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The principal theoretical proposition from which this work begins is that

schools are a place of cultural reproduction and that school discipline policies are

racialized resulting in a negative consequence for African American and Hispanic

children.  The purpose of this study is to determine the effect of teacher

discretionary removal on urban minority students.  This research examined the

impact for African American and Hispanic elementary students when a state
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expands its zero tolerance discipline policy to allow for the discretionary removal

of students from the traditional learning environment.

 The research questions were: (1) What are the trends in student suspension

rate subsequent to the 1996 adoption of a discretionary discipline removal policy,

and the general socio-demographic characteristics of students who are subjected to

a discretionary removal?  (2)  Are the achievement test scores, Texas Academic

Achievement (TAAS) / Texas Learning Index (TLI) reading and math scores, of

student’s subjected to a discretionary removal significantly different from the test

scores of comparable peer students not subjected to a discretionary removal?  (3)  Is

there a relationship between discretionary referral reason and ethnicity?

The methodology used for this study was a quasi-experimental approach.

The district selected for this study was a large urban Texas school district. Data

used for this study was obtained from records maintained by the school district’s

alternative education facility for students suspended because of a discretionary

removal.  Descriptive and inferential statistics were used to examine relationships

between variables and the application of discretionary removal and suspension.
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The results of the investigation clearly indicated African American and

Hispanic students were subjected to discretionary removals at higher rates than

non-minorities.  The findings determined numerous trends in discretionary removal

based on student ethnicity, gender, special education identification, and socio-

economic status.  The study also determined a negative relationship between

discretionary removal and academic achievement growth.  On average, students

subjected to a discretionary removal had lower achievement test scores in

comparison to peers not subjected to a discipline removal.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

 School Discipline Policies & Theories of Education

The principal theoretical proposition from which this work begins is that

schools are a place of cultural reproduction and that school discipline policies are

racialized resulting in a negative consequence for African American and Hispanic

children. Discipline policies are a means of enforcing rules and habits so that

children will develop into adults who conform to the general social expectations of

mainstream culture, absorbing its basic attitudes and beliefs and thus becoming

law-abiding citizens.  From a social theorist perspective, schools are expected to

produce students who will be in harmony with the values and needs of society and

collective interest.  Therefore, it comes as no surprise when schools are viewed as

unsafe and classrooms unruly the public’s demand for reform is inevitable and

social policies designed to control behavior is forthwith. This demand for reform

has recently come in the form of zero-tolerance for student behavior deemed unsafe

or disruptive to the learning environment.  Hence, legislation addressing school
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safety expounding what student behaviors will not be tolerated flows from the

federal to state level of government and subsequently to local school districts and

school campuses. 

While it is true schools have a political and social purpose, what occurs in

public schools also has economic implications for society. For example, if a zero-

tolerance discipline policy limits the academic and social experiences of children

and youth, the net result may be a decrease in the number of workers who can meet

the education and technical demands of the market place. Hence, from a Weberian

economic perspective, while schools may serve to educate and socialize the

populace, schools may also help shape the type and color of the U.S. workforce.

This potential control of the labor market access directly conflicts with civil right

policies designed to enforce an equal education for all children. More importantly

for minorities student education is seen as a mechanism of access to societal

wealth. As noted by Fanon (1967), racist structures are permanently embedded in

the psychology, economy, society, and culture of the modern world.   As noted by

Derrick Bell (1992), because bias is masked in unofficial practices and “neutral”

standards one must question whether race or some individual failing is the reason
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for the negative outcome for a person of color.  Therefore, when examining the lack

of academic success for children of color in light of Civil Rights laws, for African

American and Hispanic children one can not help question if so called neutral

discipline policies rather than undergird goals of equality, serve to increase social

and economic inequality.

From a critical race theoretical framework it appears that societal interest

and current school zero-tolerance discipline policies that limit a student’s access to

the established curriculum serves to strengthen educators dominant position of

power over students and their economic potential. As pointed out by Gary Orfield

(2000), elementary schools are usually the first institutions to feel the impact of any

major change in American society.  Therefore, it comes as no surprise for

elementary students, ones age and maturity does not exempt them from this lack of

tolerance, but rather ones ethnicity might.

In Chapter 2, a review of the literature, an effort will be made to elaborate

how zero-tolerance discipline policies have become racilized and illustrate how

schools continue to serve as institutions of cultural reproduction with negative

implications for African American and Hispanic children caught in the web of zero-
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tolerance. However, before examining the current findings that support this

research, one must first understand why policy makers and educators reached a

point of “zero-tolerance” for the behavior of children?  In other words, why has

student behavior traditionally addressed by the classroom teacher necessitated the

intrusion of federal and state policy makers?

Discipline Policies & School Safety

Concerns about school safety are not new but when school shootings such

as the one that occurred at Columbine High School are repeatedly portrayed on the

nightly news the public cannot help but question, how safe are our schools?

Violence not only poses a threat of physical injury it also threatens the entire

educational process because of the disruption to teaching and learning (Hill &

Drolet, 1999).  When violence occurs at a school or when there is fear that violence

shall occur at a school, both students and teachers are victimized. As a result, the

public not only demands but also expects an immediate response to this real or

perceived concern surrounding school safety.

In response to this concern that schools are no longer safe, President Clinton

signed into law the Gun-Free Schools Act (GFSA) in 1994. This law required states
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to develop and enforce school safety policies and associated punishments to curtail

school violence or risk the loss of federal funds. The GFSA act’s definition of

weapons includes guns, bombs, grenades, rockets, and missiles and broader

definitions as prescribed by each State.

While the 1994 Gun Free Schools Act (GFSA) required the expulsion for

one calendar year of any student bringing a weapon to school, the law also allowed

for a case-by-case modification of the one-year expulsion by the “chief

administrative officer” of the school district.  However, many school districts as

illustrated in the literature, for whatever reason did not appear to readily utilize this

clause.  Rather many school districts appeared to have embraced a punitive, no

exception, and no tolerance approach towards student discipline and expanded its

application to include non-violent behavior.

Zero- Tolerance Discipline Policies & School Safety

The 1994 GFSA does not use the term “zero tolerance”, the slogan “zero

tolerance” first came to wide public attention in 1986 when the U.S. attorney in San

Diego used the slogan to explain his seizure of boats carrying illegal drugs (Ficus,

2000). The slogan was later used by state policy makers and educators as a method
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of defining school safety policies and demonstrating to a concerned public that

school district’s would not tolerate behavior deemed disruptive to school safety and

orderliness.

The threat of violence that makes the news is only part of the picture when

there is a discussion surrounding school safety. Disorder, disrespect, vandalism and

other relatively minor crimes are also constant problems that many schools are

attempting to address (Skiba & Peterson, 1999). Therefore, in response to the

perceived lax in school discipline and order, educators often address a wide range

of student infractions by using a zero tolerance discipline policy.

Unlike weapon and drug offenses that typically mandate an expulsion per

federal statue, zero tolerance discipline actions imposed for other types of student

behavior are classified as “discretionary” because each school district may define

the types of behavior that will not be tolerated. As described by Skiba (1999) the

term “zero tolerance” is being used more and more to describe the degree to which

society is willing to accept (or tolerate) certain kinds of student behavior.  Hence,

by 1997, ninety percent of the nation’s schools had zero tolerance policies for
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firearms and other types of behavior deemed disruptive to the learning environment

(Fiscus, 2000).

The Goals of Zero-Tolerance Discipline Policies

The two main goals of a zero tolerance discipline policy are: (1) ensure the

safety of staff and students, and (2) create an environment conducive to learning.

Therefore in response to these goals, many states have passed legislation that

allows for the discretionary removal of students from the traditional academic

setting for any behavior deemed disruptive to the learning environment.  Noguera

(1995) argues that a zero tolerance discipline policy is adopted less for its

effectiveness than for its symbolic value.

In other words, a zero tolerance discipline policy attempts to reassure

administrators, parents, and teachers that strong actions are a necessary response to

a perceived breakdown in school order.

Proponents of zero-tolerance discipline policies appear to embrace a

paternalistic-authoritarian approach towards student behavior, thus presenting the

argument that students are immature beings that need to coerced to be educated and

disciplined without regards to their rights (Morris, 1980).  As we enter the 21st
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century, the sentiment of proponents of a zero tolerance discipline policy appear to

be saying, “we are going to create an atmosphere where students can learn, and if a

student acts up, we’ll move them out of there” (Portner, 1995, p.1).

A “zero tolerance” discipline policy serves the objective of removing

disruptive students so that other students can learn.  It also serves the purpose of

removing potentially violent dangerous students from the general population and

thereby providing for a safe learning environment. As the debate surrounding safe

schools continues, states such as Texas have established programs that segregate

students viewed as discipline problems from the other members of the student

body.

Statement of the Problem

Society often attempts to control and define acceptable behavior by

imposing rules designed to maintain a rational and civilized society.  The

application of a “zero tolerance” discipline policy is one example of society’s

attempt to control student behavior and respond to the public’s perception that

schools are not safe.   However, as with any rule there is often the risk of

unintended consequences, as documented in the research literature highlighting the
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significant controversy surrounding the use of  “zero tolerance” discipline policies

especially when the policy is broadened to allow for discretionary definition of

unacceptable behaviors.

Controversy related to the application of zero-tolerance discipline policies

and the discretionary removal of students is often sparked by the continuum of

offenses for which the policy is applied.  For example, some school districts have

extended zero tolerance to fighting, homework completion, general misbehavior,

and disrespect just to name a few of the infractions cited as reasons for the removal

of a student. Therefore, in these cases a zero tolerance discipline policy tends to

punish both major and minor incidents (Sikba & Peterson, 1999).

Research illustrates the importance of access to academic experiences

through the curriculum, teachers, and other school activities are of particular

importance for minority students who are already marginalized in school settings

(Davis & Jordan, 1995; Finn & Cox, 1992; Irvine, 1990; Sanders & Reed, 1995).

Therefore, any policy that involuntarily denies a student established instructional

time and suspends the established curriculum even for brief periods of time should

be subjected to strict scrutiny. As documented in the research, there is an academic
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achievement “gap” between minority and non-minority students, specifically for

African American and Hispanic students. While several researchers have offered

many possible explanations for this achievement gap, there does not appear to be

one specific reason. However, what is clear in the research is the need for students

to have continuous access to the established curriculum and classroom instruction.

Hence, a discretionary removal policy may unintentionally undermine the goal of

closing the achievement gap.

When discretionary removal policies are applied to all students regardless

of age or maturity, particularly for elementary students, the potential negative

emotional and academic ramifications must be carefully considered. As Hyman and

Snook (2000) have argued, the increase and automatic use of punishment as

opposed to prevention of misbehavior and violence in schools, often makes the

schoolhouse toxic for children.  In other words, zero tolerance discipline policies

that allow for the discretionary removal of students have been used as a “gate

keeping” mechanism in determining which students will have access to public

schools.



11

Davis and Jordan (1994) determined that suspension and expulsion the two

primary types of punishments associated with a zero-tolerance policy, negatively

impact minority student academic achievement at a greater rate than Euro-

Americans. Hyman & Snook, 2000 had similar findings that out-of-school

suspension is linked to several negative outcomes including academic failure, grade

retention, and negative school attitudes. The association of negative academic

achievement and discipline practices should come as no surprise in light of the

documented inequities and associated negative schooling experiences for minority

students.

The application of a zero tolerance discipline policy and the discretionary

removal of students from the traditional learning environment also raise equity

concerns in its application, particularly for those with the least amount of power

within a school system.  The research shows those most negatively impacted by the

application of a zero tolerance discipline policy are minority and poor students.

Researchers identified a correlation between a teacher’s prejudice and negative

expectations for minorities and more frequent and severe application of punishment

for school related behavior (Townsend, 2000).  The findings of a correlation
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between a teacher’s prejudice and expectations should not be surprising if one

considers how issues of racial ideology and power continue to matter in America.

In other words, a zero tolerance approach to student behavior allows those in power

to demand social conformity from minorities, specifically from African American

and Hispanic students.

While there is a need to address student discipline, the degree of discretion

and the embracement of a “zero tolerance” approach towards student behavior and

the demand for the discretionary removal of disruptive students tend to address the

concerns of those least impacted by this lack of tolerance or the associated

consequence.  Rather, zero-tolerance discipline policies appear to segregate and

relegate students to a specific academic track. This differentiation in academics

may result in a negative initial school experience and future expectation of failure

and non-conformity. As Michael Casserly (1996) points out, “schoolchildren are

tracked, sorted, labeled, and pigeonholed.  Some are chronically detained, expelled,

suspended, or removed.  Either they are “pushed out” or they are graduated

knowing very little.  Either way, they have failed and have been failed”.

Educational experiences often serve as antecedents to many of the social and
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economic ills students face later in life.  Hence, inequities in schooling experiences

underpinned by the application of discretionary discipline removal policies may

have potentially broad consequences for students’ future educational attainment,

employment, and family relations (Davis, 1994).

Purpose

The purpose of this study is to determine the effect of teacher discretionary

removal on urban minority students.  This research will examine the impact for

African American and Hispanic elementary students when a state expands its zero

tolerance discipline policy to allow for the discretionary removal of a student from

the traditional learning environment.  In other words, this study will specifically

examine the implications for minority students when teachers are given the

discretionary authority to determine who will have access to their classrooms. For

example, in Texas, legislation was adopted to expand the states zero tolerance

discipline policy to give teachers the discretionary authority to remove students

who were documented as being disruptive from their classrooms.
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Chapter 37 (section 37.002 (b) of the Texas Education Code allows a

teacher to remove a student from a classroom when the student has been

determined to meet any of the following conditions.

(1) Has been documented by the teacher to repeatedly interfere with the

teacher’s ability to communicate effectively with the students in the class or

with the ability of the student’s classmates to learn; or

(2) Whose behavior the teacher determines is so unruly, disruptive, or

abusive that it seriously interferes with the teacher’s ability to communicate

effectively with the students in the class or with the ability of the student’s

classmates to learn; or

If a teacher removes a student from class under Subsection (b), the principal

may place the student into another appropriate classroom, into in-school

suspension, or into an alternative education program.  The principal may not

return the student to the teachers’ class without the teacher’s consent unless

it is determined by a committee that such placement is the best or only

alternative available.
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 If the removal of a student is classified as discretionary, the principal or an

assistant principal makes the decision regarding the specific punishment to be

imposed.  Dependent upon the perceived severity of the offense and the district’s

and campus established student code of behavioral conduct, the punishment can

range from timeout within a specific location at the school to a suspension.

However, unlike a mandatory removal for serious offenses such as drugs and

weapons, per Chapter 37 of the Texas Education Code, the suspension cannot

exceed three consecutive days for one offense.

Research Questions

This study will seek to determine the extent, if any, the effects of teacher

discretionary removal on urban minority students by answering the following

questions:

1. What are the trends in student suspension rate subsequent to the 1996

adoption of a discretionary discipline removal policy, and the general socio-

demographic characteristics of students who are subjected to a discretionary

removal?



16

2. Are the achievement test scores (TAAS/TLI reading and math scores), of

student’s subjected to a discretionary removal significantly different from

the test scores of comparable peer students not subjected to a discretionary

removal?

3. Is there a relationship between discretionary referral reason and ethnicity?

Definition of Terms

To provide clarity and consistency in interpretation of major terms utilized

throughout this report, the usage of these terms should be construed to mean the

following:

Discretionary Removals & Suspension (Chapter 37, Section 37.005, Texas

Education Agency)- State law does not require the discretionary removals of

students.  However, because of violations of discipline management policies, a

school can choose to enforce a zero tolerance policy and suspend a student. A

discretionary removal and suspension cannot be made for longer than 3 days on the

basis of multiple offenses that occur during the same time period.  For example, a

student may commit the following acts of assault and disrespect, while the student
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has potentially violated two provisions of a student code of conduct, since the

offense occurred on the same day a suspension should not exceed three days.

Disciplinary Alternative Education Program/ Facility- A separate school /

designated campus for students who have been suspended or expelled from school

for a disciplinary reasons.  For purposes of this study, the state of Texas does not

require alternative discipline facilities to continue the educational program /

curriculum for students who are suspended as the result of a discretionary removal.

Minority Student- For purposes of this study, a minority student refers to

individuals  whose ethnic membership is African American and/or Hispanic.

Socioeconomic Status Indicator (SES)- This is an index that represents family

financial resources based on whether a student participates in the free or reduced

cost of lunch program.  Access to free or reduced lunch is defined by the family

applying for that benefit and qualifying for it based on the total family income not

exceeding a defined income level.

Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS)- In the state of Texas, the Texas

Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) is the primary measurement device used in

the educational accountability system.  The TAAS is a criterion-referenced test.  A
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Texas Learning Index (TLI) scaled score on the TAAS is a standardized score

based on a scale centered at the level of minimum expectations (70) and a standard

deviation of 15 scale score points. The TAAS is administered at grades 3, 4, 5, 6, 7,

8, and 10th in Texas.

Texas Learning Index (TLI)- A score that allows for comparison both across

years and across grades within subject areas. A TLI score of 70 corresponds to the

minimum expectations/passing level and remains constant across administrations of

different forms of the test.

Special Education- students tested and identified as having some type of disability

(physical or emotional) that may impede their learning. Any applicable designators

(labels), for example, (LD) learning disability will be specifically identified as the

research data are presented and discussed.

Zero-Tolerance Discipline Policy- Provides a known consequence if a given act is

committed, for example, a mandatory expulsion for bringing a weapon or drugs to

school.
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Importance of the Study

There is no disagreement that violent and disruptive behavior cannot be

tolerated in schools. The benefit of this study is to illustrate that a one-size fits all

approach to student behavior does not appear to be a rational one to address the

complex issue of school safety.  What may have started, as a narrowly tailored

policy to address specific behaviors unfortunately appears to have become the norm

rather the exception for educators to handle student classroom management issues?

In other words, the application of a zero tolerance discipline policy to address

minor as well as major school safety concerns may promote and support inequity in

the delivery of education services.

School experiences have potentially broad consequences for students future

educational attainment, employment, and family relations.  Access to academic

experiences through the curriculum, teachers, and other school activities is of

particular importance for minority students who are often marginalized in school

settings (Finn & Cox, 1992; Irvine, 1990; Sanders & Reed, 1995).  As pointed out

in the literature, little is know about salient school contextual and structural
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variables and how they affect the educational outcomes for minority students

(Davis & Jordan, 1994). As documented in the research, negative school

experiences and outcomes for students are often products of school contextual and

structural factors that limit learning opportunities, especially for minority males

(Ferguson, 1991; Polite, 1993b).

School environments often help students develop a sense of order, place,

and expectations (Adler, Kless, & Adler, 1992).  If the purpose of schools is to

promote intellectual development and socialization, (Davis & Jordan, 1994) then

arguably schools are falling short of their goals for students who are subjected to

discretionary removals.

The documented research that minorities, especially African American

males have traditionally been subjected to disparate treatment in the application of

discipline policies has primarily examined the impact on middle and high school

students.  However, zero-tolerance discipline discretionary policies tend not to

discriminate based on age or maturity of children.  Hence, this research is

significant in examining the impact for elementary minority students, especially if

one were to consider that due to their age and maturity, a discretionary removal
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could prove even more detrimental to their perception of school and academic

learning.

Discriminatory treatment of minority students in school discipline is not an

isolated phenomena, but rather part of a complex of inequity that appears to be

associated with both special education overrepresentation and school dropout

(Gordon, Della, Piana, & Keleher, 2000).  The source of institutional inequity in

the public education system is typically unconscious (Skiba, Michael, Nardo, &

Peterson, 2000). Therefore studies such as this are important to bring to the

attention of policy makers and educators that the academic success of minority

students may be impeded by several factors to include those purported as benign

school safety policies. As pointed out by Bowditch (1993), whether or not

discrepancies in school discipline are in fact racially motivated does not eliminate

the concern surrounding the overrepresentation of minorities and those of lower

socioeconomic status in school discipline referrals; as well as the concern that

discipline removals contribute to racial stratification in school and society.

Racial bias in the practice of school discipline is only part of a broader

discourse concerning the presence of institutional racism (Hanssen, 1998) or
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structural inequity (Nieto, 2000) in education.  This inequity could also be

attributed to what Bowles & Gintis, 1976 and others have defined as cultural

reproduction. The theory of cultural reproduction argues that schools serve as

institutional mechanisms for the transmission and perpetuation of differential social

class values.  Hence, for elementary students whose behavior does not appear to

conform, they are at increased risk of being subjected to a discretionary removal.

In summary, this study is important because it will seek to illustrate how the

application of discretionary removals may have unintended negative consequences

for minority students.  This study will further illustrate that for minority students it

is not one variable but several intertwined variables that may impede their

academic and social success.  And more importantly, this study will seek to

illustrate the “problem” may not be inherent in the student, rather a consequence of

the education system.
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CHAPTER 2

Review of the Literature

The purpose of this study is to investigate the impact on minority students

in elementary grades (k-5) when educators have the discretionary authority to

broadly enforce a zero tolerance discipline policy to control student behavior.

Student misbehavior is not new for classroom teachers; however, what is new is the

degree of tolerance and responsibility teachers are willing to accept for the

management of student behavior within their classroom, and the age at which

students are being suspended. This review of the literature illuminates research that

analyzes the effect on African American and Hispanic children’s academic and

social development when a zero-tolerance discipline policy is used to address

student behavior.

As the debate surrounding safe schools and classroom discipline continue,

states such as Texas, Arkansas, Delaware, Hawaii, Louisiana, Mississippi, and

Oregon established programs that segregate students viewed as discipline

problems. These states have embraced the argument that society’s degree of
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acceptance for student misbehavior should be “zero”.  Therefore, faced with

perceived disruptive and aggressive behavior, a typical response has been the

punishment and exclusion of students exhibiting challenging behavior (Skiba &

Peterson, 1999).

Even in light of recent data illustrating a decrease in school violence, fears

of school crime continues to permeate society and drive legislative policy (Portner,

2000).  As a result, many legislative bodies and school officials endorse

punishment over prevention and intervention, and have neglected to consider the

potential negative consequence for children.

The application of a zero-tolerance discipline policy adopted by policy

makers and adopted by schools as a method of cultural reproduction as illustrated

in the research literature has a negative impact on academic achievement due to the

removal from the academic environment. The literature review will also illustrate

the message a zero tolerance discipline sends to minority students who have a

higher probability of being negatively affected by such policies. A review of the

literature also illustrates the emotional and psychological implications for students

and their perception of school and learning. Arguably, a child who does not feel
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good about “self”, “school” or “learning” will undoubtedly have a higher

probability of not successfully moving through the educational system. Hence,

while the policy is purported as being designed to serve the needs of society, as

illustrated in the literature, policies designed to control behavior more likely than

not negatively impact those with the least amount of power, the poor and ethnic

minorities.

Zero-Tolerance Discipline Policies & Academic Achievement

Schools have increasingly adopted law enforcement models rather than

educational models to address concerns surrounding school violence. This over-

dependence on a law enforcement model has often resulted in a variety of

unintended negative consequences that make the schoolhouse toxic for too many

children (Hyman and Snook, 2000).  For example, several researchers have found a

negative relationship between suspension rate, academic achievement growth,

dropout rate and social achievement (Hyman and Snook, 2000). Davis & Jordan,

1994;

Foster, 1993 & Hamilton, 1997 found a correlation between rates of

suspensions and expulsions and increased school failure.  A study conducted by
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Costenbader and Markson in 1994 reported that of all the students who dropped out

of school, between 51% and 55% had been suspended more than once. Costenbader

and Markson (1998) also found that disruptive behavior within the classroom

setting is predictive of less academic engagement time, which contributes to lower

grades and poor performance on standardized test.

In a recent study conducted by Rodney, L., Crafter, et.al. (1999), using a

sample of 243 African American males between the age of 13-17 living in a mid-

western city, found the number of suspensions from school to be the strongest

predictor associated with grade retention.  Rodney, et al. used a multiple-regression

analysis to test 22 school-related variables, including alcohol usage, on school

retention. While there was no significant finding between alcohol usage and grade

retention, of the 22 school-related variables investigated three were positively

associated with grade retention, the number of suspensions, violence against others,

and the lack of discipline at home, with the strongest predictor for grade retention

to be associated with suspension recidivism.

In direct relationship to Rodney’s research, Ledingham & Schwartzman, in

a 1984 study concluded that elementary age children who demonstrate aggressive
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behaviors are not only at risk being suspended, but are also at risk for grade

retention and special education placement. Several researchers have also found

specifically for African American males who are often over-identified as being

aggressive, there is a positive correlation between suspension, grade retention,

special education referrals and dropout rates.

Nationally, African American boys score lower than any other group on

standardized tests and are three times more likely in comparison to white students

to be placed in special education classes, particularly at the elementary level

(Jackson, 1975; Ohio Office of Black Affairs, 1990), the application of a zero-

tolerance discipline policy has a very significant consequence. While the

predominant subjects of school discipline research has been with African

Americans, this does diminish the implications for Hispanic students who make up

the largest percentage of students who dropout of high school. As reported in the

February 2002 United States General Accounting  Office (GAO) on school

dropouts, Hispanic students dropout of school at higher rates than other ethnic

groups. In addition, Hispanics born outside the country are nearly three times as

likely to drop out as those born in the United States. The research has shown that



28

multiple factors such as low grades, absenteeism, disciplinary problems, frequent

school changes and grade retention are associated with students dropping out of

school (GAO report, 2002).

In terms of a negative impact of the punishments such as out of school

suspension, which is often associated with a zero tolerance discipline policy, there

is significant research illustrating a negative correlation between suspension, and

grade retention. Royer, (1995) found that both suspensions and expulsions have

short and long-term negative effects on social development, academic achievement

and high school completion.  Ekstrom, Goertz, Pollack, and Rock, (1986)

determined in the High School and Beyond study, over 30% of sophomores who

dropped out of school had been suspended, a rate three times that of peers who

stayed in school (GAO report, 2002).

However, there is debate surrounding the direction of the relationship

between suspension and grade retention. For example, there are those who present

the argument the strongest predictor of grade retention is a student’s academic

ability rather than the number of behavior referrals. In response to this debate

regarding the direction of the relationship between academic ability, suspension
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and grade retention, Jimerson, Carlson, Rotert, Egeland, and Soufe (1997)

performed a group comparison study of  (low-achieving promoted) to a similar

retained group, they found the groups did not differ significantly on measures of

intellectual functioning at age 64 months and at the end of third grade.  Nikalson

(1984) and Sandoval (1984) had similar findings that retained students did not

exhibit lower cognitive ability in comparison with promoted students. Nikalson and

Sandoval also determined retained students did not differ from a group of low-

achieving but promoted peers. Therefore, these findings suggest that student

discipline may be more influential than intellectual ability in the determination of a

child’s academic track and grade retention.

 Oakes (1994) research findings concluded that student’s who are repeatedly

suspended have a higher probability of being referred to a special education

programs, or lower-academic tracks.  Another possible explanation for the

academic gap for minority and non-minority students may also be attributed the

number of discipline referrals and subsequent suspensions, and the insufficient

continuation of the academic requirements at alternative discipline education

facilities. For example, to date only 26 states require alternative education
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discipline facilities to provide for any type of academic instruction.  However,

while many of these facilities may offer some type of academics many do not offer

a continuation of the established curriculum, or have certified teachers who provide

academic instruction  (Harvard Civil Rights Project, 2000).

Therefore, while we would like to believe that all children have a choice

and all parents have a voice regarding the academic track desired for their child, the

application of a zero-tolerance discipline policy that allows for discretionary

removals, places educators in the primary position of power to determine early in a

child’s school experience, his or her academic track.

Zero-Tolerance Discipline & The Psychological Implications

Suspension is a very severe form of punishment in that once students are

served notice that their behavior is inappropriate and have no place in school, many

students cannot view sanctions against their behavior as being separate from

sanctions against their individual self.  When educators suspend students,

specifically elementary students, the research has shown that out of school

suspension programs can lead to emotional and psychological trauma and recurring

behavioral problems that can invite a cycle of behavior and expectation that is
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difficult for both the student and the school system (Nicols, Ludwin, & Iadicola,

1999). For example, in the elementary school years students who have poor social

skills may alienate teachers and peers.

In turn, this alienation may result in the child being labeled as a “problem

child” and subsequently resulting in his or her removal from the classroom or

ignored, and as a result the child typically has below average academic skills.

Hence, educator’s low-expectations first begin to materialize at the elementary

grades.  In other words, what started as a desire to correct an undesirable behavior

and the negative consequence becomes the expectation for both the teacher and

student. Therefore, by middle school, these youngsters tend to become less

interested in school and begin to seek out antisocial peers (Skiba & Peterson,

2000).  Hence, the research illustrates that the involuntary removal of a student

from the academic learning environment to be ineffective in changing disruptive

behavior (Skiba and Peterson, 1999) and perhaps is the most powerful message of

rejection contributing greatly to student disengagement (Felice, 1981; Wheelock &

Dorman, 1988).
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The application of a zero tolerance approach and the discretionary removal

of a student regardless of age and maturity may also result in unintended outcomes.

For example, Costenbader and Markson (1997) found that students who are

suspended were either angry with the person who recommended the suspension or

happy to get out of the situation. Costenbader and Markson also found that 32% of

the students reported the suspension had not helped at all and they would probably

be suspended again.  Therefore, the message of “zero-tolerance” especially for

African American males who are suspended at rates two and three times their

percentage in the population (Townsend, 2000) may result in African American

males believing they are not capable of abiding by school’s social and behavioral

codes.  In other words, a self-fulfilling prophecy may develop as a result of these

negative messages (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968).

One must also consider, while suspension is considered a behavioral

management technique to reduce aversive behavior by withdrawing reinforcing

stimuli for a specified period of time this assumes that the environment one is

removed from was in fact stimulating.  As the literature shows, for many minorities

student’s schools are not always environments in which they feel wanted or
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welcomed. Hence, suspension may function for children either as negative

reinforcement of maladaptive behavior, or an escape mechanism from a classroom

and/or school (Skiba & Peterson, 2000).

Sullivan (1989) notes that punishment without meeting student needs for

academic tutoring and other behavioral change seldom provides motivation for

reform.  Punishments in particular are temporary and transitory.  Once the

punishment is over, the student has “served his/her time” and is “ free and clear”

from further responsibility (Marshall, 1998), which may also help explain the

suspension recidivism in spite of the intent of the policy to serve as a deterrent.

Zero-Tolerance Discipline & Disproportional Application

Typically, schools have two primary functions: (1) promoting and

structuring the intellectual development of students; and (2) socializing young

people for their roles and responsibilities in society.  However, racial bias in

schools is part of a broader discourse concerning the continuing presence of

institutional racism in education (Hanssen, 1998). Institutions of education have

been identified as systems that serve as institutional mechanisms for the

transmission and perpetuation of differential social class values and serves to
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perpetuate inequity within the education system (Hanssen, 1998). In schools there

is a demand for the erasure of difference in student behavior, for students not aware

of these expectations or unable to model the expected behavior, may often find

themselves subjected to disciplinary actions. Hence, discipline policies can be used

as a method used by teachers to maintenance their power and perpetuate cultural

reproduction (Banister & Maher, 1998).  Therefore, students are not only tracked

based on academics but also for perceived social conformity to the rules established

by those in power.   One explanation for this dissonance and teacher expectation of

minority student behavior may be attributed to a cultural mismatch.  As described

by several researchers, there is often a cultural mismatch between teacher

expectations and minority student behavior and in response to this disconnect

between teachers increased discipline actions (Foster, 1990; 1993; Ladson-Billngs,

1995; Villegas, 1991).

Townsend (2000) suggests that many teachers, especially non-minority

teachers may be unfamiliar and even uncomfortable with the different

communication styles associated with African American children, specifically

African American males.  Unfamiliar listeners may interpret the documented
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emotive manner associated with African Americans as combative or argumentative

which may also explain the disproportional number of discipline referrals.

There is also research that suggests that the relationship between suspension

and the number of students that dropout of school may not be accidental.  In several

ethnographic studies school disciplinarians reported that suspension was sometimes

used as a tool to encourage “troublemakers” or those perceived as unlikely to

succeed in school to leave (Bowditch, 1993).  Wehlage and Rutter (1986) found

that in a national longitudinal study, 44% of the African American dropouts, 31 %

of Hispanic dropouts, and 26% of white dropouts had been suspended or put on

probation at least once before dropping out of school. Hence, for those students

who do not master the overt and covert rules and standards defined by those in

power, the schoolhouse may truly be a toxic environment.

Socioeconomic Status & Discipline

One troubling characteristics of a zero tolerance discipline policy is that a

disproportionate number of those at-risk for a range of school punishments are poor

and African American (Ward, 1998).  Even when all socio-economic indicators are

held constant, research has shown that African-American children are still
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suspended and expelled at a much higher rate than their white peers. Brantlinger

(1991) reported that disciplinary sanctions at the secondary level did in fact

unfairly target low-income students as reported by both high and low income

students.

Wu, Pink, Crain, and Moles (1982) reported that while student behavior and

attitude were correlated with suspension, school characteristics such as school

governance, teacher attitude towards students, and student ethnicity was a greater

determinant in how discipline was enforced and who was suspended. While there

appears to be some debate regarding the degree of significance socioeconomic

status contributes to ones probability of being suspended, the research is consistent

that minorities, specifically African American males have a higher probability of

being subjected to discipline policies than white students.

While the annual suspension rate for all students nearly doubled between

1974 and 1998 from 3.7 percent to 6.9 percent, African Americans and Hispanics

continued to be suspended at higher rates than whites.  The largest disparity existed

in the suspension rates for African Americans who comprised approximately 17

percent of all students in 1998-99, but accounted for 33 percent of all students
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suspended (Harvard Civil Rights Project Report, 2000). The inequity in the

suspension of minority students has been a consistent finding (Costenbader &

Markson, 1994; Kaeser, 1979; McCarthy & Hoge, 1987; McFadden, Marsh, Price,

& Hwange, 1992; Skiba et al., 1997; Wu, Pink, Crain & Moles, 1982).

As Bowidtch (1993) points out, whether or not the inequity in the

application of disciplinary sanctions was conscious or unconscious, the

overrepresentation of minorities and those of lower socioeconomic status who are

suspended and/or expelled from schools serves to only contribute to the continued

racial stratification in schools and in society.

Gender & Discipline

There also appears to be consistent evidence of overrepresentation of boys

referred for disciplinary sanctions (Skiba, Michael, and Nardo, 2000). A number of

studies have found that males are over four times as likely as girls to experience a

disciplinary referral and punishment such as suspension (Bain & McPherson, 1990;

Cooley, 1995; Gregory, 1996; Imich, 1994).  In a study of 13,879 secondary

(middle and high school) students, male students were 1.93 times more likely to
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receive a discipline referral than female students (Nichols, Ludwin, and Iadicola,

1999).

Ethnicity & Discipline

The research also illustrates that ethnicity appears to make a contribution to

disciplinary outcome independent of socioeconomic status or student behavior

(Wu, et al., 1982).  One possible explanation for this racial disparity may be

attributed to the race relations in the United States. While one would like to believe

teachers’ leave their racial biases at the schoolhouse door, the reality is that

individuals are influenced by their experiences and all have their own view of the

world.  For example, Ahlquist, 1991; Haberman, 1992; King, 1991; Sullivan, 1989

& Tatum, 1994 determined, racist attitudes in the United States are just as common

among teachers as within the general population.

Foster (1993) found in a survey of both educators and non-educators that the

majority in both groups held stereotypical attitudes and prejudices toward African-

American males in the categories of athletics, crime, education, music, attitude,

family, and personality.
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 Skiba, et al. (2000) research determined, teachers who are prone to

accepting stereotypes of African American males as threatening or dangerous may

overreact to relatively minor threats to authority. Several researchers also found

higher rates of punishment for minority students to correspond to a teacher’s

prejudice beliefs and negative expectations  (Foster, 1993; Fremon & Hamilton,

1997).  Davis and Jordan (1994) had similar findings when using national data, the

investigation of various school contextual and structural factors affecting African

American male success in middle and high school and during the transition

between these two academic levels.  Davis and Jordan observed three significant

results:  (1) African American males in urban schools have lower achievement than

those elsewhere; (2) an emphasis on discipline at school is associated with lower

achievement; and (3) teachers who assign more work seem also to issue higher

course grades.

The aforementioned findings suggest that students who have increased

discipline referrals / action are typically placed on a lower academic track and/or

special education programs, therefore, one would not expect these students to

receive the benefit of more work.  One must also be concerned the abundant
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influence of cultural stereotypes of race, which are pervasive and well learned

(Devine, 1989).  Consensual knowledge about cultural racial stereotypes has been

demonstrated to be similar across levels of racial prejudice.  Research also shows

that knowledge of stereotypes can and often does have automatic influences on

perceptions, judgments, and even behaviors (Devine, 1989). A variety of measures

of the racial stereotype / racial attitude are connected to ones memories or cognitive

structures, and tend to surface with or without awareness and this knowledge tends

to affect ones basic social judgments (Dovidio et al., 1997; Fazio, Jackson, Dunton,

& Williams, 1995; Maurer, Park, & Rothbart, 1995).

The net effect of these research findings is that race is a salient basis of

categorization that leads to exaggerated perceptions of differences and is reflected

in biases that favor the racial category of one’s own group.  These effects can and

often do occur without awareness; therefore one is often convinced that race had no

effect on one’s judgments. Hence, one could argue that educators are guilty of

“objective fallacy” in the application of discipline policies (Darley and Gross,

1983).
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Referral Reasons

In spite of the research findings of a high correlation between repeated

suspensions and subsequent grade retention (Safer, 1986) and dropout rates (Diem,

1988; Quinn, 1991), schools continue to suspend student’s even for non-violent

offenses, in the name of zero-tolerance for student misbehavior. For example,

documented reasons students are suspended include: disrespect, noncompliance,

defiance, and general school disruption (Imich, 1994; McFadden, Marsh, Price, &

Hwang, 1992). In contrast, Imich (1994) found that about half of all suspensions

were prompted by verbal or physical aggression against peers.  A review of the

literature also found a lack of consensus of the definition of aggressive behavior

and other offenses.

Skiba, Peterson & Williams (1997) study of reasons for student referrals in

two mid-western cities across multiple schools found behaviors that led to office

referral were primarily for student noncompliance and disrespect.  In addition, they

found little evidence of a consistent relationship between seriousness of the offense

and severity of the consequence. Costenbader & Markson, 1994 determined that

discipline actions were often tied to a student’s prior disciplinary history, academic
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record, and degree of remorse for the unacceptable behavior.  However, even in

light of these variables, ethnicity appeared to be the most significant determinant if

and what type of punishment would be imposed. For example, African-American

students appear to be referred for disciplinary sanctions for less severe behavior and

receive harsher punishments (McFadden et al., 1992; Shaw & Braden, 1990).

Costenbader and Markson (1994) investigated 349 schools representing 55% rural,

20% urban, and 24% suburban areas in 10 states in which they found that African

American students were being suspended disproportionately to their total

enrollment, and the most common infraction resulting in suspension was physical

aggression.

One explanation for the disparity in the application of discipline behavior

patterns presented by (Gregory, 1997) was that African American boys have

assimilated assertive behavior patterns that are adaptive outside of school but are

maladaptive in the classroom. The difficulty with Gregory’s assumption is that

Hispanic students do not fare much better in the successful navigation of the U.S.

education system. For example, the dropout rate for Hispanics is significantly

greater than that of African Americans (Snyder & Hoffman, 1994).
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Summary

Many zero tolerance policies, especially a policy that allows for the

discretionary removal and suspension of a student are often unfair and arbitrary and

therefore may have no place in the education of children.  The application of this

type of policy that focuses on a punitive approach to modify behavior as illustrated

in the research literature is often fraught with negative consequences for children.

While it is true teachers must maintain classroom order, the question of how much

“tolerance” should students and parents, expect teachers and school staff to have

for children?
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CHAPTER 3

Research Design & Methodology

The purpose of this study was to investigate the impact of zero tolerance

discipline policy that allows for the discretionary removal of students for behavior

deemed unacceptable by a classroom teacher or administrator. Specifically, this

study will examine the implications of this policy for minority elementary students

in grades k-5th within one large urban school district in the State of Texas.

In the State of Texas teachers have the discretionary authority to remove

and suspend a student for the following reasons:

(1) Students who has been documented as repeatedly interfering

with the teacher’s ability to communicate effectively with the

students in the class or with the ability of the student’s

classmates to learn; or

(2) Whose behavior the teacher determines is so unruly, disruptive,

or abusive that it seriously interferes with the teacher’s ability to
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communicate effectively with the students in the class or with the

ability of the student’s classmates to learn.

The primary methodology used for this study is a quasi-experimental

approach to examine the effect of discretionary removal on academic achievement.

The reason this methodology was used is that it allows the effect of specific

variables such as discretionary removal rate on student academic achievement to be

measured.

This methodology allows comparison of reading and math scores of

students subjected to a discretionary removal to their peers not subjected to a

discretionary removal.  A quasi-experimental design was used to statistically

control for third-variable explanations by holding different variables constant.

Quasi-experimental designs unlike experimental designs do not include random

assignment to conditions (Cook & Campbell, 1979).  Although quasi-experimental

designs do not involve a rigorous test of cause- effect hypotheses, as do

experimental designs, they do seek to answer the question whether an independent

variable is an “indicator” of whatever the real cause may be (Dane, 1990). In other
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words, the use of a quasi-inferential statistics would identify the strength and

significance of relationships between variables and academic achievement.

An analysis of the discretionary removals for students in grades K-5th during

the1996-1997, 1997-1998, and 1999-2000 academic school years was performed.

The rationale for an examination of the trends in discipline removals was due to the

expectation that one year following the 1995 adoption of the discretionary removal

policy one might expect a higher rate of referrals. However, one would expect if the

policy were effective in preventing disruptive student behavior there would be a

decline in the number of referrals in later years.  In addition to the use of inferential

and descriptive statistics to examine the implication of discretionary discipline

policy, the research findings will be shared with a sample of ethnically diverse

Principals.  The Principals will be asked to respond to the findings and the

implications of discretionary removal policy.  Five Principals from ethnically

diverse backgrounds with a minimum of five years experience as an Administrator

in Texas were individually interviewed, two African Americans, two whites, and

one Hispanic.

This study relied heavily on a database maintained by the school districts
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Alternative education facility for students suspended as a result of a discretionary

removal.  A limitation of the database is students subjected to a discretionary

removal could select to have their short-term “removal” occur at home.  Due to

incomplete documentation of at-home removals only discretionary removals for

student’s to an established alternative education facility for elementary was

considered for this study.  The alternative education facility maintained complete

records documenting student’s demographic information, dates of referrals, reason

for referral, and number of days associated with each removal.  The data were

compiled into one single database for purpose of analysis.

Design

A mixed (Between-Subject and Within-Subject) design is used to answer

the research questions regarding the effect of teacher discretionary removal on

urban minority students.  To examine trends in discipline removals and the types of

offenses committed by students in grades k-5, a within-subjects experimental

design comparison of students subjected to a discretionary removal in 1996-1997,

1997-1998, and 1999-2000 by ethnicity, gender, socio-economic status, special

education status, and grade level was examined.  While the information gained
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from this design methodology is useful the findings cannot be generalized beyond

the sample group.  Therefore, to answer the research question regarding the effect

of discretionary removal on academics, a between- group comparison of students

was performed.  A between- group comparison is used as a means to determine if

discretionary removal and not some other variable caused the observed effects on

academic achievement.  Inferential statistics such as a T-test and a Multiple

Regression model was used to test the between-group comparison of academic

achievement. Since the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) test is not

administered to students in grades k-2, the effect of suspension on academic

achievement growth for this group of students will not be addressed.

An Independent T-test was used to determine if there was a significant

difference in the group mean academic test scores of students subjected to a

discretionary removal and their peers not subjected to a removal.  However, during

this phase of testing the effect of discretionary removal on academics, potential

interceding variables were not subjected to control.  Hence, a multivariate analysis

was employed to enhance the understanding of the relationships between

discretionary removals and academic achievement while incorporating and
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statistically controlling for student demographics, socioeconomic status, and

special education status.

An Analysis of Variance and descriptive statistics were used to examine

referral reasons by ethnicity. The Analysis of Variance statistic compared group

mean differences between the number of referrals, and ethnicity.

Participants

Schools

The district selected for this study is a large urban Texas school district with

a student population that exceeds 75,000 students.  The ethnic population is

approximately 16 % African American, 2.5% Asian, 48% Hispanic, 0.3% Native

American, and 34% Anglo.  As with other large Texas urban school districts, this

district has sufficient numbers of elementary students subjected to suspension to

warrant the establishment and maintenance of a separate disciplinary facility for

this population. The number of elementary schools that could remove students to an

alternative disciplinary education facility was sixty-eight (68) between 1996-1998

and increased to seventy (71) with the opening of three new elementary schools

between 1998 and 2000.
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Subjects

The data were aggregated so that students became the unit of analysis. The

subjects used for analysis purposes were students in grades k-5 who were subjected

to discretionary removal and suspension between the academic 1996/97 and

1999/00 school year.  Due to the small number of Pre-kindergarten students

suspended between 1996/97 and 1999/00 and the majority of elementary schools

did not go beyond the 5th grade, these students will not be included in the analysis.

The total average number of elementary students who could have been subjected to

discretionary removal and suspension between 1996/1997 and 1999/2000 academic

school years was 37,404. The total number of elementary students subjected to a

discretionary removal and suspension between 1996-1997 and 1999/2000 was

5,414.

To examine the impact of discretionary removal on a student’s academic

achievement scores (TAAS/TLI reading and math scores) for a cohort of students

in the third grade in 1996-97 with three consecutive TLI readings and math scores
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will be used as the comparison group N=3,735.  The comparison group N=3,735,

will be matched based on ethnicity, socio-economics, gender, and special education

status to students subjected to a discretionary removal in 1996-97, 1997-98, and

1998-99 for purposes of comparing TLI reading and math differentiations over a

three year period of time.

Students subjected to a discretionary removal were sorted based on five

different criteria in order to identify comparable students within the cohort group

for matching purposes.  For matching purposes students subjected to a

discretionary removal between 1996-1999, N=112 (1996-97); N= 165 (1997-98);

N= 187 (1998-99) were sorted based on:  Not Economic Disadvantaged  / Not

Special Ed., Not Economic Disadvantaged / Special Ed., Economic Disadvantaged/

Not Special Ed., and Economic Disadvantaged / Special Ed.

Data Collection

The 1996-1997 to 1999-2000 school years discipline data used for this

research was provided by an alternative learning facility located within the subject

school district.  Prior to 1998 schools provided the alternative learning center with

handwritten referral information that identified students and demographic
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information, the name of the referring school, the number of days for the

suspension, not to exceed three days for discretionary removals, and a description

of the offense(s) based on the district’s disciplinary policy, as outlined in the

disciplinary handbook. During this period there were 12 primary reasons annotated

on the form submitted by campus personnel to the alternative discipline education

facility. This information was entered into attendance notebooks maintained by the

alternative discipline learning facility.

Beginning in the 1997-1998 school year campuses were required to

electronically enter discipline information/ codes to conform to the Texas

Education Agency PEIMS reporting requirements, which expanded the category of

offenses from 12 to 15.  The following offense key was developed in compliance

with the Texas Education Agency PEIMs reporting requirements.  All Texas

schools for discipline reporting purposes currently use these offense codes.  These

1998-1999 offense codes attempt to be more descriptive and extend beyond

behaviors more readily associated with elementary students.

The data used for academic achievement implications were obtained from

the University of Texas Education Productivity Council (EPC).  The EPC has
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access to the PEIMs accountability information reported by all Texas school

districts to the Texas Education Agency.   The 1996-1997 socio-economic student

data were provided by the participating school district.

OFFENSES KEY 1998-1999- TEA PEIMS CODING

01

Attendance- class cutting, tardy, leaving class without authorization, failure

to return to class, leaving school without authorization

02
Tobacco- possession, use

03
Insubordination- failure to follow instructions, refusal to go to D-hall,

refusal to go to In-school suspension, forgery of permit,

Misrepresentation on campus w/o permission, violation of law, policy or

rule

04

Disruption- misbehaving, talking in class, running, throwing objects, class

disruption, disruptive behavior, disruption of educational process

05

 Abusive Conduct (student) – rude/profane language / gestures,

harassment/intimidation, extortion/blackmail, threat/incite threat, coercion,

fighting, assault, aggravated assault

06 Abusive Conduct (adults)- rude/ profane language/gestures,

harassment/intimidation, extortion/blackmail, threat/incite threat, coercion,

fighting, assault, aggravated assault, retaliation

07

Property- unauthorized entrance, robbery/theft/stealing, possession of stolen

property, vandalism, arson, destruction, criminal mischief

08

Illegal Weapon- firearm, illegal knife, club, other

09 Alcohol- possession, consumption, influence, sale distribution
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10

Dangerous drug/ controlled substance- possession, consumption, influence,

sale distribution

11 Other- cheating, gambling, fireworks, unclassifiable, aggravated kidnapping,

murder, terrorist threat, legal knife

12 Sexual Behavior- indecent exposure, lewd behavior, sexual assault,

aggravated sexual assault, indecency with a child

13 Conduct punishable as a felony in the community

14 Glue or Aerosol- consumption, influence, distribution

15 Serious & persistent misbehavior after removal to Alternative Educational

Placement

Since there is only a slight variation between the earlier offense code and the subsequent

1998-99 modification, the two discipline code tables were collapsed and student referral

reasons fell within one of the following (12) categories.

(Offense Key To Be Used for Analysis)

ASP

Assault against peer to include fighting

ASS

Assault against staff

DR

Drugs  (added from 1998 offense category)
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GM

General Misbehavior- acting out in class, throwing things, running around;

Temper Tantrum, disruptive

GV General Verbal- cussing, threats

LC Left Class / Left Campus

PD Property Destruction

RFR Refusal to follow Rules- defiant act towards teacher, ignoring teacher

SX Sexual offense- inappropriate touching others, displaying body

Parts

ST Stealing

TR Truancy

W Weapon

While the subsequent 1998 code of offenses was more detailed, a

comparison of the discipline codes entered at the campus level often did not match

the corresponding descriptive incident information.  Hence, a comparison was

made of the discipline code and descriptive information. The ultimate determinant

in the referral reason code was incident description. In addition, while there are

similarities between general misbehavior and refusal to follow rules, based on the

narratives of the incidents provided by the referring teachers, refusal to follow rules
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typically entailed offensive behavior directed specifically at an adult.  In contrast,

general misbehavior appeared to be directed to no specific person or person(s).

After obtaining the applicable district clearance and removing individual

identifying information, all other applicable discretionary removal / suspension

information was entered into a single database for analysis purpose.

Research Questions

This study is designed to determine the extent, if any, the effects of teacher

discretionary removal on urban minority students. The questions to be answered by

the study and the corresponding statistical analysis to be used for this purpose are

presented and described in this section.

1. What are the trends in student suspension rate subsequent to the 1996

adoption of a discretionary discipline removal policy and the general socio-

demographic characteristics of students who are subjected to a discretionary

removal?

2. Are the achievement test scores (TAAS/TLI reading and math scores), of

student’s subjected to a discretionary removal significantly different from



57

the test scores of comparable peer students not subjected to a discretionary

removal?

3. Is there a relationship between discretionary referral reason and ethnicity?

Procedures

 The T-test will be used to determine if there is a significant difference in the mean

reading and math test scores of students subjected to a discretionary removal and a

comparable cohort not subjected to a discretionary removal.

(T-test)
The t-test is a univariate procedure used to test two-group situations (e.g.,

minority students suspended compared to students not suspended and the impact on

academic achievement growth).  The t-statistic is the ratio of difference between

the sample means (µ1-µ2) to their standard error.

T statistic=  µ1- µ2

                       SEµ1µ2

µ1= mean of group 1

                                           µ2 = mean of group 2

SEµ1µ2 = standard error of the difference in group means
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T6By forming the ratio of the actual difference between the means to the difference

expected due to sampling error one can quantify the amount of the actual impact of

the treatment (suspension) that is due to random sampling error. If the t value is

sufficiently large, then statistically we can say that the difference was not due to

sampling variability, but represents a true difference.

Multiple Regression Analysis

Multiple regression analysis is a form of general linear modeling. It is used

to examine the relationship between a single dependent variable and a set of

independent variables. In this study, multiple regression analysis will be used to

determine if socioeconomic status, special education identification, ethnicity and

referral rates impact academic achievement.

The flexibility and adaptability of multiple regressions allows for its use

with almost any dependence relationship (Hair, Anderson, Tatham and Black,

1998).  Assumptions of the regression model (Hair, et. al., 1998) are:

- No relevant independent variables have been excluded.

- No irrelevant independent variables have been included.



59

- The variables are accurately measured.

- For each observation, the expected value of the error term is zero.

- The variance of the error term is constant for all values of the

independent variable.

- The error terms are uncorrelated.

- The independent variables are uncorrelated with the error term.

- The error term is normally distributed.

- The absence of perfect multicollinearity- i.e., none of the independent

variables are perfectly correlated with another independent variable.

In regression analysis, the estimates for the expected values will be “good”

if the model is true.  A model is true if the expected values can be expressed as a

linear combination of observable values and unknown parameters in the way

described by the model (Ward & Jennings, 1979).  Hence, conclusions are limited

to whether the sample data produce the expected values that are related the way the

model describes the relationship.
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To test whether suspension rate, socioeconomic status, and ethnicity impact math

and reading Texas Learning Index math and reading scores, the following

regression models will be performed:

Model 1:  Y (Math TLI in 1999) = constant +b1X1 (Math TLI in 1997) + b2X2

(Socioeconomic status) + b3X3 (Special Education) + b4X4   (African American) +

b5X5 (Hispanic) +b6X6  (Other Ethnicity) + b7X7 (Removed-1) + b8X8  (Removed-

2) + b9X9 (Removed-3) + b10X10 (Removed-4) + E(error)

b7=1 if the student was subjected to discretionary removal 1 time and 0 if not

b8=1 if the student was subjected to discretionary removal 2 times and 0 if not

b9=1 if the student was subjected to discretionary removal 3 times and 0 if not

b10= 1 if the student was subjected to discretionary removal 4 or more times and 0

if not

Model 2:  Y (Reading TLI in 1999) = constant +b1X1 (Reading TLI in 1997) +

b2X2   (Socioeconomic status) + b3X3 (Special Education) + b4X4   (African

American) + b5X5 (Hispanic) +b6X6  (Other Ethnicity) + b7X7 (Removed-1) + b8X8

(Removed-2) + b9X9 (Removed-3) + b10X10 (Removed-4) + E(error)

b7=1 if the student was subjected to discretionary removal 1 time and 0 if not
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b8=1 if the student was subjected to discretionary removal 2 times and 0 if not

b9=1 if the student was subjected to discretionary removal 3 times and 0 if not

b10= 1 if the student was subjected to discretionary removal 4 or more times and 0

if not

Limitations

One significant limitation of this study is the inability to control for student

“maturity” especially for the younger grades (k-2) when examining issues of

disproportional numbers of suspensions (discipline removals) by student

demographics.  Another limitation of this study is prior to 1997 the tracking and

maintenance of disciplinary referrals was performed by hand and all entries were

not always legible or complete and therefore omitted.  In addition, as previously

mentioned, records of suspensions that occurred at home were not reliable and

therefore not considered in this study.  Hence, while the sample is large it is not

reflective of all of the suspensions resulting from a discretionary removal between

1996-2000.

Another limitation of this study is the modification in the behavior offense

codes.  Prior to 1997 the codes while broad in interpretation, provided fewer
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categories of offenses that could be indicated.  In contrast, after 1997 while the

categories remained the same, codes of subcategories were made available for

purposes of providing a more detailed description of the inappropriate behavior.

For example, Insubordination (03) while identified as an offense prior to 1998,

after 1998 the subcategories available to further describe the type of

insubordination included: failure to follow instructions, refusal to go to D-hall,

refusal to go to In-school suspension, forgery of permit, misrepresentation, on

campus without permission, and violation of law, police or rule.  To resolve the

change in the offense key, only categories applicable to the subjected population

was used for this study.
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CHAPTER 4

Findings

The results of descriptive and inferential statistics were used to determine

the extent, if any, the effects of teacher discretionary removal on urban minority

students. The findings include an examination of the data for trends in discretionary

removals for the 1996-97, 1997-98, 1998-99, and 1999-2000 academic school years

for elementary students in grades (K-5).  Inferential statistics were used to

determine if there was a relationship between discretionary removals on academics,

but more specifically the amount of effect.

The research questions and findings within this chapter were divided into

three sections.  Included in Section 1 are the results of the descriptive analysis of

the trends in discretionary removals for students in grades K-5 from 1996 to 2000.

Included in Section 2 are the results of inferential statistics used to examine group

mean differences in math and reading scores of students subjected to a

discretionary removal between 1996-97 and 1998-99 school year in comparison to

a cohort of students not subjected to a discretionary removal. Included in Section 3
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are descriptive and inferential statistic results of discipline removal reasons by

ethnicity.  Also included in this section were the perspectives of five school

administrators from the subject school district regarding the research findings, and

the use of a discretionary removal policy.

Section 1

Question 1: What are the trends in the application of a zero-tolerance discipline

policy for one urban Texas school district between 1996 and 2000 after the policy

is expanded to allow for the discretionary removal of children deemed disruptive to

the learning environment?

Enrollment, Removal, Ethnicity & Gender

On average (4%) of the total yearly average, N=37,404 students enrolled in

grades K-5 during the 1996- 97, 1997-98, 1998-99, and 1999-2000 academic

school years were subjected to a discipline removal.  Breakdowns of the

discretionary removals by ethnicity were detailed in Table 4.1, Figures IV-1, IV-2,

IV-3 and IV-4. The findings indicated that while the enrollment rate for African

American students remained relatively stable between 1996-97, 1997-98, 1998-99,
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and declined slightly in 1999-2000, the number of discipline removals continued to

increase yearly. This same pattern of disparity does not appear to hold true for

white or Hispanic students.

The average total enrollment for African American students between

1996/97 and 1999/2000 was 6,062. The average discipline removal rate was 598

(10%) of the average total African American student enrollment. The percentage of

African American students (10%) subjected to a discretionary removal exceeded

the 4% average discipline removal rate for the total average K-5 student enrollment

between 1996/97 and 1999 2000.  In comparison, for Hispanics the average four-

year academic enrollment was 16,890, of which 3% of the total student enrollment

was subjected to a discretionary removal. For white students the average

enrollment between 1996/97 and 1999/2000 was 13,377 of which, less than 5% of

their total population was subjected to a discretionary removal.

The findings as illustrated in Table 4.1 indicate the percentage of

discretionary removals for African American students almost doubles between

1996-97 and 1999-2000 from 8.6% to 13.37%.  In comparison, for Hispanic and

white students the percentage of removals either decreased or remained relatively
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stable. For Hispanic students the highest percentage (3.2%) N=16,401 occurred in

1997-98.  However, during the highest enrollment N=17,841 in 1999-2000, the

percentage of Hispanic students subjected to a discretionary removal decreased.

In terms of discretionary removal and gender, on average, males were six

times more likely to be subjected to a discretionary removal than females. Between

1996-97 and 1999- 2000, males represented 85% of the total average number of

students subjected to a discretionary removal (Table 4.2).



67

Table 4.1

                Enrollment by  Ethnicity &  Number of Discretionary Removals__

            1996-97                1997-98                   1998-99                   1999-00

              Enrollment Removal  Enrollment      Removal     Enrollment  Removal  Enrollment

Removal

Black 6342 543
(8.6%)

6301 564
(8.9%)

6417 590
(9.2%)

5191  694
(13.37%)

Hispanic 15897 465
(2.9%)

16401 496
(3.2%)

17422 512
(2.9%)

17841  527
(2.9%)

White 14060 264
(1.9%)

13590 242
(1.8%)

13425 238
(1.8%)

12436  221
(1.8%)

Other 1127 7
(.62%)

994 9
(.90%)

1106  17
(1.5%)

1068  25 (2.3%)

Total 37426 1279 37286 1311 38370 1357 36536  1467

Note:  % = Percent of total ethnic subgroup enrollment
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FIGURE IV- 1

                                        DISCRETIONARY REMOVALS 1996-1997
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                                                            FIGURE IV- 2

                                      DISCRETIONARY REMOVALS 1997-1998
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FIGURE IV- 3

                                 DISCRETIONARY REMOVALS 1998-1999
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FIGURE IV- 4

DISCRETIONARY REMOVALS 1999-2000
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                                         TABLE 4.2

              Discretionary Removals by Gender                             
 Year               Males              Females           Total

                             

1996-97 1048 (81.9%) 231(18.1%) 1279

1997-98 1088 (83%) 223 (17.0%) 1311

1998-99 1214 (89.5%) 143 (10.5%) 1357

1999-00 1260 (85.9%) 207 (14.1%) 1467
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Socio-economic Status

In 1996, the largest percentage of the students subjected to a discretionary

removal was not economically disadvantaged.  However, beginning in 1997-98

there was a significant increase in the percentage of students from low socio-

economic status subjected to a discretionary removal. The percentage of low socio-

economic status students subjected to a discretionary removal jumped from 36.2%

to over 90% (Table 4.3).  The increase in students identified as being of low socio-

econmomic status is most notable for Hispanic and African American students. The

findings as illustrated in Figures IV-5, IV-6, IV-7, and IV-8 also indicated between

1996-97 and 1999-2000, African Americans represented the largest percentage of

low socio-economic students.

A plausible explanation for the significant increase after 1996-97 in the

number of students of low socio-economic status subjected to a discretionary

removal could be attributed to data entry and/or reporting error. However, another

contributing factor to this disparity in socio-economic status over time could

possibly be attributed to an exodus of middle class families to surrounding

suburban communities and schools. As determined by Orfield (2000) enrollment in
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American schools is undergoing a major transformation resulting in the segregation

of schools by both race and poverty.  To date over 50% of the total student

population within this school district is identified as economically disadvantaged.

Hence, it is not necessarily surprising that a high percentage of removed students

were identified as economically disadvantaged.  The trend from 1997-2000 in the

number of economically disadvantaged students subjected to a discretionary

removal continued to increase among all ethnic groups.

Table 4.3

                            Discretionary Removal by Socio-economic  Status

                Year                        Disadvantaged         Not Disadvantaged      Total

1996-97 463  (36.2 %) 816 (63.8%)       1279

1997-98 1184 (90.3 %) 127 (9.7%)       1311

1998-99      1277 (94.1) 80   (5.9)       1357

1999-00                       1377 (93.9%)  90        (6.1%)                   1467
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                                                  FIGURE IV-5
                                       Socio-economic Status by Ethnicity
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                                              Figure IV-6

                          Socio-economic Status by Ethnicity
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                                            FIGURE IV-7

                           Socio-economic Status by Ethnicity
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                                        Figure IV-8

                          Socio-economic Status by Ethnicity
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Special Education

According to Figures IV-9, IV-10, IV-11, and IV-12, between 1996-2000

the largest number of students subjected to a discretionary removal did not receive

special education services. However, the largest percentage of students subjected to

a disciplinary removal that were identified as receiving special education services

were primarily African American or Hispanic. The special education findings were

also interesting in that on average African Americans represented the largest

number of students identified as having some type of special education disability.

Based on the available research findings students identified as special education are

often on a lower academic track; therefore, it could be anticipated this variable

would have a significant negative effect on this subgroup manifesting high

academic achievement. Hence, if the current research bears truth, it would be

anticipated that statistical tests would reveal that Special Education students would

have lower TLI reading and math scores in comparison to students not identified as

Special Education.
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                                               Figure IV-9

                             Special Education Status by Ethnicity
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                                               Figure IV-10

                         Special Education Status by Ethnicity
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                                            Figure IV-11

                     Special Education Status by Ethnicity
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                                           Figure IV-12
                    Special Education Status by Ethnicity
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 Grade Level

  A student’s grade, age or maturity did not tend to exempt him/her from

being subjected to a discretionary removal.  As shown in Figures IV-13 through

IV-16 students as young as five years of age were subjected to discretionary

removals. One year after the adoption of a discretionary removal policy, African

Americans represented the largest number of students across all grade levels to be

subjected to a discretionary removal, followed by Hispanics. In addition, for

African Americans the number of removals continued to increase over the four-

year period, especially in the 4th and 5th grades.  For example, between 1998-99 and

1999-2000 the number of removals for African American 4th  graders increased by

63%, from 110 to 176, and for 5th graders by 78%, from 135 to 173.  For Hispanic

students, unlike African American students, there was a significant increase in the

number of removals beginning in the 5th grade. This finding would suggest that

African American students committed more serious offenses at an earlier age to

warrant both the number of removals at such an early age and the consistency
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across time in the removal rate. This finding will be further examined using

inferential statistics.

                                       Figure IV-13

                     Discretionary Removal by Grade Level
                                             And
                                           Ethnicity
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                                              Figure IV-14

                             Discretionary Removal by Grade Level
                                                  And
                                              Ethnicity
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                                              Figure IV-15

                           Discretionary Removal by Grade Level
                                                And
                                             Ethnicity
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                           Figure IV-16

          Discretionary Removal by Grade Level
                                  And
                              Ethnicity
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                                                         Section 2

Question 2:  Were the achievement test scores TLI reading and math of students

subjected to a discretionary removal significantly different from the test scores of

comparable peer students not subjected to discretionary removal?

A cohort was selected from N= 3,735 third grade students in 1996.  All

students in the cohort had three consecutive years (1997, 1998 and 1999) TLI

reading and math scores.  Students selected for the cohort were identified for

purposes of matching to a select group of students subjected to a discretionary

removal between 1996 and 1999. The student matching criteria used were: grade,

ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic status, and special education identification.

However, prior to examining the effect on academic achievement for a comparable,

i.e., matched students, a T-test was performed to determine if there were mean

score differences in math and reading scores between students subjected and those

not subjected to a discretionary removal.

The findings illustrated in Figures IV-17-19 show the mean math and

reading 1997, 1998, and 1999 TLI scores for students subjected to a discretionary

removal on average was 20 or more points lower in comparison to students not
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subjected to a discretionary removal.  However, these findings do not account for

demographic variables such as special education status, ethnicity, etc. or

differences in socio-economic status.  Hence, in an attempt to better understand the

implications of the differences in reading and math TLI scores, a T-test was

performed using different variables compared the mean score differences between

students subjected to a discretionary and their peer comparison group not subjected

to a discretionary removal.
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                              Figure IV-17

        Referral Status and Academic Achievement
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                                          Figure IV-18

                   Referral Status and Academic Achievement
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                                          Figure IV-19

                Referral Status and Academic Achievement
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Illustrated in Tables 4.4, 4.5, and 4.6 are t-tests for Equality of Means for

student math and reading scores of students subjected and those not subjected to a

discretionary removal. The findings indicated a significant relationship between

referral status and academic achievement in 1996-97, t =3.26, p= .001 for math;

and for reading, t  = 3.21, p=. 002.  Application of Levene’s Test for Equality

indicated 47% of math and 35% of the reading score variation was explained by an

Independent t-test.

In 1997-98, t  = 1.99, p =. 047 for math; and for reading, t =2.071, p=. 039.

Application of Levene’s Test for Equality indicated 26% of the math variation and

28% of the reading variation was explained by the Independent t-test.  In 1998-99, t

= .784, p=. 433, indicated no significant relationship between math TLI scores for

students subjected to a discretionary removal and those not subjected to a removal.

However, for reading there was a significant relationship, t =1.95, p =. 052.  The

test of 1998-99 math and reading TLI score comparison accounted for 86% of the

variation in math scores and 62% of the variation in reading scores.
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Table 4.4

            1996-1997- Math  & Reading Independent Sample t-Test                      

Source                  t               df        Sig. (2-tailed)       Mean Difference

Math 3.261 220 .001 13.81

Reading 3.212 220 .002 14.25

Note: 95 % Confidence Interval of the difference; p < .05

Table 4.5

         1997-1998- Math  & Reading Independent Sample t-Test                      

                         

Source                  t               df        Sig. (2-tailed)       Mean Difference

Math 1.993 327 .047 6.21

Reading 2.071 327 .039 6.44

Note: 95 % Confidence Interval of the difference; p <.05

Table 4.6

         1998-1999- Math  & Reading Independent Sample t- Test                      

 Source                  t               df        Sig. (2-tailed)       Mean Difference

Math .784 372 .422 2.68

Reading 1.95 372 .052 7.15

Note: 95 % Confidence Interval of the difference; p < .05
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T-Test Findings

An Independent –Samples t test was performed for each sample year 1997,

1998, and 1999 to further examine group mean differences in math and reading for

students subjected and those not subjected to a discretionary removal when

controlling for ethnicity, socio-economic, and special education status.  The largest

achievement gap in math and reading scores between students subjected to a

discretionary removal and those not subjected to a removal occurred in 1996-97

(Tables 4.7 and 4.8). Students subjected to a discretionary removal in 1996-97

scored approximately 7 points lower in math and 14 points lower in reading in

comparison to students not subjected to a removal. There were also findings in

1997 and 1999 of a gap in reading and math achievement for students subjected to

a discretionary removal and students not subjected to a removal. In 1997-98, on

average for every gain in math and reading made by students not subjected to a

discretionary removal, students subjected to a discretionary removal scored 6 points

lower. In 1998-99 while students not subjected to a removal continued to score
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lower in reading and math than students not subjected to a removal, the greatest gap

8 points was in the area of reading.

                                  Table 4.7

          Effect of Discretionary Removal on Mean Math Scores

           Year              NoRemoval     Removal         Mean Difference
1996-97 N= 110 (58.13)  N= 110

(51.92)
7.21

1997-98 N= 165
(58.13)

N= 165
(51.92)

6.21

1998-99 N= 187
(56.66)

N=187
(53.97)

2.69

                                              Table 4.8

             Effect of Discretionary Removal on Mean Reading Scores

              Year            No Removal     Removal        Mean Difference
1996-97 N= 110

(57.03)
 N= 110
(42.78)

14.25

1997-98 N= 164
(63.63)

N= 165
(57.19)

6.44

1998-99 N= 187
(55.88)

N=187
(47.83))

8.05
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Achievement & Ethnicity

The data contained within Table 4.9, display the 1997, 1998, and 1999

differences in mean math scores by ethnicity for students subjected to a

discretionary removal and students not subjected to a removal.  In 1997, white

students subjected to a discretionary removal scored on average 30 points lower in

comparison to white students not subjected to a discretionary removal. However,

this gap in math achievement for white students subjected to a discretionary removal

and white students not subjected to a discretionary removal began to close over the

next three years. For African Americans, the mean difference in math scores for

students subjected to a discretionary removal and African Americans not subjected

to a discretionary removal did not fluctuate significantly over the three-year period,

ranging from 11 to a 12 point score differentiation.  For Hispanic students the largest

gap in math achievement between students subjected to a removal and Hispanic

students not subjected to a removal occurred in 1996.  In 1997 and 1999 while the
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number of Hispanic students subjected to a removal increased the difference in

mean math scores to Hispanics not subjected to a removal was relatively small.

        A comparison of the mean reading scores for African Americans, Hispanic

and white students subjected to a discretionary removal to their peers within their

ethnic subgroup not subjected to a removal is illustrated in Table 4.9. For African

Americans, students subjected to a discretionary removal had TLI reading scores

that ranged 10-15 points lower in comparison to African Americans not subjected

to a discretionary removal.  For Hispanic students, the greatest mean difference 15

points occurred in 1996, a year after the adoption of a discretionary removal policy.

However, the gap in reading scores for Hispanic students subjected to a

discretionary removal and those not subjected to a removal decreased in 1998 and

1999. White students experienced a 20-point differentiation in reading mean scores

for students subjected and not subjected to a discretionary removal, with this gap

decreasing in later years.
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Table 4.9

                                          Effect of Discretionary Removal by Ethnicity on Mean Math Achievement

                         African American                                        Hispanic                                              White

            Year        No Removal Removal        Difference    No Removal  Removal  Difference  No Removal  Removal    Difference

1996-97
N= 54
(51.81)

 N= 55
(41.49)

10.32 N=34
(55.65)

N=34
(45.75)

9.90 N=21
(75.29)

N=22
(45.64)

29.65

1997-98
N= 70
(59.57)

N= 71
(47.30)

12.27 N=53
(54.60)

N=53
(57.08)

2.48 N=39
(61.10)

N=39
(54.05)

6.95

1998-99
N= 64
(52.30)

N=64
(64.15)

11.85 N=76
(56.88)

N=76
(56.80)

.08 N=46
(63.41)

N=46
(64.15)

.74
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Achievement & Socio-economics Status

The findings in Tables 4.10 and 4.11 support the research literature

of a relationship between a student’s socioeconomic status and academic

achievement.  As indicated in Table 4.11, between 1996 and 1999

economically disadvantaged students not subjected to a discipline removal

in comparison to non-disadvantaged scored on average 22 points, 19 points,

and 16 points respectively, lower in math in comparison to non-economic

disadvantaged students. A similar gap was also prevalent in the area of

reading achievement.  The findings also illustrated in 1996 economically

disadvantaged students subjected to a removal on average scored 14 points

lower in math and reading in comparison to economically disadvantaged

students not subjected to a removal (Tables 4.10 and 4.11). A gap in math

and reading for economically disadvantaged students subjected to a

discipline removal and students not subjected to a removal was also

prevalent in 1997-98 and 1998-99.

The implications of a discipline removal for non-disadvantaged

students subjected to a removal are most notable in mean reading scores. As
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indicated in Table 4.11, in 1996-97 non-disadvantaged students subjected to

a discipline removal on average scored almost 16 points lower in reading in

comparison to non-disadvantaged students not subjected to a removal. This

subpopulation also experienced almost a 12-point gap in reading in 1997-

98, with the gap significantly decreasing to 5 points in 1998-99
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                Table 4.10

Effect of Discretionary Removal & Socioeconomic Status on Mean Math Scores

                   Disadvantaged                                      Not Disadvantaged

Year         No Removal  Removal     Difference No Removal  Removal   Difference
1996-97 N=  95

(54.76)
 N= 95
(41.22 )

13.54 N=15
(76.80)

N=15
(63.40)

13.40

1997-98
N=128
(53.98)

N=128
(47.71)

6.27 N=36
(72.89)

N=36
(66.94)

5.95

1998-99
N=145
(52.46)

N=145
(49.87)

2.59 N=42
(71.17)

N=42
(68.14)

3.03

Table 4.11

Effect of Discretionary Removal & Socioeconomic Status on Mean Reading Scores

                     Disadvantaged                                       Not Disadvantaged

 Year         No Removal     Removal   Difference No Removal  Removal Difference
1996-97 N= 95

(54.47)
 N= 95
(40.97 )

13.50 N=15
(73.20)

N=15
(57.40)

15.80

1997-98 N=128
(59.07)

N=128
(54.10)

4.97 N=36
(79.83)

N=36
(68.69)

11.14

1998-99 N=145
(50.50)

N=145
(42.66)

7.84 N=42
(74.45)

N=42
(69.71)

4.74
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Achievement & Special Education

From 1996-1999 special education students on average scored 40 or more

points lower in math than students not identified as special education.  As can be

seen in Table 4.12, when controlling for discretionary removal and comparing math

scores of special education and non-special education, the greatest gap in math

scores occurred in 1996-97.  In 1996-97, non-special education students subjected

to a discretionary removal scored 15 points lower than their peers.  Gaps in math

scores were prevalent across time both within and between groups.

Indicated in Table 4.13 were the effects of a discretionary removal on the

reading scores for non-special education and special education students. The results

show in 1996-97, non-special education students subjected to a removal on average

scored 15 points lower in reading than their peers not subjected to a removal.

However, beginning in 1997 the gap in reading achievement between non-special

education students subjected to a discretionary removal and their peers not

subjected to a removal decreased to 6-points and subsequently to a 3-point

difference. Special education students subjected to a discretionary removal in

comparison to their peers not subjected to a discretionary removal experienced the
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largest gap (10-points) in reading achievement in 1996-97.  However, the gap in

reading for special education students in comparison to their peers, decreased to 7

points beginning in 1997-98, and to 4- points in 1998-99 (Table 4.13)
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Table 4.12

Effect of Discretionary Removal & Special Education Status on Mean Math Score

             Not Special Education                                          Special Education

 Year          No Removal  Removal   Difference  No Removal Removal   Difference
1996-97 N= 70

(73.19)
 N= 70
(57.99)

15.2 N=40
(30.78)

N=42
(20.57)

10.21

1997-98 N= 98
(71.54)

N= 99
(65.67)

5.87 N=66
(38.21)

N=66
(31.29)

6.92

1998-99 N= 97
(76.76)

N=98
(74.31)

2.45 N=90
(34.99)

N=89
(31.58)

3.41

Table 4.13

Effect of Discretionary Removal & Special Education Status on Mean Reading Score

                  Not Special Education                                   Special Education

  Year         No Removal   Removal  Difference   No Removal  Removal Difference
1996-97 N= 70

(77.16)
 N= 70
(58.90)

18.26 N=40
(21.80)

N=42
(15.90)

5.90

1997-98 N= 98
(78.28)

N= 99
(70.67)

7.61 N=66
(41.88)

N=66
(36.97)

4.91

1998-99 N= 97
(79.10)

N=98
(71.09)

8.01 N=90
(30.86)

N=89
(24.11)

6.75
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Regression Model

The Independent T-test provided information regarding mean differences. A

multiple-regression model was used to help elaborate group differences. A multiple

regression analysis was conducted to predict the overall significance of socio-

economics status, ethnicity, special education classification, and discipline referral

rate on math and reading academic achievement growth.  The following models

were used:

Model 1:  Y (Math TLI in 1999) = constant +b1X1 (Math TLI in 1997) +

b2X2   (Socioeconomic status) + b3X3 (Special Education) + b4X4   (African

American) + b5X5 (Hispanic) +b6X6  (Other Ethnicity) + b7X7 (Removed-1) + b8X8

(Removed-2) + b9X9 (Removed-3) + b10X10 (Removed-4) + E(error)

b7=1 if the student was subjected to discretionary removal 1 time and 0 if not

b8=1 if the student was subjected to discretionary removal 2 times and 0 if not

b9=1 if the student was subjected to discretionary removal 3 times and 0 if not

b10= 1 if the student was subjected to discretionary removal 4 or more times and 0

if not
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Model 2:  Y (Reading TLI in 1999) = constant +b1X1 (Reading TLI in

1997) + b2X2   (Socioeconomic status) + b3X3 (Special Education) + b4X4

(African American) + b5X5 (Hispanic) +b6X6  (Other Ethnicity) + b7X7 (Removed-

1) + b8X8  (Removed-2) + b9X9 (Removed-3) + b10X10 (Removed-4) + E(error)

b7=1 if the student was subjected to discretionary removal 1 time and 0 if not

b8=1 if the student was subjected to discretionary removal 2 times and 0 if not

b9=1 if the student was subjected to discretionary removal 3 times and 0 if not

b10= 1 if the student was subjected to discretionary removal 4 or more times and 0

if not

Test of the significance of the relationship between the following multiple

correlation coefficients, number of referrals, ethnicity, special education status, and

1997 math TLI score was not only statistically significant but also rather large in

magnitude thereby indicating a relationship between the combination of all

predictors and the criterion, 1999 math TLI scores. The obtained R _ indicates 57%

of the variance in math TLI achievement was shared by this combination of

variables.  These results suggest the individual differences among math TLI scores

were either caused by the combination of the predictors themselves, or by other
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factors linked to these predictors. Each coefficient can be interpreted as the amount

of change that is expected to occur in the criterion (math TLI score) per unit change

in that predictor when statistical control has occurred for all other variables. In

other words, students from low socio-economic backgrounds math scores will

decrease approximately 4 points in comparison to students not from a low socio-

economic background.  The findings also suggest when controlling for special

education status there is an 18-point difference in the math scores of special

education and non-special education students. In addition, as indicated in the

regression models the most significant predicator of low academic achievement

was a special education placement (Tables 4.14 and 4.15).

 An interesting finding was the effect of discipline removal rate on

academic achievement.  While there was a negative relationship between discipline

removal rate and math achievement, the relationship was not statistically significant

for the 1st or 3rd removal. In other words, while students subjected to one discipline

removal may have scored almost 3 points lower statistically one could not attribute

the low score to being subjected to one discipline removal. However, there was a

statistically significant relationship between a student’s low math score and being
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subjected to a second removal, and for students subjected to four or more removals.

There was no known explanation for the lack of statistical significance for a third

removal and math achievement, this finding warrants additional research. The

results of a multiple regression model (Table 4.14) illustrated African Americans

on average scored almost 4 points lower in math in comparison to mathematical

gains made by whites. Hispanic’s in comparison to whites, scored on average, 2

points lower in math.
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                                    Table 4.14

               Results: Predicting 1999 Math Scores

Predictors Unstandardized

Coefficients

t Significance

Constant (97 Math TLI) 46.438 38.320 .000

MTH97 .487 35.6820 .000

SES97 -3.57 38.32 .000

Sped97 -18.24 -19.02 .000

African American -3.912 -4.35 .000

Hispanic -1.23 -1.72 .086

Referral –1 -2.27 -1.72 .087

Referral-2 -10.62 -4.38 .000

Referral-3 -3.67 -1.02 .308

Referral –4 -11.65 -5.17 .000

Summary statistics: R = .756, R_ =. 572.

    The findings illustrated in Table 4.15 indicated the predictor variables,

number of referrals, ethnicity, special education status, and 1997 reading TLI

scores were not only statistically significant but also rather large in magnitude;
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thereby indicating a large relationship between the combination of all predictors

and the criterion, 1999 reading TLI scores. The obtained R _ indicates 63% of the

variance in reading achievement was attributed to the combination of predictor

variables: ethnicity, socio-economic status, special education identification, and

discipline removal rate.  These results suggest a good deal of the individual

differences among reading TLI scores were caused by either by the combination of

the predictors themselves or by other factors that were causally linked to these

predictors.

Analysis of TLI reading scores over time revealed a statistical significant

relationship between all of the predictor variables and reading scores. The most

significant coefficient negatively affecting reading scores was the rate of

discretionary removal. The findings indicate on average students subjected to a

removal experienced a 5-point decrease in reading scores in comparison to students

not subjected to a removal.  Provided in Table 4.15 is a detailed description of the

negative differences in reading scores attributed to the different predictor variables.

Results of the regression model (Table 4.15) predicting 1999 reading achievement
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indicated that special education students would score approximately 18 points

lower in reading for every gain made by non-special education students.

Table 4.15

             RESULTS: PREDICTING 1999 READING SCORES

Predictors Unstandardized

Coefficients

t Significance

Constant- 97 Reading TLI 45.916 36.038 .000

RED97 .544 38.992 .000

SES97 -5.69 -7.67 .000

Sped97 -17.82 -16.54 .000

African American -4.55 -4.70 .000

Hispanic -3.24 -4.10 .086

Referral –1 -4.60 -3.22 .001

Referral-2 -8.04 -3.08 .002

Referral-3 -13.06 -3.36 .001

Referral –4 -14.59 -5.99 .000

Note: Summary statistics  R= .789, R_ =.623
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Section 3

Question 3: Is there a relationship between discretionary referral reason and

ethnicity?

An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) comparing group mean differences

indicated a relationship between the number of referrals and ethnicity. The

ANOVA was significant for all four academic years; however, the effect size of the

relationship was weak,  F  (3) =3.329, p=.019;  F (3) = 7.964, p=.000;  F (3)

=2.736, p=.042, and F (3) = 3.222, p = .022. (Tables 4.16, 4.17, 4.18, and 4.19).

 Student offenses and discretionary removal reasons committed between

1996-97 and 1999-2000 are illustrated in Figures IV-20 through IV-23.  The two

most prevalent reasons for the discretionary removal of students in grades K-5 were

assault against peers and general misbehavior.  A review of the discipline data

indicated that assault against peers at the higher grades, third through fifth often

involved fighting.  However, in grades k-2nd, the definition of assault varied

considerably but always involved some type of touching of another student. As

shown in Figure IV-24, African Americans on average were subjected to the largest
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number of removals due to general misbehavior. The discipline removal category

of general misbehavior is one of several subjective offenses used by teachers to

justify the removal of a student. Since, there was no definition either in policy or

legal statue identifying specific behavior that would constitute general misbehavior,

a few examples of the types of behaviors identified by teachers as constituting

general misbehavior of African American, Hispanic and white students are outlined

below:

                                     Teacher Description of Discipline Referral Reasons

K Afr. American Noncompliance

K Afr. American refusal to talk, fighting, disruptive

1st Hispanic disruption and noncompliance

1st Hispanic noncompliance, disruption

1st Afr. American kicking, screaming, tearing up things, tantrum on way to ISS

1st Anglo disruptive in ISS

1st Anglo disrespectful, not following directions

2nd Anglo He slammed a door so hard that a clock fell off the wall, very
disruptive etc.

2nd Hispanic very disruptive

2nd Hispanic disruptive

2nd Afr. American noncompliance, wandering halls, insubordination

2nd Afr. American disruption, hitting throwing things etc....

3rd Anglo noncompliance

4th Hispanic disruption

4th Afr. American kicked his chair, disruptive, broke contract

4th Afr. American raging, tantrum, disrespectful

4th Hispanic misbehavior in lunchroom, throwing food

5th Hispanic disruptive

5th Anglo arguing, disrespectful, disrupting class, throwing stuff
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As illustrated in the example of student actions falling within the category of

general misbehavior, many of the descriptions used to describe the student behavior

are vague.  For example adjectives such as “disruptive”, “disrespectful”, and

“noncompliance”, without any further explanation are sufficient language and

reason to deny a student continuous access to the learning environment.
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Table 4.16

1996-97- One-Way ANOVA (#Referrals by Ethnicity)

 Components   Sum of          Degrees           Mean              F-Ratio            Significance
                          Squares         of Freedom     Squares
Between
groups
(combined)

55.396 3 18.465 3.329 .019

Within
Groups

7071.189 1275 5.546 .019

Total 70126.585 1278

Note: the effect size index= .008

Table 4.17

1997-98 One-Way ANOVA (#Referrals by Ethnicity)

 Components   Sum of         Degrees           Mean              F-Ratio            Significance
                          Squares       of Freedom     Squares
Between
groups
(combined)

97.276 3 32.425 7.964 .000

Within
Groups

5321.494 1307 4.072

Total 5418.770 1310

Note: the effect size index= .018
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Table 4.18

1998-99 One-Way ANOVA (#Referrals by Ethnicity)

 Components   Sum of        Degrees           Mean              F-Ratio            Significance
                          Squares       of Freedom     Squares
Between
groups
(combined)

24.631 3 8.210 2.736 .042

Within
Groups

4059.932 1353 3.001

Total 4084.563 1356

Note: the effect size index= .006

Table 4.19

1999-00 One-Way ANOVA (#Referrals by Ethnicity)

 Components   Sum of         Degrees           Mean              F-Ratio            Significance
                          Squares       of Freedom     Squares
Between
groups
(combined)

24.049 3 8.016 3.222 .022

Within
Groups

3640.148 1463 2.488

Total 3664.196 1466

Note: the effect size index= .007
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      Figure IV-20
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 Figure IV-22
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                   Figure IV-24

                 Offense Type by Ethnicity
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Figure IV-25
               Offense by Ethnicity
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        Figure IV-26
                   Offense by Ethnicity
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                 Figure IV- 27

                 Offense by Ethnicity
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Administrator Response to Zero-Tolerance and Discretionary Removal

The research findings were shared individually with five Principals, two

African Americans, one Hispanics, and two whites; then each Principal was asked

to respond to the following questions:

1. What are your perceptions and recommendations regarding the discretionary

removal of students?

“Children are not suffering academically because of home life or community”, it is

what schools are doing to children”.  Not surprised the largest percentages of

removals are African Americans, specifically the removal of African American

males.  A lot has to do with classroom instructional practice.  In early grades, K-2

interactive / responsive learning is encouraged, however in grades 3-5 interactive /

responsive learning is discouraged.  For children who are not able to make this shift

in pedagogy (i.e., become less active), these children are at risk of being removed

from the classroom.
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“Zero-tolerance discipline policies are important”, can’t allow children to be

disruptive to the learning process, however, “we must seek to understand the

behavior of the child receiving the consequence”, “need to investigate the reasons

for the behavior”

“ Study aligned with national research”

“ Discretion should be with the Administrator, who must understand the

consequence of the decisions (punishment)”.

“Zero-tolerance leaves a lot of latitude,”  “a persons racial identify and view of the

world impacts how teachers view children”. “When a child is not in school,

(classroom) they are not learning”

“No surprise that African Americans represent the largest number of removals”, a

lot has to do with “teacher tolerance”. “Regardless of where the removal occurs, at
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home, alternative setting, in the Principal’s office”, the child is still missing out on

learning.

2. What is your observation regarding the finding that the largest number of

students in special education classes (the most prevalent label, emotionally

disturbed) are African Americans?

“ Surprised that elementary students being identified as emotionally disturbed”

“ Not surprised”, “there is no good sense of what constitutes emotionally

disturbed”.  An example was provided where the Principal asked behavior

diagnosticians to explain how an emotionally disturbed special education

determination was made for a particular group of students. The response from the

diagnostician was, “they all come from the same neighborhood”, i.e., (foster home).

One Principal provided this example to illustrate how those who make decisions

regarding student’s, often operate from their own ontology which often is from a

White / middle class frame of reference.  This white/ middle class frame of



126

reference is often used to define what is “normal”. In lieu of marveling at a child’s

resilience in spite of life’s obstacles, it is automatically assumed the child has a

deficit and therefore must be emotionally disturbed. As pointed out by the

Principal, it is okay for a teacher to have external difficulties, “ okay for a teacher

to fall apart, that is normal”, but not normal for a child to be upset by circumstances

beyond their control, and acceptable for “teachers have little tolerance” when

children display emotional difficulties.

“Teachers are not familiar with cultural differences and instead of trying to

understand a child’s life, we attempt to explain (different) behavior by labeling”

“ Special Education is no longer for academics, current special education model

tries to change social behavior”. Students who are not able to shift from an

interactive to a less interactive learning model are subjected to removal from the

classroom. “These children are then pulled out of the classroom for the purpose of

receiving help with social skills”.
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3. Do you think teachers abuse the discretionary removal policy?

“Maybe”, “but it is the Administrators responsibility to make certain that it is

addressed by showing teachers the data”.

“Yes”, “that is why it is important to disaggregate the data and discuss with

teachers”

“No”,  “it is often a situation where “everyone needs to calm down”, and teachers

must be given opportunity to discuss with the Principal their concerns. “Teacher

and Principal must have a shared voice”

“ Policy abuse is dependent upon the Administrator”, Administrators must provide

clear expectations regarding teacher responsibility and classroom management

“Policy not abused”, teachers do not necessarily understand cultural differences,

“misunderstandings”
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“Yes, policy is being abused and used to get rid of children, and we house them in

special education classes”

4. What is your opinion / observation regarding the finding of a significant increase

in discipline removals for Hispanic students occur around the 4th and 5th grades?

 “ Family expectations change specifically for male children around the 4th and 5th

grade. Around this age, “Hispanic males are expected to be independent”. This shift

in roles may conflict with the role the child is expected to play at school.

“Hispanic children experimenting, social expectations change, puberty, and peer

pressure”

“Cultural differences, male and female roles become more defined even to a point

of how a male child is permitted to speak to his mother”.  This difference in (male

to female) communication in the school environment may be viewed as

insubordinate by teachers.

 “Hispanic male defending his manhood”
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“ Mom / Dad working student unsupervised”, “role of child / degree of

responsibility increases and the role may conflict with teacher view of how a child

should act”.

“Family culture”, 4th / 5th grade males expected to have more leadership. The way a

male child communicates with his mother changes.  “ There is a shift in roles for

Hispanic males, and the student may not be aware of how they sound to a teacher”.

“Hispanic males may have difficulty shift from one role at home to a different role

at school”

“ Cultural difference”, machismo, Hispanic males more independent from their

mother around this time, and the child’s home social learning may be in conflict

with school.  “The male child is moving into the role of a man, and does not know

how to shift / change role back to child in school”.

5.  What type of help/ assistance should be provided teachers?

“Track discipline referral reasons, discuss as a team what strategies could be tried

at the classroom level”.  “Work with teachers in understanding poverty, the roles
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and responsibilities children of poverty often must assume at an early age, teach

children how to communicate, i.e., shift roles within the school environment.”

“ Have teachers examine their biases and generate communication”. Require

teachers to clearly articulate how they reached a decision that a child warrants a

discipline referral. Principal must investigate; ask what interventions the teacher

used before invoking a discipline action.

“Give teachers a shared voice”

“Require teachers to handle discipline issues at the classroom level, provide them

with a plan that outlines levels of offenses with specific examples and

interventions”.  Provide teachers with clear classroom management expectations

and clear definition of the types of behavior that warrant a referral to the Principal.

“Share discipline referral data with teachers, start a conversation, share internal and

external classroom behavior management best practices”. Provide teachers with

different behavior management techniques.
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“Help teachers learn different methodology (relevant pedagogy) that addresses the

needs of children from different cultures”. “Provide teachers with support to learn

new integrated strategies, cultural differences and balanced curriculum”.
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Common Themes

While the views and experiences of the five Principals regarding zero-

tolerance discipline policy and discretionary removals varied, two primary themes

emerged:

1. A need to have discipline data that can be analyzed and shared with staff.

2. Communication, shared learning and understanding of cultural differences.

All Principals articulated that Hispanics had a unique culture that may be in

conflict with the expectations of teachers.
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CHAPTER 5

Conclusions

Introduction

The aim of this study was to determine the effect of discretionary removal

on urban minority students.  The primary motivation for this study was to

determine whether and how the expansion of the zero discipline policy to allow for

discretionary removal contributed to the documented academic achievement gap

between minority and non-minority students.  The use of a mixed subject design

methodology strengthened the value and validity of the findings by comparing the

effect of discretionary discipline removal within and between the three different

student ethnic populations.

The results of this study clearly indicated minority students were subjected

to discretionary removals at higher rates than non-minorities. The findings

illustrated numerous patterns in discretionary removals based on student ethnicity,

gender, special education identification, and socio-economic status. This study also

determined a negative relationship between discretionary removal and academic
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achievement; on average, students subjected to a discipline removal had lower

achievement test scores in comparison to peers not subjected to a discipline

removal.

In terms of a relationship between discretionary referral reasons and

ethnicity, the findings indicated a relationship between ethnicity and the number of

discipline referrals. On average, minority students were subjected to more

discipline removals than non-minority students. Descriptive analysis of the

discretionary discipline removal reasons established a pronounced relationship

between ethnicity and referral reasons.

Patterns of Discretionary Removals

Ethnicity & Gender

There were several notable patterns in discretionary discipline removals

between 1996-97 and 1999-2000 for students in grades K-5th.  For example, the

number of African American students subjected to discretionary removals

increased each year. In addition, when African American student enrollment

declined by 24% between 1998-99 and 1999-2000, the discretionary removal rate
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jumped from 9.2% to 13.37%.  In contrast, the number of Hispanics and whites

subjected to a discretionary removal remained stable. Between 1996-97 and 1999-

2000, the percentage of discipline removals for Hispanics and whites was less than

5% of their total group enrollment. Another discretionary discipline removal

pattern in the study was that a large majority (80%) of the students subjected to

discipline actions were males.  These findings of males being subjected to

disproportionate discipline actions are aligned with current research findings, for

example, Skiba, Micheal, Nardo (2000) and others have also documented males are

subjected to more discipline actions in comparison to females.

Socioeconomic Status

Several researchers have determined disproportional numbers of children of

low-socioeconomic backgrounds are subjected to discipline actions.  This study had

similar findings of the over-representation of poor children subjected to discipline

actions. Beginning in 1997, over 90% of the students in this study subjected to a

discretionary removal were from a low socio-economic background, of which
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African American students represented the largest number (N=542), followed by

Hispanic students (N= 477).

Special Education Identification

In regards to the number of special education students subjected to a

discretionary removal, unlike other research findings, the largest numbers of

students subjected to a discretionary removal in this study were not special

education students. The grade of the subjects used for this study may have

attributed to this deviation from existing research.  Typically, children are not

tested for special education services until the 3rd grade, and this study included

students in grades K-2.

Between 1996-97 and 1999-2000, a total of (N=1,499) special education

students were subjected to a discretionary removal, of which African Americans

represented 43%, Hispanics 34%, and whites 22%.  This finding is consistent with

the research of Ledingham & Schwartzman (1984) and Jackson (1975), and others

who determined a relationship between discipline referrals of minority students and

special education placement.
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Grade Level

In terms of patterns in the removal by grade level, the number of African

American and Hispanic students in grade K-5 subjected to a discretionary removal

increased every year between 1996-97 and 1999-2000.  However, for Hispanic and

white students, unlike African American students, the most notable increased rates

of removal occurred in the 5th grade.

One significant concern in the pattern of removals by grade level was the

increased percentage of removals between kindergarten and second grade.  On

average between 1996-97 and 1999-2000, discretionary discipline removals

increased over 45% between kindergarten and first grade, and 80% between first

and second grade.  These findings are of particular concern due to the age and

maturation of the students and the potential psychological harm of a discretionary

removal.  As noted in the research literature, when educators suspend elementary

students, many cannot view sanctions against their behavior, as separate from

sanctions against their individual self. As a result, this type of action may invoke

emotional and psychological trauma (Nicols, Ludwin, & Iadicola, 1999).
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Academic Achievement & Discretionary Removals

Student academic and social failure is an evolving process; children do not

enter the schoolhouse doors with aspirations of academic failure, a desire to be

labeled “disruptive”, or to be ejected from classrooms.  However, on average, this

is what happened to 10% of the African American and 3% of the Hispanic students

enrolled within the subject Texas urban school district.  Also illustrated in the

research, the subjective use of teacher discretionary discipline removal of students

from the academic learning environment is not without negative consequence,

especially for African American and Hispanic students.  In addition, for students

with pre-existing risk factors associated with low academic achievement, such as

poverty and special education placement, discipline removals exacerbated low

academic achievement.  For example, in 1999, special education student’s math

scores on average would be 18 points lower in comparison to non-special education

students, and when students are subjected to one discipline referral the math scores

are further decreased by 3 points.
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Consistent with the findings of Costenbader and Markson (1998), that

disruptive student behavior is predictive of less academic engagement time and

contributes to lower grades, and poorer performance on standardized test, the

findings of this study indicated discretionary discipline removal had a negative

effect on student future academic achievement. As demonstrated in the study, there

was a causal relationship between prior student achievement scores (1997),

discipline referral rates, and future (1999) academic student achievement.  The

research illustrated the1997 discipline removal rate had different negative effects

on student’s 1999 math and reading scores.  The findings indicated that two or

more discretionary removals increased the likelihood a student would have a math

score 10 or more points lower than a peer not subjected to a discipline removal. In

contrast, any number of discipline removals had a negative impact on a student’s

reading achievement. Students subjected to one discipline removal on average

scored 5 points lower in reading than peers not subjected to a discipline removal.

The gap in reading doubled with a second removal and increased with subsequent

removals.
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While the results of this study indicated one discipline removal might not

negatively effect a student’s future math achievement, the findings were clear that

any number of removals had a negative effect on reading.  This would imply there

is a need for elementary students to have continuous access to reading instruction

and curriculum.

Discretionary Referral Reason & Ethnicity

An analysis of variance determined between 1996-97 and 1999-2000 there

was a measurable difference between ethnicity and the number of discipline

referrals; however, the effect size of the relationship between ethnicity and

discipline referral reasons was small.  The number of similar offenses committed

by African American and Hispanic students may have contributed to the small

effect size. However, descriptive analysis of the trends in referral reasons by

ethnicity provided more substantive findings. For example, on average African

American students, followed by Hispanic students, committed the largest number

of assaults against peers. This finding was consistent with research conducted by
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Imich in 1994 which determined approximately half of all suspensions were

prompted by verbal or physical aggression against peers.

Another prevalent reason for the removal of African American and Hispanic

students was for general misbehavior and disrespect. The definition of general

misbehavior and disrespect varied significantly from teacher to teacher.  Future

research may examine how teachers have characterized and defined student

misbehavior and disrespect, especially in light of the disproportionate number of

minority students subjected to discretionary removals. As determined by Skiba

(2000) and other researchers, teachers are prone to accept stereotypes of different

racial and ethnic groups that may influence their application of student discipline.

Researchers have also determined many teachers, especially non-minority teachers,

may be unfamiliar with the different communication styles of minority children

which may help explain the disproportional discipline actions taken against

minority children.
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Discretionary Removals and Other Factors

While the purpose of the interviews with Principals was not to answer the

research questions posed by the study, the information garnered from them

provided additional explanations of the findings. One common theme that emerged

from the Principal interviews was an explication of cultural differences between

teachers and minority students.  For example, Principals attributed increased

discretionary removals of Hispanic fifth graders to teacher-student cultural clashes

over male role identity and family expectations.  In contrast, there was no

consensus as to the possible reasons African American students and teachers may

clash.

Three out of the five Principals acknowledged negative teacher perceptions

of African American students. As noted by a Principal during an interview,

“students bring different experiences and views of the world to school that could

either help or hinder their ability to successfully transverse the education system,

“normal” behavior is defined using a white middle class ontology”. Therefore,

students not exhibiting “normal” behavior experienced increased discipline actions,
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and special education placement.  This finding is also consistent with established

research that racial stereotypes influenced teacher perceptions, judgments and

behavior, Devine (1989).

In summary, while Principals offered no one explanation for the

disproportional application of discretionary removals, they all agreed students

denied access to the established academic curriculum and instruction are placed at

increased risk of academic failure.

Theoretical Implications

As pointed out by Hanssen (1998), schools and teachers serve as

mechanisms of the transmission and perpetuation of different social class values.

The research confirmed discretionary discipline policies as currently used by

schools tend to perpetuate cultural reproduction, with teachers as the instrument to

transmit the accepted culture. While there was acknowledgement by Principals of

cultural differences and cultural clashes between students and teachers, this did not

mitigate the removal of students from classrooms. In other words, a teacher’s

ontology defined the accepted culture and behaviors. Hence, students had the
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burden of behavior change and cultural conformity. In addition, the

disproportionate application associated with discretionary removals between ethnic

groups demonstrated how zero-tolerance discipline policies are racialized and in

direct conflict with Civil Right laws established to promote equality and

educational access for minorities.

Policy Implications

There is no disagreement schools must be safe, and classrooms free of

disruption, but teachers need to be monitored for disproportional applications of the

policy on poor and minority students.  The Civil Rights Act of 1964 established a

legal standard known as the “adverse impact” doctrine.  This doctrine dictates when

a purported racially neutral policy or practice produces a disproportionate harmful

impact on students of color, the burden shifts to the school system to justify its

policy or practice (Harvard Civil Rights Project, 2000). Based on the documented

disproportionate number of African American and Hispanic elementary students

subjected to discretionary removals and the lack of clear definition of the types of

student behaviors that warrant a discretionary discipline removal, this school
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district as well as other Texas school districts may be in violation of the adverse

impact doctrine.  Hence, Texas policymakers in light of the evidence should

consider rescinding and/or revising the zero-tolerance discipline policy, especially

at the elementary grades.

Texas policymakers should also consider the number of campus

discretionary discipline removal actions as part of State accountability and school

performance ratings. In other words, suspension rates attributed to discretionary

removals should have a negative effect on school performance ratings. This action

would require campus and district level administrators to monitor student

discretionary removals. Hence, Principals would be held accountable for providing

counseling, professional development, and the removal of teachers who have

difficulty successfully communicating with and teaching ethnically diverse

students.

Typically for minority students it is not “one” variable that impedes

academic achievement, but rather a multitude of factors that must be addressed if

we are to move beyond a band-aid approach to closing the academic achievement
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gap between minority and non-minority students. It can be hypothesized that,

students who are performing well academically and positively engaged in learning

are at a decreased risk of being subjected to a discretionary discipline removal.

Therefore, school administrators may consider the establishment of multi-

disciplinary problem solving teams composed of teachers, counselors, social

workers, a parent specialist, school nurse, and other campus personnel tasked to

identify intervention and prevention strategies to help both teachers and students

have a successful school experience.

Future Research

The data presented in this report raises several questions; one of these

questions is whether there is a relationship between discipline removals of African

American male students in K-2nd grade, and the over identification of African

American students as emotionally disturbed. This future research question is also a

by-product of the Principals interviews. As noted by a Principal, “African

American males subjected to discretionary removals are at increased risk of being

labeled emotionally disturbed and placed into special education classes for behavior
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management training”.  The Principal also pointed out when African American

students first enter special education classes most are on academic grade level.

However, as documented in this research, by the third-grade the most pervasive

predictor of low math and reading scores beyond a discipline removal was special

education placement.  A second question to consider, based on Principal

interviews, personal observations, and review of discipline actions at the

elementary, middle and high school levels, is the majority of discretionary referrals

made by the same and relatively small number (less than 3) teachers within a

school. Third, would similar findings occur, if this study were replicated at

suburban and/or rural school districts.

General Comments

In summary, the question remains that even if student behavior warrants removal,

should punishment of a behavior result in academic punishment?  As indicated in

the findings, there is a significant negative correlation between discipline removals

and academic achievement.  The need for continued access to the learning

environment is of particular concern for students in grades K-2 who may not have
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necessarily entered school as academically prepared as others.  Therefore, it is not a

question of the location of the removal; it is a question of academic access. As

noted by Sullivan (1989), punishment without meeting student needs for academic

tutoring seldom provides motivation for reform. If the intent of educators and

policymakers were to close the academic achievement gap for African American

and Hispanic students, and to “Leave No Child Behind”, then an examination of

zero-tolerance discipline policies that deny students continuous access to the

established curriculum and classroom instruction would be a good starting place.
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