low suspension rates.  A recent district-wide 
study of Chicago schools, controlling for student demographics and the 
safety of the neighborhood of the attending students, found that the qual-
ity of teacher-student and teacher-parent relationships was the strongest 
predictor of a strong sense of safety in the school building (Steinberg, 
Allensworth, & Johnson,  2015 ). While poverty and the crime levels in the 
community mattered, the study also found that lower suspension rates were 
correlated with the higher safety ratings found for “strong- relationship” 
schools serving students from high-crime neighborhoods.  

   A CHANGE IN DISCIPLINARY APPROACH IS UNDERWAY 
  Increasingly ,  federal and state policymakers are taking steps that de- emphasize 
student removals from school ,  yet help reduce disruptive behavior.  State and 
federal efforts have included policy and legislative initiatives to expand and 
improve discipline data collection, analysis, and reporting; reform truancy 
laws; and limit out-of-school suspensions. 

   Federal Efforts 

 Among the most notable federal actions is the issuance in 2014 of guid-
ance from the Department of Education’s Offi ce for Civil Rights (OCR) 
and Department of Justice (U.S. Department of Education, Offi ce for Civil 
Rights and U.S. Department of Justice,  2014 ). That guidance alerted states 
and school districts to the harm that results from disciplinary disparities, and 
warned that failure to change harsh policies and practices in the face of more 
effective alternative approaches could constitute a violation of civil rights. 
Schools and districts whose patterns of disparity would support a fi nding of 
a disparate impact violation pursuant to federal regulations are obligated to 
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use more effective methods that do not harm some groups of children more 
than others. Beginning in 2009, OCR expanded the school discipline data 
that school districts are required to report. It also negotiated more than 55 
settlements with districts in response to complaints of racial disparity from 
advocates or prompted by federal compliance review, and at least 30 new 
complaints have been opened for investigation (Losen et al.,  2015b ). 

 In March 2015, members of Congress introduced the Supportive School 
Climate Act of 2015 to reduce suspensions, expulsions, and other overly 
punitive school disciplinary actions to improve youth outcomes. The Act 
would permit the use of federal funds for Positive Behavior Interventions 
and Supports (PBIS) when states do the following: (1) ensure that school 
discipline policies align with civil rights laws and are applied equally to all 
students; (2) provide technical assistance to state and local education profes-
sionals, including training on trauma-informed approaches; (3) coordinate 
efforts with local education agencies to maximize reintegration of students 
involved with the criminal and juvenile justice systems; (4) strengthen laws 
governing the coordination between school systems and correctional facili-
ties, ensuring that once students are incarcerated, they have a meaningful 
opportunity to turn their lives around when released; (5) establish systems 
for sustained family and community engagement in schools; and (6) provide 
transparent reporting of data on suspensions, expulsions, disciplinary trans-
fers and referrals, seclusion, restraint, and school-based arrests at the state 
and local level in both aggregated and disaggregated forms. 

 A May 2015 Report of the President’s Task Force on 21st Century 
Policing called on law enforcement and school offi cials to work collab-
oratively to keep students in the classroom and ensure appropriate alter-
natives to suspension and expulsion are available. In addition, the Task 
Force encouraged the use of discipline as an instructional tool; the devel-
opment of partnerships with community members, families, schools, and 
law enforcement; and minimizing law enforcement policies and proce-
dures that stigmatize youth and marginalize their participation in schools 
and communities.  

   State Efforts 

 Following the 2011  Breaking Schools ’  Rules  report, the Council of State 
Governments launched a consensus-building initiative among experts 
and stakeholders to identify and describe effective disciplinary practices 
and policy. The resulting  School Discipline Consensus Report  (Morgan, 
Salomon, Plotkin, & Cohen,  2014 ) highlights reform efforts by state 
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policymakers as examples for others to follow. For example, Connecticut 
legislators passed a law requiring out-of-school suspension be used as a 
measure of last resort (Connecticut State Department of Education, 
 2013 ). In Colorado, state policymakers directed state education dollars to 
expand from a pilot program to system-wide implementation of restorative 
practices in Denver (González,  2015 ). And the state of Virginia mandated 
the formation of school-based teams to implement threat assessment pro-
tocols designed to prioritize prevention over punishment (Virginia Code 
§ 22.1-79.4,  2013 ). 

 In September 2015, a law decriminalizing truancy in the state of Texas 
went into effect (Associated Press,  2015 ). As more than 100,000 stu-
dents in the state were prosecuted for truancy-related misdemeanors in 
2013 alone, these efforts stand to impact a signifi cant number of students 
(Associated Press,  2015 ). April 2015 also marked a stay in the operations 
at one large Texas school district’s truancy court, pending a review of 
the district’s truancy procedures for disproportionality in the treatment 
of Black and Latino students (Elliott,  2015 ). Shortly thereafter, the Texas 
State Senate also voted to ease zero-tolerance policies in favor of helping 
students learn from minor infractions (Savage,  2015 ). 

 In March 2015, the Governor of West Virginia signed a truancy reform 
bill requiring school-based interventions before a student is referred to 
court for truancy and doubling the number of absences required before a 
referral is issued. The effort was made in response to a large increase in the 
number of children referred to the judicial system and the high costs of 
removing students from their home for missing school (Burdette,  2015 ). 
Shortly thereafter, the Governor signed a juvenile justice reform bill creat-
ing a $4.5 million initiative on restorative justice programs across the state 
(Jenkins,  2015 ). 

 In 2014, California lawmakers eliminated suspensions and expulsions 
of students in grades K-3 for “disruption or willful defi ance,” a category 
of behavioral offense that in 2011–2012 accounted for nearly 50% of 
all suspensions in the state K-12 schools (California Education Code § 
48900,  2014 ). That same year, the Maryland Department of Education 
adopted new regulations requiring school districts to review data for sig-
nifi cant disparities by race and student disability status, and to take steps 
to eliminate these disparities in three years (Blad,  2014 ). Local school 
districts were also required to reduce long-term out-of-school suspensions 
and expulsions, beginning with the 2014–2015 school year (Maryland 
State Department of Education, COMAR 13A.08.01,  2014 ). Similarly, in 
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Massachusetts, a new discipline reform law took effect in July 2014 that 
makes exclusion from school a last resort, and requires districts to provide 
academic assistance to students for the fi rst ten days of exclusion, regard-
less of the offense. In addition, the law requires the collection, analysis, 
and dissemination of discipline data, disaggregated by race and ethnicity. 
Furthermore, where discipline disparities based on race and disability sta-
tus are evident, the law requires that corrective action be taken. 

 In addition, two other states pushed for changes. Georgia altered its 
zero-tolerance weapons policy to refer only to fi rearms and gave boards 
of education discretion to modify expulsion or discipline of students who 
violate it (Georgia, Title 16, Act 575,  2014 ). In June 2014, the Louisiana 
State Legislature adopted SCR 134, a resolution urging schools to exam-
ine their discipline policies in light of the disproportionate impact on stu-
dents of color (Broome,  2014 ). 

 And, beginning in 2014, Arkansas has required an annual report on 
school discipline, including data disaggregated by race and other fac-
tors (Arkansas Act 1329,  2013 ). In Texas, beginning in 2013, HB 2651 
directs the commissioner of education to review school suspension/expul-
sion procedures with opportunity for public comment (Texas H. B. 2651, 
 2013 ). Washington State also made changes to its student discipline laws, 
in particular those that relate to re-engaging students after suspension 
(Washington State Legislature RCW 28A.600.022,  2013 ).  

   District Efforts 

  Federal guidance on  “ disparate impact ”  may have spurred better district prac-
tices.  District actions in 2015 suggest that enforcement efforts and public 
reporting are succeeding in encouraging a shift in disciplinary approach. 
For example, the superintendent of the Oklahoma City Public Schools 
pledged to change disciplinary practice in response to an OCR investiga-
tion and news reports placing the district among the highest suspending 
in the nation (Wendler,  2015 ). While reform initiated in response to civil 
rights actions is encouraging, measures addressing the harmful and dispa-
rate impact of excessive suspension have been adopted without such pres-
sure by school and district leaders who have come to realize the costs of the 
status quo and the benefi ts of alternative practices. For example, although 
not prompted by federal investigation, the Superintendent of the Visalia 
Unifi ed School District in California took action to improve the school 
environment through non-punitive strategies that address and reduce the 
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overuse of exclusionary discipline. Observing a decline in suspension rates, 
Superintendent Wheaton explained: “We did it on our own: We didn’t 
jump into all of this to get this data to change … But obviously somewhere 
along the way, some of our initiatives started paying off … We need to 
think about suspension and when it’s used and why it’s used and what is 
the most effective way to change the behavior” (Paulson,  2015 ). Individual 
schools have made dramatic progress as well; Garfi eld High School in Los 
Angeles, for example, recently announced it had nearly eliminated all sus-
pensions while improving graduation rates (Anderson,  2015 ).   

   CONCLUSION 
 Research, practice, and the actions of federal, state, and local leaders make 
it clear that schools can successfully and substantially reduce exclusionary 
and punitive discipline rates and racial disparities. Doing so in a man-
ner that keeps students in the classroom and builds positive relationships 
among students and faculty can enhance teaching and learning and lead 
to better academic outcomes—in short, improving educational equity 
in both opportunity and outcomes. While more research on disciplin-
ary alternatives is needed to further refi ne these reform efforts, there is 
enough information for policymakers to act now. Three essential steps will 
be important for federal, state, and local policymakers to take:

    1.     Collect ,  analyze and report discipline data to the public at least annually.  
Discipline data can help to gauge the quality of the school environment 
for students as well as educators. When reported annually, this data can 
help educators and the public to identify patterns of disciplinary exclu-
sion and to assess the kinds of alternative interventions and practices 
that are needed. Reports should include the number of students that 
are suspended in-school, suspended out of school, arrested or referred 
to law enforcement, as well as the counts of suspensions, broken down 
by reasons for removal, and days of lost instruction. To monitor dis-
parities, it is essential that data be disaggregated by race/ethnicity, gen-
der, English Learner status, and disability status, and provided to the 
public in a manner that facilitates cross-sectional analyses (e.g., Black 
students with disabilities). Public reporting of state and local expendi-
tures for resource offi cers and high-security measures can further help 
to inform policymakers’ decisions. Educators at all levels also need to 
fully implement provisions of Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA) regarding the review of racial disparities in discipline for 
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students with disabilities and the triggering of resources for early inter-
vening services. More frequent data collection and analysis throughout 
a school year may provide critical opportunities for intervention to 
reduce disparities and the number of suspensions overall.   

   2.     Invest in alternatives to punitive exclusion . Funding for alternatives 
must include: training for teachers and administrators, revising codes 
of conduct, supporting students with special needs who exhibit behav-
ioral challenges, and expanding monitoring and enforcement by fed-
eral and state civil rights agents. Research suggests that teacher 
in-service preparation should build skills in promoting higher levels of 
student engagement (see Gregory, Bell, & Pollock, this volume). In 
addition, all school employees who interact with students should be 
trained on the impact of explicit and implicit or unconscious bias.   

   3.     Align discipline policies ,  practices ,  and responses with the educational 
mission.  With accurate information in hand and funding available to 
support meaningful reforms, educators can evaluate whether school 
discipline policies and practices are aligned with the educational mis-
sion of public schools and are successfully fostering student engage-
ment. Leaders at all levels of the educational system should routinely 
review and revise policies where necessary to eliminate racial disparities 
or reduce the number of exclusions from the classroom.          
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    CHAPTER 15   

  We stand at a critical  juncture in the struggle for civil rights in our nation. 
White House initiatives addressing excellence in African American and 
Latino programming, removal of Confederate fl ags and symbols in states 
throughout the South, and a rapid national shift in attitudes toward sexual 
orientation—all of these bespeak a new openness in the national dialogue 
to confronting and addressing issues of inequity. Yet we see dramatic and 
often tragic evidence of continuing discrimination on almost a daily basis. 
Between April 2014 and November 2015, there were at least 16 nationally 
publicized incidents where an apparently unarmed Black man, woman, or 
child has been killed by police or in police custody—including the shoot-
ing of Michael Brown by Offi cer Darren Wilson in Ferguson, Missouri on 
August 9, 2014. The actual number of deaths is probably higher.  1   

 The same paradox is apparent on a day-to-day basis in the treatment 
and outcomes of school discipline. Numerous federal and state initiatives 
have called for reductions in the rate of exclusionary discipline, and high-
lighted the importance of closing the discipline gap. Initiatives such as the 
Discipline Disparities Research to Practice Collaborative and the Council 
for State Government’s School Discipline Consensus project have cre-
ated momentum for national and local policy reform. Millions of students 
continue to be removed from school for disciplinary reasons each year, 

 Conclusion: Moving Toward Equity in 
School Discipline                     

     Russell     J.     Skiba        

        R.  J.   Skiba    
  The Equity Project ,  Indiana University ,   Bloomington ,  IN ,  USA    



 however, despite evidence that suspension and expulsion are ineffective 
and create short- and long-term risks for excluded students. Moreover, 
the differential use of exclusionary discipline by race has grown substan-
tially in the past 40 years, and we now know that this unequal treatment 
extends to gender, disability, and sexual orientation as well. 

 Yet the chapters in this book also hold out grounds for hope, providing 
important new directions in interventions intended specifi cally to address 
inequities in school discipline. They describe approaches from restorative 
justice to implicit bias training, specifi c programs and comprehensive 
school-wide strategies, that hold promise for closing the discipline gap. 
Across the three years of study that these chapters represent, what have 
we learned? 

   PROXIMATE CAUSES OF DISPARITIES IN DISCIPLINE 

   What Is the Role of Poverty and Misbehavior in the Discipline 
Gap? 

  The poverty hypothesis.  Poverty is a deep dividing line in our society. There is 
a profound gap experienced by rich and poor students in the safety of their 
neighborhoods, the personal traumas they endure on a daily basis, and the 
availability of community opportunities. These burdens of inequality serve 
as powerful barriers to school success, and these disadvantages are further 
exacerbated by schools with poor facilities, few resources, and a transient 
and less highly qualifi ed teaching force. 

 So it is no surprise that low-income students face discipline more fre-
quently, and are consistently over-represented in the use of out-of-school 
suspension (Brantlinger,  1991 ; Noltemeyer & Mcloughlin,  2010 ). A vari-
ety of variables typically associated with poverty, including presence of 
mother or father in the home, number of siblings, and quality of home 
resources, are signifi cantly associated with the likelihood of suspension 
(Hinojosa,  2008 ). The rapidly growing fi eld of trauma-informed care has 
at its heart the notion that students bearing the brunt of family and com-
munity poverty must be supported, and services provided to address the 
trauma left in the wake of poverty and extreme disadvantage. 

 Yet there is something more at work than poverty in explaining wide-
spread disparities in the use of out-of-school suspension and expulsion. 
Although poverty infl uences rates of suspension and expulsion, multivari-
ate analyses have shown that race remains a signifi cant predictor of Black 
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over-representation in suspension, even after holding poverty constant 
(see Skiba et al., this volume). While African American students in poverty 
are more likely to be suspended than poor White students, middle- and 
upper-class Black students are also more likely to be suspended than their 
peers at the same demographic level. 

 Blake and her colleagues’ data once again reaffi rm this fi nding in their 
chapter. In their analyses, controlling for a wide variety of sociodemo-
graphic variables, both race and poverty remain, independently of one 
another, among the strongest predictors of discipline. To be clear, this 
means that poverty is a risk factor for school discipline, but that race,  in 
and of itself , is also a powerful predictor of school exclusion, regardless of 
level of poverty or a host of other factors. This data once again support 
Noltemeyer and Mcloughlin’s ( 2010 ) conclusion that “there is something 
above and beyond poverty that explains disciplinary differences” (p. 33). 

  Differential behavior or differential treatment ? School discipline is often 
assumed to be a straightforward linear process, in which students who dis-
rupt schools or classrooms are referred to the offi ce to be processed by 
administrators bound by a standard code of conduct. Yet in reality, the line 
from student behavior to classroom referral to offi ce discipline is complex 
and non-linear, dependent on teacher tolerance, classroom management 
capabilities, administrator preference, and variations in school and district 
policy (Morrison et al.,  2001 ). 

 In the same way, higher rates of suspension by race, gender, or sexual 
orientation are often viewed as a sign that those groups are engaging in 
differential rates of disruption. Yet to date there has been little or no sup-
port in the research literature for the notion that disproportionality in 
suspension for some groups is due to more severe behavior on the part of 
those students. As Skiba and colleagues (this volume) note, Black students 
are referred more frequently to the offi ce, even when statistically control-
ling for misbehavior, and receive harsher punishments for the same or 
lesser behavior: Racial differences in discipline appear to be caused less by 
type of behavior or student characteristics than by school factors such as 
perspective on discipline. 

 In this volume, Poteat and his colleagues use discipline data for LGBT 
students to conduct one of the most sophisticated analyses to date, compar-
ing the contributions to disciplinary disparities by both student behavior 
and systems characteristics. Drawing upon minority stress theory, Poteat 
et al. argue that the harsh and negative climate faced by non- heterosexual 
students increases their chances of engaging in  behaviors—such as  drinking 
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or weapon-carrying—that are more likely to be disciplined. Yet, the statis-
tical fi ndings suggest that the contribution of differential student behavior 
is signifi cant but not strong. There is stronger support for the differential 
processing hypothesis—once referred to the offi ce, LGBT students are 
more likely to receive more serious consequences for the same or simi-
lar infractions. Poteat and colleagues’ fi ndings join other work (see e.g., 
Skiba et al.,  2014 ) in suggesting that although student behavior clearly 
makes a contribution to determining who will be disciplined, decisions at 
the administrative level are as strong or stronger in predicting disciplinary 
disparities.  

   The School Climate for Marginalized Students 

 School climate and student perceptions of it are key factors in predicting 
learning outcomes. Student perceptions of a positive school climate have 
been found to be associated with higher academic achievement (see e.g., 
Brand, Felner, Shim, Seitsinger, & Dumas,  2003 ). Students who rate their 
school’s climate more positively engage in fewer risk-taking and violent 
behaviors (Resnick et al.,  1997 ) and show lower rates of problem behavior 
in general (Brand et  al.,  2003 ; Wang, Selman, Dishion, & Stormshak, 
 2010 ). 

 The advent of zero-tolerance philosophy and steady increases in the use 
of suspension and expulsion created a shift in many schools toward a more 
punitive and exclusionary orientation, with a corresponding negative 
effect on perceptions of school climate (see e.g., Steinberg, Allensworth, 
& Johnson,  2015 ), especially for students of color. Schools rated by their 
students as having low levels of support and academic expectations evi-
dence the highest rates of suspension and the largest Black-White suspen-
sion gap (Gregory, Cornell, & Fan,  2011 ). African American students 
hold more negative perceptions of school climate and racial fairness than 
their White peers; these negative ratings have been associated with higher 
rates of detention and suspension (Kupchik & Ellis,  2008 ; Mattison & 
Aber,  2007 ). 

 One of the more disturbing fi ndings in this volume is the negative, 
indeed hostile, climate that frequently greets students of differing sex-
ual orientation or gender identity. Across three chapters, the experiences 
of LGBT/queer youth were documented through individual interviews 
(Bellinger and colleagues), focus groups (Snapp and Russell), and a 
mixed method approach involving both survey and follow-up interviews 
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(Chmielewski and colleagues). In all three, the voices of LGBT youth 
are strikingly consistent in describing school climates that not only fail 
to support them, but often actively single them out for harassment and 
punishment. 

  School environments that are unsafe for LGBT students.  Across their 
surveys of youth, Chmielewski and her colleagues found that LGBTQ 
students of color, regardless of their gender, felt less safe in schools. 
Respondents in all three chapters reported verbal harassment and even 
physical attacks by their peers. Unfortunately, threats to the safety and 
well-being of LGBT youth may come not only from other students, but 
sometimes from school staff as well. Students interviewed by Bellinger 
and colleagues’ reported hearing words like “fag” or “queer” from school 
security agents or administrative deans. In one startling incident described 
by Chmielewski and colleagues, a lesbian student reported being taunted 
by a police offi cer while she was handcuffed to a railing. Such reports of 
verbal or even physical aggression by school staff cannot be taken lightly, 
especially given the consequences of such treatment. Reports by the stu-
dents in these chapters of mental health issues and higher rates of school 
dropout echo previous literature on the higher risk of a range of mental 
health issues for LGBT students subjected to verbal and physical harass-
ment (Russell, Everest, Rosario, & Birkett,  2014 ). 

  Failure to report.  Non-heterosexual students may not feel safe in report-
ing incidents of bullying and harassment in part because, as Bellinger and 
colleagues point out, they feel that nothing will be done about it. Without 
adequate response from school offi cials in the face of bullying and harass-
ment, there is no protection for the victims. Indeed, LGBT students who 
spoke with Snapp and Russell reported that they feared retribution from 
the students who had harassed them if they did report. 

  Differentially disciplined . Although the disciplinary environment in our 
nation’s schools has become more punitive over time for all students, mar-
ginalized students, whether by race/ethnicity, disability, or sexual orienta-
tion, are at even greater risk of being disciplined in punitive environments. 
Chmielewski and colleagues found that gender non-conforming LGBQ 
girls had the highest rates in their sample for both in- and out-of-school 
suspension. Queer students interviewed by Bellinger et al. reported that 
the same infractions that led them into the discipline system were ignored 
when committed by male, heterosexual students. Snapp and Russell, 
recounting the story of a young man kept out of class for most of the 
school day when he was found with nail polish passing through a metal 
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detector, suggest that the differential discipline of LGBT students falls at 
the intersection of “heightened surveillance and adult biases about appro-
priate gender expression” (p. 210). 

  The intersection of race and sexual orientation . As in research on the 
intersection of race and disability (see Losen and Smith-Evans Haynes, 
this volume), risks of differential treatment appear to be additive when 
one is a gay or lesbian student of color. In Bellinger et  al., queer stu-
dents reported that schools were more likely to respond negatively to non- 
heteronormative gender expression for students of color than for White 
students. At the same time, Chmielewski and colleagues’ surveys revealed 
that LGBT youth of color were 1.5 times more likely to be suspended 
than straight youth of color. 

  Lack of supports for students.  The students who spoke in these chapters 
were not merely passive victims—some actively pressed for policy reform 
or helped found a Gay Straight Alliance (GSA) at their schools. But that 
initiative is frequently offset by continuing declines in the availability of 
mental health resources for all students, while the absence of support net-
works and policies countering bullying and harassment constitute a more 
specifi c lack of support for LGBTQ students. Snapp and Russell suggest 
that climates hostile to LGBT students may be due to a combination of 
insuffi cient training and homophobia, while Bellinger and colleagues rec-
ommend training all school personnel in recognizing and responding in 
an appropriate manner to issues of gender and gender non-conformity.  

   Cultural Synchrony and Implicit Bias 

 To what extent do cultural mismatch or bias contribute to unequal disci-
pline in our schools? Directly addressing the topic of race is awkward and 
uncomfortable, and can create its own resistance and pushback, especially 
from educators who fear being labeled as racist (Trepagnier,  2006 ). Yet, 
given a long national history of deeply entrenched individual and institu-
tional racism and stereotyping, the possibility that cultural mismatch or 
historical biases persist must be explored. 

 While school populations become progressively more diverse, the 
teaching force in most areas of the nation remains overwhelmingly White 
and female (King,  2005 ), begging the question whether this mismatch 
contributes to the discipline gap. Blake et  al. begin that exploration in 
their study of cultural synchrony, the theory that disciplinary disparities 
are due in part to a mismatch of race/ethnicity between students and 
school staff, leading to misunderstanding and the possibility of bias. 
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Across a  comprehensive longitudinal database, they found that Black and 
Latino students, as well as female students, were more likely to be referred 
for disciplinary action in schools characterized by a lack of congruence 
between students and teachers. In particular, Black students in schools 
with fewer Black staff were 44% more likely than their peers to be disci-
plined, at least between 7th and 12th grade. Certainly, these data suggest 
the need for redoubling efforts to diversify our nation’s teaching force and 
for the innovative tiered approach to teacher training the authors suggest 
to improve the cultural responsiveness of all school staff. 

 Numbers indicating a lack of staff-student congruence do not in and 
of themselves prove that bias or stereotype is responsible for discipline 
disparities; yet evidence that bias and stereotype do contribute to racial 
disparities continues to build. Kahn and colleagues, reviewing extensive 
literature on stereotype and bias, found that although explicit racial ste-
reotypes and bias may be in retreat, a) extensive research using the Implicit 
Association Test (see e.g., Nosek et al.,  2007 ) has found that the majority 
of Americans hold some form of pro-White, anti-Black bias, often uncon-
scious and unintentional; b) that such biases have been documented in law 
enforcement, infl uencing key decisions (e.g., shoot/no shoot) in video 
simulations; and c) that such stereotypes have been documented among 
teachers, affecting their judgment about school achievement among dif-
ferent groups. 

 As of now, it is diffi cult to estimate what proportion of disparity in school 
discipline is due to bias or stereotype. Yet a deep history of vicious and cor-
rosive stereotypes for non-White and non-heteronormative groups, and 
steadily accumulating evidence that those stereotypes remain embedded 
in our consciousness today (Carter, Skiba, Arredondo, & Pollock,  2014 ), 
make it a topic of key importance. For victims of police over-reaction in 
cities across the nation, the results of lingering stereotypes have too often 
been deadly. In our nation’s schools, it is plausible that the enactment of 
bias places far too many young people at risk for school exclusion, seri-
ously harming their chances of success in school and in life.   

   WHAT ARE THE MOST PROMISING DISPARITY-REDUCING 
STRATEGIES? 

 One of the key goals of the Discipline Disparities Research to Practice 
Collaborative when fi rst convened in 2010 was to address the signifi cant 
shortage of research-based intervention strategies for reducing inequity 
in school discipline. At the time, although programmatic strategies such 
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as Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports, restorative justice, and 
social-emotional learning were identifi ed as promising means of reducing 
suspension and expulsion (Osher, Bear, Sprague, & Doyle,  2010 ), there 
were virtually no tests of these or any other strategy targeted specifi cally 
at closing the discipline gap. Fortunately, in the intervening period, there 
has been substantial growth in the availability of intervention strategies 
specifi cally intended to do just that. 

 Gregory, Bell, and Pollock ( 2014 ) outline the most comprehensive 
model to date to guide educators in addressing and reducing disparities in 
school discipline. Drawing upon both evidence-based interventions such 
as My Teaching Partner, restorative justice, and threat assessment, and 
practical and common sense strategies for teachers and administrators, 
Gregory and her colleagues argue that both  confl ict prevention  and  confl ict 
reduction  are needed to reform school discipline and reduce disparities. 

 The fi ve chapters in this volume describing specifi c disparity-reducing 
interventions are the result of intervention research commissioned by the 
Discipline Disparities Collaborative. Some of those chapters (Gregory and 
Clawson; Vincent et al.) provide empirical tests of the effi cacy of interven-
tion programs for disparity reduction, while others (Schotland et al.; Yusuf 
et  al.) describe school-based strategies for changing school or teacher 
practice. Kahn and her colleagues describe a model for training police 
offi cers, teachers, and school administrators in recognizing and overcom-
ing implicit bias and masculinity threat. Some clear and consistent themes 
emerged across these important new approaches: 

  The importance of multicomponent interventions.  Disciplinary disparities 
are complex, driven by behavior, student, and school characteristics, sug-
gesting that intervention strategies to reduce disparities must also be com-
plex and multifaceted. Schotland and colleagues described a three-part 
strategy that included Restorative Circles, No Bully Solution Teams, and 
Peer Court to reduce the use of school suspension at Davidson Middle 
School. Similarly, Vincent and her colleagues combined two strategies—
restorative justice and School-wide Positive Behavioral Interventions and 
Supports (SWPBIS)—to achieve more promising results in terms of dis-
parity reduction. 

  Relationships are key . The importance of relationship-building—between 
educators, students, and parents—has been one of the more signifi cant 
recent fi ndings in the fi eld of school discipline, often spelling the differ-
ence between de-escalation and problem-solving within the classroom, and 
confrontation that cycles up to school exclusion or even the use of force 
or arrest. Gregory and Clawson found that those teachers who engaged 
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in affective statements to build interpersonal relationships with their stu-
dents were more effective than their peers in reducing or even eliminat-
ing discipline gaps by race and sexual preference. Similarly, the success of 
the restorative interventions at Davidson Middle appeared to be built to a 
large measure on relationships—from parents who expressed their disap-
pointment in their son or daughter in Peer Court, to improved student-
teacher relationships in classrooms implementing Restorative Circles. 

  Not yet elimination ,  but clear reductions in disparities.  All of these chap-
ters describe implementation over a relatively short term—sometimes only 
one year. So it is not surprising that these interventions all reduced dis-
parities, but did not always eliminate discipline gaps. Schoolwide Positive 
and Restorative Discipline (SWPRD) eliminated the gap in racial fair-
ness between White and Latino students, and the gap in perceptions of 
the extent of bullying and harassment between LGBT and heterosexual 
students; all racial/ethnic groups saw decreases in their rates of Offi ce 
Disciplinary Referrals (ODRs), and the gap between White and Latino 
ODR rates closed. Neither Schotland nor Gregory and Clawson reported 
a complete elimination of racial/ethnic disparities. Yet these chapters also 
document that schools dedicated to rethinking discipline also showed 
reductions in inequity: Davidson Middle School’s programs cut Latino/
White disciplinary inequity in half, while Gregory and Clawson found that 
those teachers who implemented Restorative Practices (RP) with greater 
fi delity were able to reduce African American and Latino disparities in defi -
ance referrals for males, and completely eliminate those gaps for African 
American and Latino females. 

  Effective programs demand educator buy-in and time for refl ection.  
Systems reform is challenging, and cannot be accomplished without buy-
 in from frontline educators and law enforcement personnel, who need 
time to refl ect on why change is important, as well as suffi cient resources 
and training to implement alternative approaches. The reform efforts 
described in these chapters suggest that implementation of new initia-
tives may grow slowly, or even face resistance, if teachers are not suffi -
ciently engaged in the process of reform. Yet when frontline education 
and  criminal justice personnel participate in the design and execution of 
reform, their engagement in the change process can yield creative and 
promising results. The facilitated discussion highlighting discipline dis-
parities led by Yusuf and colleagues allowed teachers to refl ect on their 
own responsibility for the discipline gap, and generate a response grid 
focused on reducing the use of exclusionary and punitive approaches to 
discipline. Kahn and colleagues have delved deeply into the research on 
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implicit bias to design a comprehensive training program for police, teach-
ers, and school administrators to raise awareness and reduce the infl uence 
of implicit bias and masculinity threat. Their promising pilot results sug-
gest that it is possible for educators and law enforcement personnel to 
identify their own biases and stereotypes, and, more importantly, keep 
those from affecting their interactions with students who are otherwise at 
risk of facing disproportionate discipline. 

   How Do We Get to Enduring Change and Disparity Reduction? 

 As Losen and Smith-Evans Haynes note in their chapter on policy, the 
recent pace of policy change in school discipline has been remarkable. 
Strong new policy changes at the federal, state, and district levels have 
called for limiting the use of suspension to only the most serious infrac-
tions, and have begun to provide support for a range of more effective and 
equitable practices. 

 Yet, although the enunciation of policy change at the federal, state, 
or even district level provides a basis for change, it in no way guarantees 
effective reform at the local school level. Media reports have already docu-
mented pushback from local educators concerned that rhetoric may not 
be backed up by resources (Sperry,  2015 ). To ensure sustainable change, 
federal and state policies must translate into school-based implementa-
tion, training, and resources for educators dealing with day-to-day disci-
pline issues. Recommendations for policy, practice, and research have been 
made throughout this volume, across the following dimensions:  

   Expand the Availability and Use of Data for Documenting 
Disciplinary Disparities 

 The continuing availability of comprehensive, universal, and disaggregated 
discipline data serves as the keystone for monitoring and remediating dis-
proportionality. State, district, and school data can provide information 
for those seeking to understand or change disciplinary practices. Yet the 
lack of local availability or lack of use of that data suggests a number of 
recommendations:

•     Ensure that disaggregated suspension and expulsion data are available 
for all states ,  districts ,  and schools.  The collection of disciplinary data 
varies greatly, even at the state level. While most districts and schools 
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collect disciplinary data, it is often diffi cult for community members 
to access it.  

•    Continue to study all groups for whom there is disproportionality in 
discipline.  African American males remain the group most likely to 
be harmed by the overuse of exclusionary discipline. Yet it is striking 
how many other groups—students with disabilities, African American 
females, Latino and American Indian students, LGBT students—are 
also at a disproportionate risk of removal from school for disciplinary 
reasons. The true extent of these disparities calls into question the 
inclusiveness and responsiveness of our educational systems for large 
numbers of students caught up in the web of disciplinary exclusion.  

•    Expand data collection and availability for LGBT students.  The 
fear of identifying students as LGBT who may not have as yet self- 
identifi ed is clearly a barrier to collecting reliable data on discipline 
and harassment by sexual orientation. Yet, while the concern for the 
right of privacy is important, the threats of bullying and disparities in 
discipline suggest that another right—namely the right to have ineq-
uitable treatment documented—may be violated by failing to collect 
and report such data (see e.g., Snapp, Russell, Skiba, Arredondo, & 
Gray,  in press ).  

•    Provide guidance on using and understanding data . The availability 
of data does not always ensure that such data will be used or under-
stood. Institutionalization of data analysis, one of the key features 
of school discipline reform in systems such as School-Wide Positive 
Behavior Interventions and Supports (Sprague & Horner,  2007 ), 
can help ensure that data are part of a self-refl ective process for cre-
ating and monitoring the impact of school reform. In particular, 
resources that train practitioners and policymakers in the meaning of 
disproportionality data  2   are useful in empowering local schools and 
communities to understand and utilize trends and patterns in their 
own fi ndings.     

   Continue to Test, Refi ne, and Support Interventions, Including 
Local Initiatives 

 As fi ndings on the ineffectiveness and inequity of punitive and exclu-
sionary discipline continue to drive policy reform, pressure will build on 
schools and school districts to replace exclusion with more effective and 
equitable practices. The research presented in this volume represents a 
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quantum leap forward in testing interventions designed specifi cally to 
reduce disparities in discipline. Scale-up and more sophisticated random-
ized treatment-control studies are obviously needed, but so is research 
that, in a period of rapid change, can document the process and outcomes 
of local reforms:

•     Study how local schools and districts implement disciplinary reform . 
Although evidence-based research validating disparity-reducing 
interventions is critical, the presence of such research does not 
guarantee that schools can or will implement such alternatives with 
fi delity (see Yusuf and colleagues, this volume). More research is 
needed highlighting exemplars who have undertaken change “from 
the ground up.” School-based implementation research at sites like 
Davidson Middle School provide a rich guide for educators and 
advocates seeking practical strategies for changing disciplinary out-
comes in their own community. Ultimately, districts that currently 
have lower rates of exclusion and lower rates of suspension/expul-
sion have much to teach others on how effective reform might be 
implemented.  

•    Provide suffi cient resources to support change.  Without adequate 
understanding of the need for change or suffi cient training and 
resources to accomplish it, successful reform may be unattainable. 
Federal initiatives such as the Supportive School Discipline Initiative, 
the  National Leadership Summit on School Discipline , the White 
House  Rethink School Discipline , and school discipline/school cli-
mate grants from the Department of Justice and Department of 
Education have provided a promising start.     

   To Reduce and Eliminate Racial Disparities, It Is Necessary 
to Confront the Topic of Race 

 Inequities documented in our schools and society are rooted in a 400-year 
history of oppression and discrimination that has left us with stereotypes 
and biases that remain embedded in our personal and collective conscious-
ness (see Carter et al.,  2014 ), acted out in both tragic deadly encounters in 
our communities and in micro-aggressions in our classrooms and schools 
(Howard,  2008 ). The diffi culty and awkwardness of talking about race, 
disadvantage, and privilege has been widely documented (Pollock,  2009 ; 
Singleton & Linton,  2005 ; Solomon et al.,  2005 ). Yet it is not possible 
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to close achievement or discipline gaps without confronting and work-
ing through issues of race and other differences. To avoid what Pollock 
( 2009 ) has referred to as “clumsy race talk” and to create safe spaces for 
school personnel to openly discuss issues of race and difference inherent 
in many disciplinary incidents, Carter et al. ( 2014 ) provide a number of 
recommendations:

•    Model a willingness to ask awkward and diffi cult questions (Pollock, 
 2009 ).  

•   Acknowledge that mistakes will be made when speaking about race 
(Tatum,  2006 ).  

•   Acknowledge that participants will experience discomfort while con-
sidering and discussing experiences/perspectives different from their 
own (Singleton & Linton,  2005 ).  

•   Use “race teachable moments” (Border Crossers,  2011 ), when stu-
dents’ comments, questions, and classroom incidents about race or 
racism surface, to sustain critical conversations about inequity.      

   CONCLUSIONS 
 A national consensus has begun to emerge that over-reliance on disciplin-
ary removal is ineffective and reinforces inequity in our society (American 
Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force.  2008 ), and that it 
is time to take positive steps to close the discipline gap. Refl ecting fed-
eral guidance on the need for more effective methods to build positive 
school climates, many states, districts, and schools are beginning to search 
for evidence- based strategies to make that consensus a reality. The inter-
ventions and recommendations contained within this volume represent 
promising paths toward the goal of fairness in disciplinary treatment for 
all students. 

 Yet more is needed if the good intentions of policy are to be success-
fully translated into practice in our nation’s schools. First, there must be a 
willingness to admit that students or their families do not hold full respon-
sibility for differential outcomes in school discipline, but that important 
sources of differential treatment continue to exist within our institutions. 
Sustainable change can occur only when those participating in our insti-
tutions are willing to move beyond defi cit thinking (Valencia,  1997 ) to 
refl ect on the ways that institutions and the actors within them continue 
to contribute to the perpetuation of age-old inequality and stereotypes. 
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Second, changes in disciplinary outcomes are more likely to occur by estab-
lishing a clear focus on actionable factors within the purview of schools 
and educators. Educators cannot change the sociodemographic challenges 
that students bring with them; they can however, commit to establishing 
positive rather than punitive school and classroom environments, engag-
ing in problem solving rather than exclusion, and consciously increasing 
the cultural responsiveness of pedagogy and school discipline. 

 Finally, change requires resources. Although the notion of spending 
new money on social programs has become almost taboo in the current 
political climate, any policy that requires a signifi cant shift in school pol-
icy—including new disciplinary paradigms—cannot be implemented on 
the backs of teachers and administrators. This is not a matter of resource 
availability, but rather a question of priorities. None of the interventions 
described in this volume are out of reach of federal or state education 
budgets; the ultimate question is whether there is suffi cient will to bring 
school-based inequity to an end. 

 Our nation has set and continues to set high goals for excellent outcomes 
for all students, yet it has become increasingly clear that reliance on exclu-
sionary discipline is a path that is incompatible with reaching those goals. 
Bringing promising discipline reform initiatives to fruition in our nation’s 
schools will almost certainly require partnerships between educators and 
communities, between researchers and practitioners, between advocates 
and administrators, to develop new models that recognize that student 
learning requires engagement and instruction, not exclusion. Those who 
have already begun to engage in that process have demonstrated that safety 
and educational opportunity are not mutually exclusive, and that schools 
are abundantly capable, with appropriate support, of developing instruc-
tional settings that preserve a commitment to both excellence and equity.  

     NOTES 
     1.    Data drawn from Quahand Davis ( 2015 ).  Here ’ s a timeline of unarmed 

black men killed by police. Buzzfeed.  Downloaded from   http://www.
buzzfeed.com/nicholasquah/heres-a-timeline-of-unarmed-black-men-
killed-by-police-over#.pe1RndVbP    . A full listing of deaths of unarmed per-
sons of color by police may be found at:  The Counted :  People killed by police 
in the U.S.  (2015). The Guardian . Downloaded from   http://www.the-
guardian.com/us-news/ng-interactive/2015/jun/01/the-counted-
police-killings-us-database#     suggests that the number may be much higher.   
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   2.    See, for example,  Addressing the Root Causes of Disparities in School Discipline 
An Educator ’ s Action Planning Guide  (Osher et al.,  2015 ).          
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