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The disproportionate exposure to exclusionary discipline for students with 

disabilities is an acknowledged phenomenon.  However, a theoretical understanding for 

this phenomenon is unknown.  Recent claims have been made that the disproportionate 

use of exclusionary discipline for students with disabilities results from a long-standing 

historical pattern of discrimination.  The use of exclusionary discipline for students with 

disabilities results in the denial of opportunities and services at a more frequent rate than 

their peers without disabilities.  This denial would indicate the possibility of prejudice, a 

construct understood to arise from the existence of a perception of threat by the ingroup 

in an intergroup relationship. The purpose of this study was to (a) determine if school 

administrators hold perceptions of threat from students with disabilities and (b) if a 

relationship exists between identified threats and disciplinary decisions.  A survey 

measured threat perception, administrators’ attitude toward students with disabilities, and 
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administrators’ disciplinary action preference in instances involving students with 

disabilities.  It was hypothesized:  

H1. Perceived realistic threats will have a direct effect on administrator 

disciplinary decisions.  

H2.  Perceived threats (both realistic and symbolic) will have a direct effect on 

administrator attitudes towards students with disabilities.  

H3.  Perceived threats (both realistic and symbolic) will have an indirect effect 

through attitude on administrator disciplinary decisions.   

Confirmatory factor analysis revealed an acceptable model fit of the four latent variables 

of realistic and symbolic threat, educational administrator attitude toward students with 

disabilities, and educational administrator discipline decisions for students with 

disabilities.  An acceptable fit was found for the originally hypothesized structural model, 

and no improved alternative models were identified.  Realistic threat was found to have a 

significant relationship to educational administrators’ disciplinary decisions for students 

with disabilities.  No significant paths were identified for symbolic threat or attitude.  
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Chapter 1: 

Brown v. Board of Education (1954) mandated an equal opportunity education for 

all students.  In the decades following Brown v. Board of Education, however, society’s 

presumption remained that an equal opportunity education for students with disabilities 

occurred in classrooms separate from their stereotypically performing peers (Winzer, 

2009).  Challenging this presumption were Reynolds, (1962), Dunn (1968), and Deno 

(1970), who introduced the conception that separate placements for students with mild 

disabilities should occur at the end of a continuum of placements, not at the beginning.  

Reynolds, Dunn, and Deno’s work helped lead the way for the passage of The Education 

of All Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA, 1975), which codified equal access to a free 

and appropriate public education (FAPE) for students with disabilities.  The most recent 

reauthorization of EAHCA, in 2004, states; “to the maximum extent appropriate, children 

with disabilities are to be educated with children who are nondisabled” (Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Improvement Act [IDEA], 2004 300.114 (a) (2), U.S. Department 

of Education, 2005).  Among the 6.5 million students with disabilities currently served by 

federally supported programs, 58% spend 80% of their school time receiving an 

education in classrooms with their nondisabled peers (U.S. Department of Education, 

2011).   

THE PROBLEM 

However, despite data indicating the integration of students with disabilities, 

segregation is still occurring through the use of exclusionary discipline, which results in 
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suspension (in-school or out-of-school), expulsion, or a general removal from the typical 

educational setting (Noltemeyer & Mcloughlin, 2010).   

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PROBLEM 

Increase in Exclusion 

 School-level administrators are faced with the daunting task of maintaining an 

environment, considered by students, parents, and teachers, to be conducive for learning 

and safe from physical or mental harm (Skiba & Rausch, 2006).  This difficult task is 

compounded by recent high profile incidents of violence on school campuses (see for 

example, New York Times 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/subjects/s/school_shootings/index.ht

ml).  Media coverage and speculation surrounding these events aggravate public fear; and 

therefore, place greater pressure upon school administrators to maintain a safe learning 

environment (Borum, Cornell, Modzeleski, & Jimerson, 2010).  Partially as a result of the 

aforementioned public pressure, since 1973, a student’s risk of exposure to suspension 

has risen by 4.2 % (Losen & Skiba, 2010).  

A frequently referenced cause for the increase in exclusionary discipline is the 

proliferation of zero tolerance policies (Skiba & Rausch, 2006; Wald & Losen, 2003).  

Zero tolerance policies arose at the end of the 1980s from a U.S. government policy, of 

the same name, requiring the seizure and prosecution of seagoing vessels and vehicles 

caught entering the U.S. containing any trace of an illegal drug.  Hailed by U.S. Attorney 

General Edwin Meese as a model program, school districts followed suit and began to 
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apply the term to mandated expulsions for weapons, drug, fighting, or gang-related 

offenses.  Zero tolerance policies spread quickly across the country, being codified into 

law in 1994 with the Gun Free Schools Act, which mandated a one calendar year 

expulsion for possession of a firearm and a successive referral of students to the criminal 

or juvenile justice system (Skiba & Rausch, 2006).  After official codification, zero 

tolerance policies continued to broaden in prevalence and scope.  By 1996, 94% of all 

U.S. schools had zero tolerance policies for weapons, 87% for alcohol, 79% for tobacco, 

and 79% for violence.  The implementation of these policies has increased the exclusion 

of students from the educational environment and has become a common form of 

discipline within U.S. schools (Cameron, 2006; Petras, Buckley, Ialongo, Masyn, & 

Kellam, 2011; Skiba, 2000).   

The Decision to Exclude  

Administrators must maintain fidelity to the exclusionary statute and policy under 

which they operate (Skiba & Rausch, 2006).  If a school district mandates the 

implementation of exclusionary discipline for a specific offense, the expectation is for an 

administrator to implement the directive accordingly.  In the realm of zero tolerance, 

however, the ambiguity surrounding what offenses warrant a zero tolerance consequence 

is confounded by implementation fidelity.  Administrators are often faced with 

disciplinary instances where they must use personal discretion.  Bouvier’s Law dictionary 

(1856) defines an instance when a judge is called upon to use his/her discretion as an 

instance where the judge “ought to decide according to the rules of equity, and the nature 
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of circumstances (http://www.constitution.org/bouv/bouvier_d.htm).”  Cases of school 

discipline, however, indicate that school administrators do not consistently consider the 

circumstances or the rule of equity when making decisions.  Skiba and Peterson (1999) 

and Skiba (2000) detail ubiquitous cases of students being excluded for instances of 

sharing cough drops and mints, the sharing of inhalers with students in need, possession 

of a homemade rocket brought for science class, and possession of nail clippers.  These 

events signify what appears to be the use of harsh punishment for trivial infractions.  

Skiba (2000) cites a St. Petersburg Times editorial illustrating the public view 

surrounding the continued lack of implementation fidelity across administrator decisions 

regarding zero tolerance policies:  

Bringing a butter knife to school to cut an apple for lunch carries the same 
expulsion as toting a loaded magnum. Those harms are not equivalent, and if they 
are punished with equal severity, the system looks both unfair and nonsensical. 
(“Zero Sense”, 1998, p.16a) 
 
This identified lack of implementation fidelity is not surprising, considering rates 

of exclusionary discipline are directly correlated to an administrator’s attitude and beliefs 

(Skiba & Rausch, 2006).  Individual administrator attributes may directly impact their 

exercise of discretion in instances of zero tolerance, and therefore result in nonsensical 

decisions.  U.S. states have begun to amend their education codes in an effort to clarify 

what behaviors should mandate exclusion (see, for example, Texas Education Code 

§§37.007, http://www.tea.state.tx.us/chapter37_reporting.html).  Despite these efforts, the 

possibility for school administrators to utilize personal discretion to exclude remains.  As 

a result, administrators often utilize an exclusionary discipline measure when non-
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exclusionary options are available (Fabelo et al., 2011).  Illustrating this, Rausch and 

Skiba (2004) report, within one state, only 5% of exclusions resulted from drug, alcohol, 

tobacco, or weapons related offenses, with the other 95% resulting from behaviors such 

as insubordination, tardiness, truancy, and dress code violations.  

Excluding students with disabilities  

School administrators can discipline students with disabilities in the same manner 

as students without disabilities, except in instances of exclusionary discipline (Yell & 

Rozalski, 2008).  On occasions of exclusion, all students are afforded the right to due 

process.  However, in the case of students with disabilities, these rights are more 

extensive as a result of specific protections within IDEA (IDEA, 2004b, §300.101).  

Students with disabilities can be excluded for 10 consecutive school days, without 

deviation from the typical due process procedure afforded all students.  The exclusion of 

a student with disabilities for more than 10 consecutive days constitutes a change in 

placement, which, as mandated by IDEA, a student’s Individual Education Program (IEP) 

team must determine.  If the IEP team determines the exclusionary placement is 

inappropriate, the student must return to the original placement from which he/she was 

removed (IDEA, 2004b, §300.350, Ryan, Katsiyannis, Peterson, & Chmelar, 2007).  

Concurrently, the IEP team must conduct a manifestation determination review  (MDR).  

If the MDR indicates the student’s disability resulted in or had a direct relationship to the 

behavior or the student’s ability to understand the consequences of the behavior, any 

future change in placement must be approved by the IEP team, a subsequent functional 
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behavior analysis (FBA) must be conducted, and an individualized behavior intervention 

plan (BIP) must be developed for the student.  If a student with a disability is not 

excluded for 10 consecutive days but is assigned 10 cumulative days of exclusionary 

discipline over the course of a school year, the IEP team must convene to determine if a 

pattern of exclusion has occurred.  If a pattern is identified, this too constitutes a change 

in placement and the previously described steps must be taken (IDEA, 2004b, §300.356, 

Yell & Rozalski, 2008).   

 Exceptions to the above policies exist in instance of offenses involving students 

(a) bringing weapons to school or a school function; (b) knowingly possessing, using, or 

selling a drug or controlled substance; or (c) inflicting serious bodily injury on another 

person while on school grounds or at a school function (Yell & Rozalski, 2008).  In these 

instances, administrators may remove a student to an interim alternative educational 

setting (IAES) for up to 45 days (Yell & Rozalski, 2008).  This move is contingent on the 

IAES having the capacity to continue to provide the student with IEP mandated 

educational services.  Within 10 days of the initial IAES placement, the IEP team must 

convene and conduct a MDR.  If the team concludes the behavior was not associated with 

the student’s disability, the student’s discipline can continue in accordance to policy that 

would apply to students without disabilities, contingent on the continued implementation 

of the IEP.  If the behavior is determined to be a manifestation of the disability, a FBA 

must be conducted and a BIP created, but the student can remain in the IAES placement 

as this occurs (Yell & Rozalski, 2008).  In cases of exclusion where a FBA was 
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conducted or a BIP was in place prior; within 10 days of the initial exclusion the IEP 

team must convene to review the BIP and modify accordingly (Yell & Rozalski, 2008).   

Identified Ineffectiveness of Exclusion  

 Organizationally, a school hopes to achieve two outcomes through the use of 

school discipline policies: (a) the establishment of an environment for teachers and 

students that is congruently conducive for learning and safe and (b) to reduce future 

misbehavior while instilling in students the needed skills to be successful in their future 

endeavors (Skiba & Rausch, 2006).  To achieve these outcomes in today’s educational 

environment of increased federal accountability, the impetus has been for administrators 

to ensure programs, policies, and practices implemented in their schools are backed by 

scientifically based research (Losen, 2011; Slavin, 2008).  Exclusionary discipline cannot 

be considered a scientifically based intervention as there are no data indicating 

exclusionary discipline improves school climate or future student behavior (American 

Psychological Association, 2008; Losen & Skiba, 2010; Skiba & Rausch, 2006).  

Reported data indicates schools with high rates of exclusion have a lower-quality 

academic environment, as they typically spend more time concerning themselves with 

discipline-related issues than with school climate (Skiba & Rausch, 2006).  Poor 

performance on standardized achievement tests has been correlated to high rates of 

exclusionary discipline, even when controlling for race and socio-economic status (Losen 

& Skiba, 2010; Losen, 2011).  At the individual level, behavioral studies have found no 

link between the use of exclusionary discipline and improved student behavior.  In a 2003 
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study, Raffaele Mendez found the greatest predictor of a students’ exposure to 

exclusionary discipline during middle school was the number of exclusions the student 

received during 4th and 5th grade.  Supporting data identified by Tobin & Sugai (1996) 

revealed that “suspension [appears to serve] as a reinforcer [for students], rather than a 

punisher” (p. 91).  Regarding a school’s goal to implant within students the skills for 

future success, once again, the use of exclusionary discipline is a detriment, as 

exclusionary discipline is identified as a moderate indicator of school dropout.  Raffaele 

Mendez (2003) reported a negative correlation between the number of exclusions a 

student received in the 6th grade and the probability that student would graduate with 

his/her appropriate cohort.  Furthermore, when youth are not in school, they are more 

likely to become involved in a physical fight, carry a weapon, and have an increased risk 

of permanent school dropout (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2003).  

Disproportionate Exclusion of Students with Disabilities  

Despite codified protections, the rate of exclusionary discipline is 

disproportionately high among students with disabilities (Fabelo et al., 2011; Krezmien, 

Leone, & Achillies, 2006; Losen & Gillespie, 2012; Mellard & Seybert, 1996; Rausch & 

Skiba, 2006; Zhang, Katsiyannis, & Herbst, 2004).  Students with disabilities make up 

11-14% of the total population, but have been shown to represent 20-24% of the total 

number of students suspended or expelled (Cooley, 1995; Leone, Mayer, Malmgren, & 

Meisel, 2000), and overall students with disabilities in the United States are suspended 

twice as often as their peers without disabilities (Losen & Gillespie, 2012).  Fabelo et al. 
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(2011) analyzed the occurrence of exclusionary discipline events among a cohort of 

928,940 Texas students between the 7th and 12th grade.  Fabelo et al. found 75% of 

students with disabilities, compared to 54% of their peers without disabilities, were 

subjected, at the discretion of a school administrator, to at least one exclusionary 

discipline event during the observed time period.  Similarly, during the decade from 

1999-2009, students with disabilities accounted for 30% of all exclusions in New York 

City (New York Civil Liberties Union {NYCLU}, 2011).  Losen (2011) reports during 

2006, at least one district in 46 states imposed long-term exclusions on students with 

disabilities at a “significantly” higher rate than students without disabilities (p. 5), and in 

at least seven states, a minimum of 19% of districts reported a significant discrepancy in 

the use of exclusionary discipline between students identified as having disabilities and 

students without disabilities.  

Individual characteristics of students with disabilities increase the likelihood that 

they will be exposed to exclusionary discipline.  Students with emotional and behavioral 

disabilities (EBD) have repeatedly been found more likely to be disciplinarily excluded 

than students in other disability categories (Fabelo et al., 2011; Krezmien et al., 2006; 

Rausch & Skiba, 2006; Zhang et al., 2004).  Furthermore, for an excess of three decades, 

the education community has been aware of the disproportionate use of exclusionary 

discipline among minority racial populations (Krezmien et al., 2006), and data indicate 

students with disabilities who are concomitantly a member of a minority race are not 

immune to this phenomenon (Krezmien et al., 2006; NYCLU, 2011; Rausch & Skiba, 
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2006; Zhang et al., 2004).   

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

Driven by Prejudice  

In Gordon Allport’s seminal work, The Nature of Prejudice, he describes 

prejudice as “an antipathy based upon faulty and inflexible generalization” (1979, p. 9).  

One overt response of prejudice described by Allport was discrimination, or denying a 

minority group opportunities and services.  Students receiving special education services 

require special interventions and supports in order to be successful.  To facilitate these 

unique supports, each student has an IEP that dictates specific pedagogic methods and 

location of delivery for their education.  Through the use of exclusionary discipline, 

school administrators are in danger of denying these students full and complete access to 

these services and opportunities, therefore indicating the potential presence of prejudice.   

Fifty years have passed since Allport’s first publication of The Nature of 

Prejudice, and antipathy is no longer considered an essential component of prejudice.  

The majority of prejudices are now recognized as ambivalent and not hostile (Eagly & 

Diekman, 2005).  Eagly and Diekman explain this new understanding of prejudice as an 

ingroup stereotyping an outgroup to posses attributes inconsistent with those perceived 

necessary for success in specific societal roles.  Within this framework, the prejudice may 

remain unacknowledged until a substantial number of outgroup members aspire to social 

roles perceived incongruent by the ingroup.  For instance, historically, a patriarchal 

stereotype existed which stipulated that a woman’s place is in the home rather than in the 
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workforce (Eagly & Diekman, 2005).  However, over the past 50 years, there has been an 

approximate 20% increase in the labor force participation rate for women.  As women 

have become increasingly prevalent in the workforce, a discriminatory wage gap has 

developed (Eagly and Diekman, 2005).  In 1979, women working full time earned a 

salary 40% that of men.  Although this gap has decreased to 20% as of 2010 (U.S. 

Department of Labor, 2011a), the denial of equal opportunities is still evident.   

An analogous situation has occurred vis-à-vis persons with disabilities.  During 

the 19th century, the U.S. began to realize the importance of an educated population.  

From this recognition arose the common school, or a school attended by all children, at 

no cost, where a common curriculum was taught (Winzer, 2009).  Not long after the 

formation of common schools, the public began to call for the exclusion of specific 

students who did not fit the norm (Winzer, 2009).  This subset of students was referred to 

as being “trouble makers and intellectually weak” (Winzer, p. 23).  By the end of the 19th 

century, such persons were viewed as a menace and a danger to society, and the 

acceptable solution was segregation of persons so identified.  In instances where 

segregation within the school environment was determined to be a burden, (e.g., students 

with severe disabilities), students were simply informed that school attendance was not 

advisable and were subsequently excluded (Winzer, 2009).   

In the middle of the 20th century Brown v. the Board of Education (1954), 

determined that segregation in education is a deprival of a person’s right to equal 

protection from the law.  Following this ruling, the legal and philosophical groundwork 
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was laid for students with disabilities to seek an “equal” education (Pazey & Yates, 

2012), and the discussion of whether the segregation of students with disabilities fell 

under this umbrella could no longer be avoided.  Although it would require 

approximately 20 years after Brown, two seminal cases would initiate the codification of 

a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) for students with disabilities. The two 

cases, Pennsylvania Association for Retarded Children v. Commonwealth of 

Pennsylvania (1971) and Mills v. Board of Education (1972), each of which included a 

decision mandating FAPE, initiated a flurry of litigation.  By 1973, the right for students 

with disabilities to have access to a FAPE had been upheld in federal court more than 30 

times (Martin, Martin, & Terman, 1996).  The result of this abundance of rulings would 

eventually lead to the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (1975), that would not 

only require public school districts offer a FAPE to students with disabilities, but 

provided a funding mechanism as well (Martin, Martin, & Terman, 1996).  Subsequently, 

with laws explicitly eliminating schools’ ability to discriminate through segregation, it 

could be hypothesized that schools would find a way to continue to discriminate through 

other means (e.g., the use of exclusionary discipline).  Data related to the 

disproportionate exclusion of racial minorities signals the occurrence of this 

phenomenon, as immediately after federally mandated school desegregation, 

administrative actions resulting in the disproportionate disciplinary exclusion of minority 

students became evident (Columbus Public Schools 1983; Larkin 1979; Thornton & 

Trent, 1988).          
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Integrated Threat Theory 

Through the examination of intergroup relations, the perception of threat by an 

ingroup from an outgroup has been identified as a foundation for prejudice (Riek, 2006; 

Stephen, Renfro, & Davis, 2008).  The prejudice will arise when an ingroup possesses an 

attitude, or the evaluation of group with favor or disfavor (Eagly & Chaiken, 1998), 

toward the outgroup forged by the organizational constraints of the intergroup 

relationship.  These constraints shape the attitudes and behavior of the ingroup, resulting 

in the ingroup defining a self-serving set of needs and interest for the outgroup.  

Concurrently, the ingroup will take ownership for providing those needs (Jackman, 

2005).  As a result, the outgroup is praised when demonstrating expected attributes and a 

threat is identified when an outgroup displays inappropriate behavior or makes headway 

into incongruent societal positions (e.g., the increased inclusion of students with 

disabilities in public schools).  The perception of threat originates from an ingroup’s fear 

that the outgroup can somehow cause it harm.  Stephen et al. (2008) have conceptualized 

the dynamics of these threats into an integrated threat theory (ITT), displayed in Figure 1.   
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Threats	  to	  Individual 
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Threats to Group 
• Realistic 
• Symbolic 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Model of Integrated Threat Theory  

Types of threat 

Integrated threat theory identifies two types of perceived threat: (a) realistic and 

(b) symbolic (See Table 2).  Ingroup members perceive these threats at an individual or 

group level.  A perceived realistic group threat poses danger to a group’s power, 

resources, and general welfare, while a threat to a group’s religion, values, belief system, 

philosophy, morality, or worldview is considered symbolic.  In turn, realistic individual 

threats involve the fear of physical or material harm to an individual group member, for 

example, pain; torture; death; or the deprivation of valued resources, including economic 

loss.  A symbolic individual threat would threaten an individual’s self-identity, self-
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esteem, or honor (Stephen et al., 2008).   

Antecedents of threat 

Intergroup relations   

 Relative power of the ingroup and outgroup impact the perception of intergroup 

threat.  It is understood that an outgroup will reside in a position of lower power when 

compared to an ingroup.  As a result, an outgroup is typically more susceptible to 

experiencing a threat than an ingroup, because the outgroup lies at the mercy of the 

ingroup.  However, when an ingroup in a position of power (e.g., school administrators) 

perceives a threat, they are more likely to react strongly (e.g., discretionary use of 

exclusionary discipline) to ensure their position of power is not weakened (Stephen, 

Ybarra, & Morrison, 2009).   

In addition to group power relation, the groups’ history of group conflict and 

relative or perception of group size are considered antecedents to threat.  A history of 

conflict exists between students with disabilities (outgroup) and school administrators 

(ingroup).  This conflict, beginning with the exclusion of students with disabilities from 

the common schools of the early 17th century, continues through today’s ongoing debate 

surrounding inclusion (Winzer, 2009; Zigmond, Kloo, & Volonino, 2009).  Regarding 

group size, in instances where the ingroup (administrators) is, or is perceived to be, 

outnumbered by the outgroup (students with disabilities) the ingroup will feel threatened 

(Stephen et al., 2009).  For example, during the 2008-2009 school year, there were 

6,483,000 students served under IDEA compared to 230,600 administrators at the 
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kindergarten through grade 12 (K-12) level (U.S. Department of Education, 2011; U.S. 

Department of Labor, 2011b).  However, students with disabilities make up a small 

percentage of the entire student population an administrator will deal with day-to-day.  

The perception of threat may arise from administrators if they (a) perceive students with 

disabilities to compose a large percentage of the day to day events that require an 

administrator’s attention, therefore projecting the group of students with disabilities to be 

much larger than they actually are, or (b) if administrators perceive themselves to be 

outnumbered by special education as a whole.  Meaning, administrators feel that special 

education not only includes the small number of students within their schools, but also 

their parents, special education interest groups, public opinion, or anything that places a 

spotlight on students with disabilities.   

 Cultural dimension 

The second identified antecedent of threat is the cultural dimension of the groups 

involved.  Stephen et al. (2008) state that cultures emphasizing close ingroup ties and a 

specific set of rules and hierarchy (which may be jeopardized by an outgroup) are prone 

to feel threatened.  This scenario is analogous to special education in that, historically, 

distinct lines have existed between special and general education, with special education 

serving as a refuge for general education to place problem students (Dunn, 1968).  

Cultural dimension antecedents at the individual level include a lack of prior familiarity 

and personal contact by ingroup members with members of the outgroup (Stephen et al., 

2009).  In relation to the two groups in question, school administrators have a lack of 
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familiarity in working with students with disabilities (Lasky & Karge, 2006), and 

students with disabilities represent a small percentage of the majority (13.2% of the total 

population, U.S. Department of Education, 2011).  Intuitively, this would result in limited 

opportunities for contact between students with disabilities and administrators.   

Situational factors   

The final antecedent of threat involves situational factors.  The most common 

situations leading to threat perception involve people in unfamiliar settings (see Lasky & 

Karge, 2006) who are uncertain how to behave; feel unsupported by authority figures; 

and within the setting, feel they are competing against an outgroup that can harm them.  

Accordingly, the discipline of students with disabilities has been described as 

“exquisitely difficult” (Dupree, 2000, p. 3), and administrators believe legislative 

language detailing the discipline of students with disabilities is divisive (Ryan et al., 

2007).  School personnel operate in fear that interactions involving students with 

disabilities could morph into litigable situations (Fischer, Schimmel, & Kelly, 1999).  

Fiscally, students receiving special education services are the most expensive to educate.  

Since the passage of EAHCA, the cost of educating a student enrolled in special 

education has remained approximately two times greater than the cost of educating a 

student without disabilities (Kakalik, J. S., 1981; U.S. Department of Education Office of 

Special Education and Rehabilitative Services, 2002).  These variables may represent a 

threat to school administrators, who already feel that they operate on limited funds 

(Green, 2012; Resmovits, 2012).  Evidence of this threat has increasingly manifested 
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following the 2002 passing of the No Child Left Behind Act  (NCLB) when, for the first 

time, local education agencies (LEAs) were held accountable for the academic 

performance of students with disabilities (Simpson, LaCava, & Sampson-Graner, 2004).  

Conversely, the number of students with severe special needs is on the rise while overall 

school budgets are shrinking (Johnson, Oliff, Williams, 2011), resulting in school 

administrators feeling as if they are being asked to increase performance with fewer 

available resources (Levensen, 2011).  As a result, seven U.S. states have recently 

acknowledged that they view the required special education expenses as a burden and 

have requested waivers, from the federal government, if or when granted, the states 

would be reducing the amount of funding provided for special education (Green, 2012).   

The presence these discussed antecedents of a perception of threat by school 

administrators from students with disabilities would indicate the need to pursue further 

the potential existence of a perception of threat by school administrators and its impact on 

school administrators and students with disabilities interactions.   

PURPOSE 

 The disproportionate exposure to exclusionary discipline for students with 

disabilities is an acknowledged phenomenon.  However, a theoretical understanding for 

this phenomenon is unknown.  Recent claims have been made that the disproportionate 

use of exclusionary discipline for students with disabilities results from a long-standing 

historical pattern of discrimination (Losen, 2011).  The use of exclusionary discipline for 

students with disabilities results in the denial of opportunities and services at a more 
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frequent rate than their peers without disabilities.  This denial would indicate the 

possibility of prejudice, a construct understood to arise from the existence of a perception 

of threat by the ingroup in an intergroup relationship.  Consequently, the purpose of this 

study was to (a) determine if school administrators hold perceptions of threat from 

students with disabilities and (b) if a relationship exists between identified threats and 

disciplinary decisions.  

RESEARCH HYPOTHESES  

 Utilizing a survey measure, this study will examine the relationship between 

administrators’ perceived threats from students with disabilities, administrators’ attitudes 

toward students with disabilities, and administrators’ disciplinary decisions involving 

students with disabilities.   It is hypothesized that:  

H1. Perceived realistic threats will have a direct effect on administrator 

disciplinary decisions.  

H2.  Perceived threats (both realistic and symbolic) will have a direct effect on 

administrator attitudes towards students with disabilities.  

H3.  Perceived threats (both realistic and symbolic) will have an indirect effect 

through attitude on administrator disciplinary decisions.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Synthesis    

As a first step to address the hypothesis presented in Chapter 1, a synthesis of the 

literature was conducted to determine the existence of evidence indicating school 

administrators’ perceived threats from students with disabilities.  The methods utilized to 

conduct this synthesis, the findings of the synthesis, and the relevance of the findings 

toward the future research conducted within this dissertation are presented.    
 

METHOD 

Article Selection Procedures 

Phase 1 inclusion criteria 

A systematic search of psychological and educational databases (PsycINFO, 

Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC), and Academic Search Complete) 

from 1975-2011 was carried out to identify articles reporting administrators’ perceptions 

of discipline for students with disabilities.  Search terms included combinations of the 

following sets: (a) principal*or administra*, (b) diciplin*, or (c) disabil*, decision*, or 

polic*.  

Four hundred forty-three articles were located in the initial search. Each located 

articles’ title and abstract was evaluated to determine if further review was necessary to 

evaluate study inclusion.  Following this initial step, 11 articles were identified for further 

review.   Articles were selected for final inclusion if they met each of the following 

criteria.   
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1.  Published in a refereed journal between 1975 and October 2011. The initial 

limiting date of 1975 was selected to coincide with the passing of the EAHCA 

(1975). 

2. Included original research (e.g., not literature reviews, synthesis, or meta-

analyses), containing data collected from K-12 public school administrators in the 

United States (U.S.).  Depending on circumstances, select students identified to 

receive special education services enrolled in private schools are not entitled to a 

FAPE and therefore, such information was not included in the search (Cortiella, 

2010).  

3. Articles were included that contained administrator’s personal views and opinions 

related to discipline policies and practices of students with disabilities.  

4. Data collected from administrators whose primary placement was at the school or 

district level was included. Inclusion was contingent on an article’s participant 

description or results allowing for the determination that an administrator’s 

primary placement was at the school or district level (e.g., participant referenced 

as a “principal”; Palley, 2004).  

Of the 11 articles identified for further review, three met each of the above inclusion 

criteria (Butera, Klein, McMullen, & Wilson, 1988; McCarthy, & Soodak, 2007; Palley, 

2004).  An ancestral search of these identified articles resulted in the identification of two 

additional articles that met final inclusion criteria (Nelson, Roberts, Rutherford, Mathur, 

& Aaroe, 1999; Rose, 1988).    
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Phase 2 inclusion criteria 

As a result of the identification of a paucity of relevant literature during phase 1, the 

decision was made to expand the search to include articles capturing administrators’ 

general perceptions of students with disabilities.  This decision was based upon the broad 

focus on general ingroup perceptions of an outgroup in previous intergroup relation 

research (Riek, Mania, & Gaertner, 2006).  Broadening the search parameters did not 

result in a modification of the synthesis’ purpose.  Perceptions identified from phase 2 

literature were analyzed utilizing integrated threat theory and implications to the 

discipline of students with disabilities.   

As per previous methodology, a systematic search of psychological and 

educational databases (PsycINFO, Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC), 

and Academic Search Complete) from 1975-2008 was carried out.  Search terms included 

combinations of the following sets: (a) principal* or administra*, (b) percept*, attitu*, 

belie*, or impression*, and (c) disabil*.     

This search yielded 294 articles.  Following review of identified articles titles and 

abstracts, 24 articles were identified for further review.  Articles were selected for final 

inclusion if they met each of the following criteria.   

1. Published in a refereed journal between 1975 and October 2011.  

2. Included original research (e.g., not literature reviews, synthesis, or meta-

analyses), containing data collected from K-12 public school administrators in the 

United States (U.S.).  
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3. Contained administrator perceptions of students with disabilities as individuals or 

implemented policies and practices that impact these students.  

4. Contained data collected from administrators whose primary placement was at the 

school or district level.  

Application of the above criteria to the 24 initially identified articles yielded 16 articles 

for final inclusion.  An ancestral search of these 16 articles failed to identify any 

additional articles.   

For detailed descriptions of the 21 articles included following phase 1 and phase 2 refer 

to Table 1. 



Table 1: Articles Identified for Analysis  

Citation: Purpose of the 
study 

Participants 
 

Geographical 
location 

Research 
procedure/measures 

 

Number/Type of identified 
statements of threat 
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Barnett & 
Monda-
Amaya (1998) 

To examine the 
attitudes and 
knowledge of 
principals across 
the state of 
Illinois toward 
inclusion. 
 
 

65  (89% 
principals, 11% 
principal/ 
superintendent, 
assistant principal, 
or assistant 
superintendent for 
instruction); 30% 
F, 70% M, E not 
reported  

Illinois; 
Elementary- -
9 rural, 8 
urban, 15 
suburban; 
Junior High--
5 rural, 1 
urban, 10 
suburban; 
HS--5 rural, 3 
urban, 6 
suburban 

Researcher 
developed survey--
including four 
question domains 
(1) general 
background 
knowledge, (2) 
leadership approach 
most commonly 
used by principal, 
(3) principal's 
definitions of 
inclusion, and (4) a 
determination of 
program use in 
schools; instrument 
mailed to 
participants; 
completed measures 
mailed back.   
 

2 GR; 1 GS 
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Butera, Klein, 
McMullen, & 
Wilson (1998) 

To examine the 
practitioner's 
perspective about 
FAPE, the IEP 
process, and 
school discipline. 

176 (36 special 
education 
coordinators, 32 
principals, 38 
general educators, 
35 special 
educators); G not 
reported; E not 
reported  

West 
Virginia; 78% 
of locations 
rural  

Researcher 
developed interview 
instrument:  
regarding the 
following themes: 
(a) FAPE, IEP 
policies and 
procedures, and the 
relationship of 
FAPE and lEPs to 
school discipline; 
(b) equity and 
consistency with 
which schools apply 
IEP and discipline 
policies; and (c) 
efficacy of the IEP 
process for 
addressing the needs 
of students with 
social, emotional, 
and behavioral 
needs.   
 

2 GR, 1 GS 
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Carter & 
Hughes 
(2006) 

To examine the 
perceptions of 
high school staff 
regarding the 
goals, barriers, 
benefits, 
outcomes, and 
supports 
associated with 
including 
adolescents with 
severe disabilities 
in general 
education 
classrooms. 

100 (16 
administrators 
{63% principals, 
37% assistant 
principals, 56% M, 
50% W}, 36 
general educators 
{61% F, 69% W}, 
29 special 
educators {72% F, 
72% W}, 19 
paraprofessionals 
{95% F, 52% 
AA}) 

Not stated  Researcher created 
questionnaire, 
respondents were 
provided a verbal 
and written 
overview of the 
questionnaire; 
questionnaires were 
left with the 
respondents to be 
completed 
individually. 

5 GR, 1 GS 
 

Cline (1981).  To evaluate 
attitudes and 
knowledge of 
principals about 
handicapped 
children 

126 (91 principals, 
35 experts); G not 
reported; E not 
reported  

Metropolitan 
school district 
in the eastern 
US  

Rucker-Gable-
Educational 
Program Scale, 
which briefly 
describes children 
who are on a 
continuum from LD 
to severely 
handicapped.   
Respondents asked 
to read the 
descriptions and 
decide a proper 

1 GR, 1 GS 
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educational 
placement ranging 
from inclusion to an 
outside school 
placement.  
 

Cook, 
Semmel, & 
Gerber (1999)  

To extend and 
clarify the 
existing 
literature base 
indicating that 
principals and 
other 
administrators 
hold positive 
attitudes toward 
inclusion and that 
special education 
teachers are 
unsupportive, 
ambivalent, or 
slightly positive 
regarding 
inclusion.  

113 (48 school 
principals, 57 
special education 
teachers); G not 
reported; E not 
reported  

Southern 
California 

School Environment 
Project (SEP) 
questionnaire.  The 
SEP directs 
respondents to 
provide a rating of 
their personal 
opinion on 21 
statements regarding 
the inclusion of 
students with mild 
disabilities. SEP 
items were drawn 
from the Regular 
Education Initiative 
Teacher Survey 
(REITS). 
 

1 GR 
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Crawford & 
Tindal (2006) 

To explore 
responses of 
special education 
teachers and 
public school 
principals to 
policy and 
practice questions 
related to 
Oregon’s 
statewide 
assessment of 
students with 
disabilities. 
 

848 (42% teachers, 
58% 
administrators) 
46% F, 54% M, E 
not reported 

Oregon Administrator 
created survey, 
surveys mailed to 
participants based 
upon a stratified 
random sampling 
plan.  Responses 
returned to 
researchers via mail.  

No statements of threat were 
identified for inclusion in 
the final data set.   

 

Crockett, 
Myers, 
Griffin, & 
Hollandsworth 
(2007) 

To obtain the 
perspective of 
school 
administrators 
regarding how 
the inclusion of 
students with LD 
has changed their 
professional lives 
in ways they did 
not expect, and 
how inclusion has 
changed the lives 

12 (Elementary, 4 
principals, 1 
assistant principal; 
Secondary 
administrators, 
 3 principals. 3 
assistant 
principals; 1 
director of special 
education); 7 F, 5 
M; 7 W, 5 AA  

Large mid 
Atlantic state 

A focus groups 
questioned (a) how 
the inclusion of 
students with LD 
had changed the 
professional lives of 
the administrators in 
ways they had not 
expected; and, based 
on their experiences, 
(b) how inclusion 
had changed the 
lives of students 

2 IR, 3 IS, 5 GR, 2 GS 
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of students with 
LD and the lives 
of other students 
in their schools in 
unexpected ways. 

with LD, and (c) the 
lives of other 
students in 
unanticipated 
ways.   

Downing, 
Eichinger, & 
Williams 
(1997) 

To examine and 
compare the 
perspectives of 
elementary 
school principals, 
general education 
teachers, and 
special education 
teachers who are 
at various stages 
of inclusion, and 
in turn shed some 
light on strategies 
needed to 
promote the 
transition from 
self-contained to 
fully included 
classrooms for 
elementary 
students with 
severe 
disabilities.  

27 (9 
administrators, 9 
special educators, 
9 general 
educators); 20 F (5 
principals, 7 
general educators, 
8 special 
educators), 7 M (4 
principals, 2 
general educators, 
1 special 
educator); E not 
reported  

1 school 
district was a 
large district 
(over 60,000 
students) in a 
southwestern 
metropolitan 
area; 3 
districts 
were small 
(under 3,000 
students, 2 
rural) 

Structured 
interviews, with 
interview questions 
developed by the 
researchers. 
Questions asked 
respondents to 
describe (a) 
supports needed for 
inclusive 
programming, (b) 
benefits of inclusion 
to both students 
with and students 
without disabilities, 
(c) teaching 
strategies needed for 
learners with severe 
disabilities, and (d) 
barriers 
to full inclusion. 
 

1 IR, 1 IS, 6 GR 
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Dyal & Flynt 
(1996)  

To examine how 
principals in the 
state of Alabama 
perceived the 
concept of 
inclusion, and 
whether 
principals 
considered 
themselves 
adequately 
trained to lead an 
inclusive school, 
whom they 
perceived as most 
supportive of 
inclusion, what 
they saw as the 
impetus for the 
inclusion 
movement, and 
whether they 
advocated 
inclusive policies 
for their schools.  
 

118; G not 
reported; E not 
reported 

Alabama; 49 
% of 
respondents 
identified 
their school 
settings as 
rural, 24 % as 
urban, and 26 
% as 
suburban 

The researcher 
developed 
instrument 
contained items 
related to 
respondents' 
demographics and 
seven multiple-
choice questions 
concerning 
principals' 
perceptions of 
inclusion.  The 
measure was mailed 
to participants.   

1 IS, 3, GR 
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Grider (1995) To gain a broader 
perspective of 
full inclusion 
from persons 
involved in 
public schools.   

7 (2 parents, 3 
parents, 2 
principals); 6 F, 1 
M; E not reported  

Not reported 1 week before the 
scheduled interview 
sessions, each 
respondent received 
an information sheet 
containing a 
definition of full 
inclusion, a 
summary of both 
proponents' and 
opponents' views of 
full inclusion, and a 
copy of the 
interview questions.  
An interview was 
then conducted 
where the researcher 
asked (1) What is 
your reaction to the 
points made by 
those in favor of full 
inclusion? (2) What 
is your reaction to 
the points made by 
those against full 
inclusion? (3) 
Which position do 
you think is the 

No statements of threat were 
identified for inclusion in 
the final data set.   
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most practical to use 
in your school 
system? (4) What 
would you tell 
lawmakers in your 
area who are 
currently debating 
this issue? and (5) 
What are your final 
thoughts on this 
subject?  

Horrocks, 
White, & 
Roberts 
(2008) 

To identify the 
attitudes that 
principals held 
regarding the 
inclusion of 
students with 
disabilities, the 
relationship 
between their 
attitudes and their 
placement 
recommendations 
for children with 
autism, and to 
identify the 
relationship 
between specific 

571 (public 
schools 
principals); 40% F, 
60% M; E not 
reported  

Pennsylvania; 
Authors 
stated that 
with regard to 
the urbanicity, 
the sample 
slightly under 
represented 
the population 
for urban 
areas. 
However for 
the rural, 
town, and 
suburban 
categories the 
sample was 

The Principal’s 
Perspective 
Questionnaire 
consisted of four 
parts, (1) assessed 
principals’ personal 
and professional 
characteristics, (2) 
measured 
principals’ 
placement decisions 
related to the 
inclusion of students 
with autism, (3) 
measured 17 
specific attitudes 
about inclusion, and 

2 GS 
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demographic 
factors and 
attitudes toward 
inclusion and 
placement. 

not 
significantly 
different from 
the 
population.  

(4) measured 
general attitudes 
toward inclusion 
and special 
education.  

Idol  (2006) To describe what 
happens in 
schools as 
educators move 
toward more 
inclusive 
educational 
practices.  

Elementary: 125 
(3 principals, 2 
assistant 
principals, 79 
classroom 
teachers, 24 
special education 
teachers, 17 
support staff), G 
not reported, E not 
reported  
 
Secondary: 172 (2 
principals; 2 
interim principals; 
2 assistant 
principals; 106 
classroom 
teachers, 53 
special education 
teachers, 7 
instructional 

Not reported Researcher created 
structured interview 
with preconceived 
questions and 
choices of responses 
was privately 
conducted with each 
individual. 

1 GR 
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assistants); G not 
reported, E not 
reported 
 

Junkala & 
Mooney  
(1986) 

To query school 
district 
administrators to 
determine if the 
largest single 
segment of 
special education 
students could be 
mainstreamed in 
a regular 
classroom with 
appropriate 
accommodations.   

378 (100 special 
education 
administrators, 76 
general education 
teachers, 88 
special 
education teachers, 
87 principals, 27 
ancillary 
personnel); G not 
reported, E not 
reported 

Massachusetts  A five-point Likert-
type questionnaire 
was designed by the 
researcher, with 15 
statements related to 
the issue of regular 
class placement. 
Questionnaire was 
mailed to 
participants.   

1 GR 



Table 1: Articles Identified for Analysis  

Citation: Purpose of the 
study 

Participants 
 

Geographical 
location 

Research 
procedure/measures 

 

Number/Type of identified 
statements of threat 

 

35 

Katsiyannis, 
Conroy, & 
Zhang (2008) 

To examine the 
use of 
FBA practices 
across and within 
school districts, 
from the 
perspective of the 
district level 
personnel.  
Particularly, 
issues related to 
the nature of 
behaviors most 
likely to be 
addressed by 
FBA, the type 
and usefulness of 
FBA procedures 
most frequently 
used, and typical 
individuals 
involved in the 
FPA process 
were explored. 

154 (Special 
education district-
level 
administrators), G 
not reported, E not 
reported 

Florida and 
South 
Carolina 

Researcher created 
survey, surveys 
mailed to 
participants.  
Returned to 
researchers via mail.  

No statements of threat were 
identified for inclusion in 
the final data set.   
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Kemp (2006) To expand the 
literature on 
practices and 
policies used in 
secondary 
schools regarding 
students 
with and without 
disabilities who 
drop out of 
school 
 
 

156 (Secondary 
School Principals); 
G not reported; E 
not reported  

The mid west A researcher created 
survey was mailed 
to participants.   
Survey questions 
asked participants to 
(1) "Rate the extent 
that each item is a 
reason students with 
and without 
disabilities drop out 
of school," and (2) 
"Which method 
most accurately 
describes the way 
you measure your 
dropout rate?" and 
(3) "Indicate which 
program your 
school uses to 
decrease the number 
of students 
who drop out of 
school with and 
without disabilities"  

No statements of threat were 
identified for inclusion in 
the final data set.   
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McCarthy & 
Soodak (2007) 

To provide an 
understanding of 
how secondary 
school 
administrators 
perceive and 
implement school 
discipline 
policies and 
practices for all 
students in the 
schools they 
oversee. 

9 (principals); G 
not reported; E not 
reported  

New York; 4 
downstate 
high schools, 
3 mid-state 
schools, 2 
upstate 
schools. 4 
urban 
settings, 3 
suburban, 2 
rural settings 

Researcher 
Developed Protocol: 
The protocol was 
designed to 
encourage 
participants to share 
their experiences 
and perspectives 
through open-ended 
questions.  

3 IR, 3 IS, 15 GR, 2 GS 
 

Nelson, 
Roberts, 
Rutherford Jr., 
Mathur, & 
Aaroe (1999) 

To examine the 
views of special 
education 
administrators 
and school 
psychologists 
regarding the 
effectiveness, 
usability, 
suitability, and 
practicability of 
and the degree to 
which FBA is 
consistent with 

216 (105 special 
education 
administrators, 
111 school 
psychologists); G 
not reported; E not 
reported 

Arizona Participants were 
faxed a one page 
description of a 
FBA and one of two 
forms of the survey.  
Each form asked 
respondents to 
consider a brief 
vignette describing 
a student in relation 
to conducting a 
functional 
behavioral 
assessment.  

2 GR 
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current 
approaches and 
best practice, to 
examine whether 
the type of 
problem behavior 
influenced the 
views of 
administrators 
and psychologists 
with regard to the 
use of FBA, and 
to examine the 
views of special 
education 
administrators 
and school 
psychologists 
regarding the 
extent to which 
educators are 
aware of and 
have had training 
in FBA. 
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Palley (2004) To examine 
whether and 
under what 
circumstances 
children with 
disabilities are 
provided with the 
procedural 
protections to 
which they are 
entitled by law, 
and which 
children with 
disabilities are 
identified as 
such, and the 
extent to which 
the construction 
of disability and 
delinquency 
influences the 
treatment 
students with 
disabilities 
receive when 
they misbehave. 

48 (24 general 
educators, 6 
special educators, 
13 school 
administrators, 5 
district 
administrators); G 
not reported; E not 
reported  

Delaware Document review 
and semi-structured 
interviews 
conducted in three 
middle schools. 

1 IR, 2 IS, 5 GR, 2 GS 
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Praisner 
(2003) 

To provide 
additional 
research, 
specifically 
focusing on 
principals and 
inclusion, using a 
more current 
definition and 
conceptual 
framework. 

408 (elementary 
school principals); 
G not reported; E 
not reported  

Pennsylvania The Principals and 
Inclusion Survey 
(PIS) was designed 
to determine the 
extent to which 
variables such as 
training, experience, 
and program factors 
were related to 
'principals' attitudes. 
The PIS has four 
sections: (a) 
demographics, (b) 
training and 
experience, (c) 
attitudes toward 
inclusion, and (d) 
principal beliefs 
about most 
appropriate 
placements. Survey 
was mailed to 
participants  

2 GR 
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Rose (1988) To describe the 
reported uses of 
various 
disciplinary 
practices with 
handicapped 
students in 
American public 
schools. 
 

261 principals (G 
and E not available 
in article retrieved 
by author).  

Not reported. Researcher created 
school discipline 
survey. Respondents 
asked demography 
and their uses of in-
school suspensions, 
out-of-school 
suspensions, and 
expulsions with 
handicapped 
learners.  Surveys 
mailed to 
participants.   
 

No statements of threat were 
identified for inclusion in 
the final data set.   
 

Salisbury 
(2006) 

To investigating 
the work of 
principals 
engaged 
in developing 
inclusive schools. 
 
 

8 (elementary 
school principals); 
6 F, 2 M; 7 W, 1 
NR 

4 responses 
from 
Missouri, 3 
from 
Pennsylvania, 
2 from Illinois 

Objective measures 
of inclusiveness and 
program quality 
were coupled with 
an ecological 
mapping protocol to 
situate interview 
responses gathered 
from participating 
principals. 

1 IR, 8 GR, 3 GS 
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Smith, Flexer, 
& Singelman 
(1980) 

To assess the 
attitudes of 
principals toward 
the a person with 
LD, a person 
identified as 
“mentally 
retarded”, and a 
person 
considered 
“normal”, as well 
as their opinions 
about work-study 
programs. 

129 (principals); 1 
F, 128 M; E not 
reported 

Texas Researcher created 
questionnaire 
mailed to 
participants.  The 
questionnaire 
contained three 
semantic differential 
scales pertaining to 
a person identified 
as “mentally 
retarded”, a person 
identified as LD, 
and the a person 
considered 
“normal”. 16 bipolar 
adjective scales 
from a study of 
public attitudes 
toward persons 
considered 
“mentally retarded” 
were included. Five 
responding points 
separated each 
adjective pair, and 
responses were 
scored such that one 
was most positive 

1 GS 
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and five least 
positive. 

Tomes & 
Sanger 
(1986) 
 

To examine the 
attitudes toward 
public school 
speech-language 
programs, 
perceptions of 
clinicians' 
communication 
skills and of the 
clarity of team 
member roles, and 
relationships 
between 
educators' 
attitudes toward 
services and 
various variables 
relating to 
professional 
interactions.  
 

346 (116 classroom 
teachers, 76 
teachers of special 
education, 63 
principals, 91 
psychologists), G 
not reported, E not 
reported 

Nebraska 
and Iowa 

Researcher created 
questionnaire 

No statements of threat were 
identified for inclusion in the 
final data set.   

 

Towles-
Reeves, 
Kleinert, & 
Anderman 
(2008). 

To provide an 
understanding of 
knowledge about 
alternative 
assessments based 

389 (principals); 
198 F, 187 M; 337 
W, 44 AA, 3 AI or 
AN.  

Geography 
not reported; 
58% rural, 
17% 
suburban, 

The 23-item 
survey researcher 
created survey; 
divided into three 
sections: 

1 GS 
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on alternative 
achievement 
standards (AA-
AAS).  
 

16% urban, 
6% inner 
city, 2% 
special 
school.  

demographics, 
instruction and 
assessment, and 
curriculum 
perceptions.  
Surveys were e-
mailed to 
participants.  

Note.  AA=African American, AI=American Indian, AN=Alaska Native, E=ethnicity, FBA=functional behavior plan, 
FAPE=free and appropriate public education, F=female, HS= high school, IEP=individual education plan, G=gender, 
LD=learning disability, LRE=least restrictive environment, M=male, NR=not reported, OHI=other health impairment, 
W=white, IR=individual realistic, IS=individual symbolic, GR=group realistic, GS=group symbolic
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Coding Procedures 

Driven by Stephen and colleagues (2008) integrated threat theory, this synthesis 

utilized a three-level coding process based upon Elo and Kyngäs’ (2008) deductive 

content analysis.  First, the results section of each article was read and statements 

indicating a perception of threat were identified.  Perceptions of threat were extracted 

from explicit statements from study participants as well as experimenter reporting of 

quantitative and qualitative data.  Content analysis of this type represents an appropriate 

method to make valid and replicable inferences from text (Krippendorff, 2004a).  This 

method is particularly appropriate for this synthesis, which is driven by the hypothesis of 

concealed prejudice.  Prejudice is generally described as a negative concept or variable; 

therefore, examining information by an unobtrusive technique such as content analysis 

assists in controlling both subject and experimenter bias (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 

2007).  

Each identified threat statement was placed into a coding matrix for second-level 

coding to determine if the statement alluded to a group or individual threat.  Secondly, 

each statement was coded to determine if the group or individual threat was realistic or 

symbolic.  Finally, statements were grouped into categories corresponding to 

identification (e.g., group symbolic, individual realistic, etc.), and inductively coded to 

identify themes within the statements of threat.    

In addition, the 21 identified articles were coded for specific setting and 

demographic variables (see Table 1).  Recorded data included: (a) the stated 
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purpose/research questions; (b) participants (number, gender, race, and administrative 

role); (c) geographic location of the study; and (d) research procedures/measures.   

Reliability    

In quantitative research a researcher’s goal is to investigate predictions, make 

causal determinations, and to determine generalization of findings.  In contrast, in 

qualitative research the researcher’s goal is to add illumination, understanding, and 

provide extrapolation to phenomena (Armstrong, Gosling, Weinman, & Mareau, 1997).  

As a result of these conceptual differences, achieving classic reliability/validity within 

qualitative designs is a debated topic (Armstrong, Gosling, Weinman, & Mareau, 1997).  

The gold standard of random controlled experimentation for qualitative research does not 

exist (Rolfe, 2006; Sandelowski & Barroso, 2002), because the interpretation of 

qualitative text is subjective (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004).  Quantitative research 

depends on a specific instrument that allows for specific reliability calculations 

(Golofshani, 2003).  In qualitative research “the researcher is the instrument” (Patton, 

2001, p. 14), an instrument that lacks the certainty of hard numbers and p values that 

exist in quantitative research (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002).  As a 

result, the burden of reliable interpretation falls squarely on the ability of the researcher 

to produce a credible, verifiable, and replicable analysis.  Furthermore, within the 

qualitative field, a secondary debate exists as to when the determination of reliability 

should occur.  Morse et al. (2002) explain that during the 1980s qualitative researchers 

began to view reliability as a term relevant only to the quantitative paradigm.  Instead 
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moving towards a set of criteria to determine trustworthiness, in turn shifting the 

“investigation of rigor from the investigators actions during the course of research, to the 

reader or consumer” (Morse et al., 2001, p. 13).  Regardless of methodology, it would be 

difficult to disagree that the essential task of the qualitative researcher is to produce a 

product where the audience feels the results are “worth paying attention to” (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985, p. 290) and are considered reliable and trustworthy (Graneheim & Lundman, 

2004).   

To support the trustworthiness and increase the credibility of this synthesis, 

multiple steps were taken during the course of research.  First, a peer independently 

analyzed coding of five of the identified 21 studies for statements of threat to determine 

whether initial experimenter coding had inadvertently or systematically excluded 

information (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004).  The peer coding yielded one previously 

unidentified statement of threat, supporting the credibility of the initial coding process.  

Next, two peers independently coded each of the previously identified statements of 

threat.  The peer debreifers were instructed to critically analyze each statement, providing 

a check against researcher personal biases.  During this process, each peer was asked to 

verify if they agreed the identified statement was indeed a statement of perceived threat.  

Average pairwise agreement across coders was 97%, as the peers identified five of the 

originally identified 112 statements to not convey a statement of threat.  Each of the five 

statements that generated disagreement among peers was subsequently removed from the 

data set.   
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Next, the peer debreifers were asked to code the remaining statements of threat as 

group or individual and realistic or symbolic.  To analyze reliability across coders, 

percent agreement and a reliability coefficient were calculated.  Krippendorff  (2004b) 

states that an appropriate reliability coefficient “should be indicative of the likelihood that 

conclusions drawn from imperfect data are valid beyond chance” (p. 430).  Although 

many reliability coefficients exist, Krippendorff’s alpha (α) has been recommended as a 

standard (Hayes & Krippendorff, 2007).  Six hundred forty-two decisions were made 

across three coders during this blind coding stage.  Average pairwise agreement for the 

two individual coding categories was 73% for realistic/symbolic and 76% for 

individual/group.  Calculated alphas were .39 and .35.  

When interpreting text, achieving high levels of agreement has often proved 

difficult (Arnstein & Poesio, 2008), yet the resulting alphas were interpreted to be below 

acceptable levels of agreement (Kripendorff, 2004b).  To address the identified poor 

reliability, individual coding was analyzed further, revealing that disagreement was not 

systematic and an outlier coder did not exist.  This analysis of the combined coding (e.g., 

individual & realistic, group & symbolic, etc.) of each statement revealed that across the 

107 coded statements, complete agreement (e.g., three of three coders agreed) occurred 

on 47 statements.  Further, two of three coders agreed for 52 of the remaining 60 

statements.  The eight statements upon which complete disagreement occurred were 

removed from the data set.  The remaining 52 statements were placed into a coding sheet, 

each of the three initial codes was placed beside each statement, and the three coders 

again independently reviewed the spreadsheet.  Coders were instructed to review each 
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statement and determine if they agreed with the dominant code.  If a disagreement 

occurred, the statement of threat was removed from the final data set.  This final review 

identified three statements upon which a consensus was not reached, resulting in a final 

data set containing 96 statements.  

RESULTS  

 Ninety-six statements of threat were identified.  An operational definition of 

threat types and the percentage of threats identified in each category are located in Table 

2.  Twenty-one percent of the statements were identified as individual and 79% as group.  

Twenty-nine percent were coded as symbolic and 71% as realistic.  Furthermore, 12% as 

were classified as individual symbolic, 9% as individual realistic, 17% as group symbolic 

and 62% as group realistic.   
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Individual Symbolic 

Administrators perceived individual symbolic threats to increase emotional stress.  

For example, surrounding the issue of students’ with disabilities right to confidentiality, 

an administrator stated, "Sometimes you have to say; that's the way it is, and I can't 

discuss it with you. And of course that leaves a sour taste in your mouth" (McCarthy & 

Soodak, 2007, p. 463).  Concurrently, administrators displayed a perception of threat 

toward how they were perceived by the teachers within their schools:  

Table 2: Types of Perceived Threats and Percentage of Identified 
Threats  

Type of threat Operational definition Percentage of 
identified statements 

of threat  

Group  

Realistic Threat to power, resources, 
and general welfare. 

62% 

Symbolic Threat to religion, cultural 
values, belief systems, 
ideology, philosophy, 
morality, or world-view. 

17% 

Individual   

Realistic Threat of physical or 
material harm.  

9% 

Symbolic Threat of loss of face or 
honor or an undermining of 
self-identity.  

12% 
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It's like they [general education teachers] almost whisper it [the term special 
education].  I overhear them making comments like “I have six or seven kids in 
here with IEPs and that teacher only has two.”  I hear their complaints more than 
anything and that's been a real challenge for me. (Crockett, Myers, Griffin, & 
Hollandsworth, 2007, p. 159) 
 

Another administrator voiced concern about how teachers would react to an increased 

professional development load:   

I had to set up a workshop for two professors who were coming to speak about 
co-teaching . . . When I told the principal two months beforehand, giving her 
several dates and times, she said “how many more of these workshops are we 
going to have?  My teachers just aren't use to this.” Now, this is just what I have 
to deal with. (Crockett et. al., 2007, p. 159) 
 

Administrators also perceived an individual threat to how they were perceived by their 

community as a result of the differential disciplinary treatment of two students who were 

involved in a fight: 

Charges were made against the young men [for attacking another student].  They 
were all arrested.  Because they're special ed, they had to go to a hearing . . . and 
the worst they could ever get was 45 days out of school.  A regular ed student I 
could put out for the rest of the year.  And in two of the three cases so far they're 
back in school; they were returned back to school without any further punishment.  
Now that concerns me because (a) what message are they getting and (b) what 
about the victim?  I think the rights of the victim are sometimes overlooked by 
these issues and that bothers me and makes me very upset (McCarthy & Soodak, 
2007, p. 465).  
 

Threats to the perception of an administrator by the community outside of the school 

district were identified from a situation regarding a parent’s reaction to an administrator’s 

decision to assess a child using a grade level appropriate assessment versus an assessment 

aligned with the child’s actual level of academic functioning:  

You have parents coming in saying “you know my child is on a second grade 
level. You know he doesn't qualify for alternative assessment but you’re going to 
give him a fifth grade level test.”  So, as an administrator, what do you say to this 
parent?  You say, “Yes” and that's the hard part for me.  You want to raise the 
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child's level to where it should be, but you’re pressured to put him into a class at a 
certain level and he's not there yet. (Crockett et. al., 2007, p. 158) 
 
Finally, within group symbolic threats to the personal beliefs of administrators 

were also identified.  Dyal and Flynt (1996) reported that only 2.6% of principals in 

Alabama (AL) advocated for full inclusion in their schools.  Another principal was 

reported to state that even in the presence of unlimited resources, he or she would not 

support full inclusion (Downing, Eichinger, & Williams, 1997).  As students with 

disabilities become increasingly more included in the everyday culture of education 

administrators, perceived threats to their personal categorization of students with 

disabilities were demonstrated.  For example, “You do not really need to consider their 

disability [when determining punishment] because, just because someone has a learning 

disability, that should not affect their ability to understand and follow the rules” (Palley, 

2004, p. 261).  In this strand, a second administrator stated mental health and behavior 

problems were not a reason a student could be labeled with a disability (Palley, 2004).   

Individual Realistic 

 Administrators were least likely to perceive students with disabilities as an 

individual realistic threat.  Identified statements indicated administrators were threatened 

by the potential impact students with disabilities can have on the ability to complete their 

job requirements.  One principal identified the demands placed upon their job by students 

with disabilities as a barrier to school’s ability to implement inclusive practices (Downing 

et. al, 1997).  In one instance, an administrator spoke about the complications involved in 
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making appropriate decisions regarding students with disabilities, particularly in the face 

of potential litigation:   

I don't want to make a decision that's going to put me in an impartial hearing 
where I can't win.  And the lawyers can win a lot because they can just stick their 
fingernails into the one time little crevice.  So part of my job is to make sure that 
things are done right. (McCarthy & Soodak, 2007, p. 463)  
 

A different administrator admitted making a decision out of desperation, in the face of 

potential threats: 

I just told the mother and the girl, I'm changing your placement. This is where you 
have to go to school now.  Now I have no idea when push comes to shove how 
this is going to work, but I'm a little desperate so I need to try to do something. 
(McCarthy & Soodak, 2007, p. 468)   
 

 Secondly, administrators stated students with disabilities are a direct threat to their 

available time.  Specifically, Carter and Hughes (2006) reported administrators felt the 

inclusion of students with disabilities would demand much of their time as evidenced by 

the following statements in two different studies:  

I cannot do a lot of things that I would do as principal because of the demands 
placed on me by special education, and they have now mandated that we attend 
every IEP meeting.  That consumes an enormous amount of time. (Salisbury, 
2006, p. 78) 
 
Until I had to do it, I would have never have guessed that including students with 
disabilities in a regular classroom would have required that amount of time and 
planning to put a schedule in place. (Crockett et. al., 2007, p. 159) 
 
Finally, administrators indicated students with disabilities impact their behavior 

and preparation practices: "I know that my preparation is different when I go there 

[manifestation meetings]. It's much more formal, much more detailed, much more 

clinical, much more process-oriented" (McCarthy and Soodak, 2007, p. 469).  
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Group Symbolic 

 Administrators perceived group symbolic threats from students with disabilities as 

threatening the self–concept and self-beliefs of the teachers with whom they worked.  

Specifically centered on the aspect of inclusion, administrators perceived the adjustment 

to the inclusionary instructional model to be difficult for their special education teachers.  

Salisbury (2006) reported an administrator’s statements relating to this point:  

Because those [special education] teachers were not comfortable just walking 
into the classroom . . . They were used to sitting with 3-4 kids--- and this was a 
real adjustment for them to be in front of 28 kids and responsible for part of the 
lessons . . . and we wanted to make sure that the special education teachers 
weren't just in there functioning like a para or something like that . . . But true 
team teaching was something they had to learn.  They had to struggle with a little 
bit. (p. 78) 
 

Threats to the educational philosophy of administrators’ institutions were also identified.  

A principal indicated that as a result of including students with disabilities, the process 

and previously utilized philosophy of the staff in his or her school had to be modified 

(Crockett et. al., 2007).  In another case, an administrator’s beliefs regarding inclusion 

dictated the school’s commitment to it:  

When the mandate [full inclusion] came down we hit the bricks . . . Too included 
and not flexible enough . . . A kid should be included as he can be, not as included 
as your pipe dream is for him to be . . . It worked for two weeks.  It just wasn't 
effective.  Some kids need a different place. (Salisbury, 2006, p. 77)  
 
Horrocks, White, and Roberts (2008) reported principals were more likely to 

include students who they considered as “academically strong” (p. 1470), indicating a 

perceived threat to the belief that students with disabilities cannot positively impact a 

school’s overall academic performance.  Furthermore, it was reported principals were 
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less likely to include students perceived as “socially detached” (p. 1470), indicating a 

belief students who have disabilities that impact their behavior or other socially 

observable traits are not academically capable.  Subsequently, administrators were 

identified as believing their school communities felt threatened and therefore were not 

supportive of inclusion (Barnett & Monda-Amaya, 1998).  For instance, an administrator 

detailed how parents and students with disabilities were encouraged to accept alternative 

placements, not because they served the needs of the specific student, but because it was 

in the best interest of the larger community (McCarthy & Soodak, 2007).  Another 

principal spoke directly to an identified threat of tension surrounding the discipline 

process for students with disabilities.  To alleviate this, decisions made by the school 

administration simply limited the number of students with disabilities.  This principal 

stated that students with disabilities were expected to participate in a rigorous academic 

program with minimal support and students who required additional services were simply 

not able to attend that particular school (McCarthy and Soodak, 2007).   

 Lastly, similar to individual symbolic, principals demonstrated perceived threats 

to their schools’ categorization of students with disabilities.  In relation to the impact on 

their schools, Smith, Flexor, and Singleman (1980) reported principals significantly rated 

the “normal person” more favorably than the “mentally retarded” person and the 

“learning disabled person” (p. 12). Concurrently, Cline (1981) reported principals had 

significantly less positive attitudes in regards to students with mild handicaps than a 

comparison group of “experts” (p. 261).  
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Group Realistic  

 The largest numbers of identified statements of threat were determined to be 

group realistic.  Within these statements the most conspicuous perceived threats pertained 

to a school’s available resources--most prominently financial resources and the resource 

of time (Junkala & Mooney, 1986).  Palley (2004) reported administrators felt they did 

not have sufficient financial resources to provide all of the potentially required services 

for students with disabilities.  In Downing et al’s (1997) study, five of nine principals 

identified financial resources as a barrier to their ability to include students with 

disabilities in general education classrooms.  In Dyal and Flynt’s (1996) survey of 

principals across the state of AL, 54% felt they would require increased funding to 

develop an inclusive school.  Principals stated that if they could share advice with other 

schools, it would be to remain mindful that once something is committed to in an IEP, 

regardless of staff shortages or funding cuts, the school would remain responsible for 

those services and supports (Salisbury, 2006).  Additionally, one administrator stated: 

It costs a lot of extra money to provide [IEP mandated] homebound instruction.  It 
gives the kid the idea that they don't have to go to school, they can stay home and 
someone can serve them at home.  Sometimes we send the wrong message. 
(Butera et. al., 1998, p. 112)  
 

Regarding the cost of IEP provisions, another administrator stated:  

You've got a 16-year-old who's emotionally handicapped, and we've nursed him 
through all these years, he's in the third year of high school.  He's probably going 
to get an IEP diploma and he's tearing up the place.  I'm not going to ask the 
district to spend $40,000 to send him to a therapeutic intervention school.  You 
know it's a waste. (McCarthy & Soodak, 2007, p. 466) 
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Concerning inclusion one administrator stated, “Like most things, it is not cheap” 

(Salisbury, 2006, p. 79).  Finally, the potential of disciplining a student with disabilities 

was viewed as a financial threat.   

I don't know if mom has told him or dad has told him [the student], you know 
they can't do anything.  If they do, let me know and we'll sue them.  That to me is 
unfair.  And I know, if they sue, the majority of times, they’ll win.  If they sue and 
they lose, we still pay. (McCarthy & Soodak, 2007, p. 463)  
 

 Across the studies, administrators repeatedly demonstrated a threat to their 

group’s available time.  Principals stated they did not feel general education teachers had 

the time to provide adequate instruction to a student with a disability, unless they ignored 

their students without disabilities (Grider, 1995; Idol, 2006).  Seventy-eight percent of 

principals in AL felt they would have to devote extra time to restructure, both their 

general and special education, programs in order to develop an inclusive school (Dyal & 

Flynt, 1996).  Downing et al. (1997) reported three of nine principals identifying 

available time as a barrier to including students with disabilities.  Regarding the time 

required to provide services to students with disabilities, an administrator stated, “We 

have 1.5 special education teachers trying to cover 27 classrooms . . . just cannot . . . time 

wise do a lot more pull out than we would like” (Salisbury, 2006, p. 78).  In conjunction, 

additional threats to special educators’ available time were also perceived: 

When classes were self-contained they [special educators] only had to deal with 
themselves and their assistant.  Now with more inclusion, there's a lot of planning, 
as well as making phone calls to the parent, and checking in with students who 
have a lot of needs. (Crockett et. al., 2007, p. 159) 

Administrators also viewed the parents of students with disabilities as a threat to 

available time, as demonstrated in the following statements, from two separate 

administrators: 
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We always have a handful of parents that we term high maintenance, that just 
suck up hours and hours of our time and energy.  That's just time and energy that 
we don't get to put somewhere else" (Salisbury, 2006, p. 78); and  
 
If you have a parent who just doesn't like one thing and takes you to due process--
then your whole school is spending an inordinate amount of time preparing for 
due process. (Salisbury, 2006, p. 78) 
 

 Administrators’ demonstration of a lack of specific knowledge and training 

regarding students with disabilities was identified as a threat to a school’s ability to 

effectively educate.  Palley’s 2004 study indicated 29% of participating administrators 

were unaware that students could receive services under IDEA for conditions other than 

mental retardation and learning disabilities and remain in a regular education program.  

Four of nine principals identified their limited knowledge as a barrier to the inclusion of 

students with disabilities in Downing et al. (1997), and 44.5% of AL principals felt their 

training related to the inclusion of students with disabilities had been inadequate (Dyal & 

Flynt, 1996).  Concurrently, principals perceived their general education teachers to be 

unprepared as well.  For example, principals were shown to disagree with a statement 

indicating general education teachers have the instructional skills to teach students with 

high prevalence disabilities and their peers without disabilities in an inclusive setting 

(Barnett et. al., 1999; Cook, Semmel, & Gerber, 1999; Grider, 1995).  One administrator 

stated:  

Teachers have not been trained to address behavior, especially some of the 
teachers who have been in the county the longest and are not really prepared to 
address the behaviors we're seeing today. (Butera et. al., 1998, p. 112)  
 

A second administrator explained:  

The day before yesterday we had to pull our special education teachers to 
substitute teach in regular education classrooms and the regular education 
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teachers were absolutely freaking out because they didn't have the inclusion 
teacher in there.  “Who is going to read the tests to these kids? Who is going to 
support me? Somebody has got to help me.” (Crockett et. al., 2007, p. 158)  
 
Administrators viewed students with disabilities as a threat to their school’s 

ability to provide effective instruction to the student population without disabilities.  

Most blatantly, administrators expressed a belief that special education students had the 

right to an education in the least restrictive environment; however, that right ended when 

the student began interfering with the rights of other children (Grider, 1995).  To address 

this threat, in one instance, more than half of a studied sample chose to provide services 

outside of a general education setting for students with serious emotional disturbance 

(Praisner, 2003).  Selective inclusion was also utilized to address the perceived threat of 

students with disabilities impacting the educational delivery of their peers:  

Inclusion . . . there are two tiers—academic and extra-curricular . . . Children with 
all sorts of disabilities are in sports teams as helpers, [and] are also in color 
guards.  We don’t worry about them [being involved].  The second tier is 
academics—all children go to [related arts] but children [with disabilities] in 
grades 1-4 are in a self-contained room, academic inclusion begins in grades 6-8 
(Salisbury, 2006, p. 78).   
 
Furthermore, administrators were found to view their obligation to implement the 

disciplinary regulations of IDEA as a deterrent to their overall goal (McCarthy & Soodak, 

2007).  Building upon this sentiment, the following four statements were identified:  

Our first concern has to be the safety of others.  We have to make a move that’s 
going to remove the threat [from a student with a disability].  We have to do that . 
. . and the consequence . . . It may look harsh, what we’re doing to a student, but 
our goal is still everybody wins. (McCarthy & Soodak, 2007, p. 467) 
 
My charge is not just to care for an individual student.  My charge is to make sure 
the entire school is safe . . . There are just certain things you have to do to assure 
the safety of the whole school and not just protect the rights of an individual 
student [with a disability]. (McCarthy & Soodak, 2007, p. 463)  
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I don’t see any problem with both groups [students with and without disabilities] 
being in the same room—unless of course the [special needs] student is a source 
of disruption for the others. (Grider, 1995, Administrator Responses Section, para 
5)   
 

and “I’m an advocate not for the child [with a disability] but for the other 799 kids in this 

building” (McCarthy & Soodak, 2007, p. 463).   

DISCUSSION 

 The disproportionate application of exclusionary discipline to students with 

disabilities has been acknowledged (Fabelo et al., 2011; Krezmien et. al., 2006; Mellard 

& Seybert, 1996; Rausch & Skiba, 2006; Zhang et al., 2004).  However, research 

investigating the underlying causes of this disproportionality is lacking.  The present 

synthesis pursued recent accusations that disproportionalities in disciplinary exclusion 

may result from a long-standing historical pattern of discrimination (Losen, 2011).  

Results of the synthesis support these claims by documenting the presence of perceived 

threats by administrators from students with disabilities.  Most prominently, this finding 

lends an initial credence to the theory that perceived threats by administrators, from 

students with disabilities, facilitate their discriminatory responses in circumstances that 

require disciplinary action.  

Findings presented in the synthesis should be interpreted cautiously.  Data 

included in the analysis were obtained from studies that did not have an expressed focus 

on exclusionary discipline and students with disabilities.  As a result, the findings can 

only be theorized as a potential cause of discrimination and the ensuing disproportionate 
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application of exclusionary discipline.  The majority of the identified studies did not 

specifically ask administrators to express their personal perceptions of students with 

disabilities.  Instead, the majority of studies focused on administrator perceptions of the 

policies and practices associated with students with disabilities (e.g., inclusion).  

Furthermore, there is no way to determine the extent of use or disproportionate use of 

exclusionary discipline among the participants in the included studies.   

Ultimately, qualitative data is subjective by nature.  Subsequently, the data 

included in this synthesis was in turn subjective, possessing the potential for varied 

interpretation by persons outside of the research team.  Such subjectivity limits the 

external validity of the synthesis, and prohibits the ability to decisively conclude that 

administrators perceive students with disabilities as a threat.  However, the purpose of the 

synthesis was twofold: (a) to analyze, within the literature, administrators’ perceptions of 

students with disabilities, and determine if administrators make statements that lend 

themselves to interpretation as perceived threats; and (b) to determine whether the 

theoretical implication of Integrated threat theory (ITT) warranted further investigation as 

a potential underlying cause for the disproportionate use of exclusionary discipline for 

students with disabilities.  Previous investigations involving ITT and its impact on group 

relations have stated: 

Integrated threat theory is a social psychological theory in that it is primarily 
concerned with perceptions of threat. Perceived threats have real consequences, 
regardless of whether or not the perceptions of threat are accurate. Thus, 
Integrated threat theory is not as concerned with the actual threat posed by 
outgroups as it is the degree to which threats to the ingroup are perceived to exist 
(Stephen et al., 2009, p. 46). 
 

I believe the data supports this purpose and construct.  
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Chapter 3: Methods 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between educational 

administrators perceptions of threat from students with disabilities and disciplinary 

decisions.  Through the modeling of the relationships of administrators’ perceived threats 

from students, administrators’ attitudes toward students with disabilities, and 

administrators’ disciplinary decisions involving students with disabilities, this study 

attempted to identify an underlying conceptual cause for the disproportionate use of 

exclusionary discipline for students with disabilities and suggest future research to 

explain and examine potential remediation of these disciplinary difficulties.  

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was utilized to investigate the relationships 

between the latent variables of perceived realistic and symbolic threat, administrators’ 

attitudes toward students with disabilities, and administrators’ disciplinary decisions 

related to students with disabilities. Based upon previous research and the review of 

literature, this investigation developed the following hypotheses: 

H1. Perceived realistic threats will have a direct effect on administrator 

disciplinary decisions.  

H2.  Perceived threats (both realistic and symbolic) will have a direct effect on 

administrator attitudes towards students with disabilities.  

H3.  Perceived threats (both realistic and symbolic) will have an indirect effect 

through attitude on administrator disciplinary decisions.   

The preceding hypotheses are represented in the path model in Figure 2:  
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Figure 2: Hypothesized path model   

 
Structural equation modeling allows processes to be represented that may more clearly 

conceptualize the phenomenon under investigation.  SEM allows for the simultaneous 

examination of multiple latent variables, while taking into account measurement error by 

providing error variances for each observed measure.  SEM allows for a test of model 

plausibility if the hypothesized measurement and structural models are consistent with 

the observed covariance matrix (Bush, 2006).  

PARTICIPANTS 

Participants were identified through the Texas Education Agency’s (TEA) 

ASKTED (http://mansfield.tea.state.tx.us/tea.askted.web/Forms/Home.aspx) website.  

Within the website the TEA maintains a public database of Texas school administrators.  

A search of the database was conducted to identify principals serving in schools 

identified as independent/common, public, regular, junior high, middle, or high schools.  

The most recent examination of exclusionary discipline application in Texas occurred in 

Fabelo and colleagues’ 2011 analysis.  To more closely align with Fabelo’s study sample, 
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which included Texas students in grades 7 through 12, the sample for this study was 

limited to administrators in secondary schools. Two thousand eight hundred forty-three 

records were identified in the initial query.  Data collection for the study occurred 

electronically via e-mail.  Three hundred fifty-one of the initially identified 2843 records 

did not include an e-mail address and were subsequently eliminated, resulting in a final 

distribution of 2492 electronic surveys.   

DATA COLLECTION INSTRUMENT 

 For the present study a two-step modeling process was utilized.  A two-step 

modeling approach analyzes the measurement model and the structural model separately, 

allowing for the identification of model misspecification at the measurement and or 

structural levels.  During the first step a confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to 

determine the strength of the correlation between the observed indicators and the latent 

variables.  Previous research utilizing integrated threat theory (ITT) has not included 

educational administrators.  As a result, a measure specific to the aims and variables of 

this study did not exist.  To address this, the researcher modified existing ITT survey 

instruments to fit a population of school administrators.  The modified instrument 

contained 32 items measuring the latent variables of realistic and symbolic threat, 

administrators’ attitudes toward students with disabilities, and administrators’ 

disciplinary decisions relating to students with disabilities.  A complete version of the 

modified instrument is located in the Appendix A. 
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Realistic Threat 

 Realistic threat was measured by six survey items developed based upon previous 

realistic threat measures (Stephen, Diaz-Loving, & Duran, 2000; Stephen et. al., 2002), 

and tailored to address the perceived realistic threats identified in the literature discussed 

in chapter 2 (e.g., threats to the resources of time, money, etc.).  Two sample items are as 

follows: (a) “The regulations related to discipline for students with disabilities result in 

litigation that place a financial strain upon school districts”, and (b) “Students with 

disabilities in general education classrooms reduce the available time general educators 

can devote to students without disabilities.” 

While no consensus exists regarding the optimal number of response alternatives 

for rating scales (Maydeu-Olivares, Kramp, Forero, Gallardo-Pujol, & Coffman, 2009), 

recent research has recommended scales possess a minimum of 7, 9, or 10 response 

alternatives (Preston & Colman, 2000).  In light of these findings and to most closely 

align with previous items utilized in ITT research (Stephen, Ybarra, Martinez, 

Schwarzwald, & Tur-Kaspa, 1998; Stephen, Diaz-Loving, & Duran, 2000; Stephen et. 

al., 2002; Clifton, 2011), the response format consisted of a 10-point Likert type scale 

ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree.  

Symbolic Threat 

 Based upon previously developed symbolic threat measures (Stephen, Diaz-

Loving, & Duran, 2000; Stephen et. al., 2002) a six-item symbolic threat measure was 

developed for this survey.  For example: (a) “Students with disabilities should not expect 
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to receive treatment different than students without disabilities”, and (b) “Having a 

learning disability should not affect a students’ ability to understand and follow school 

rules.”  Items were scored on a 10-point Likert type scale ranging from strongly disagree 

to strongly agree.   

Administrator Attitudes Toward Students with Disabilities 

The measure of administrator attitudes toward students with disabilities was 

developed based upon a measure of negative attitudes employed in numerous previous 

ITT studies (e.g., Stephen et al., 1998, Stephen et al., 2000, Stephen et al, 2002).  

Participants were asked to indicate where they felt 10 different evaluative or emotional 

reactions toward students with disabilities fell on a 10-point scale ranging from 1 (no 

______ at all) to 10 (extreme _______).  Items included hostility, admiration, dislike, 

acceptance, superiority, affection, disdain, approval, contempt, and warmth.  Items were 

reverse-scored when necessary, so higher scores would indicate more negative attitudes.  

Disciplinary Decisions  

 To capture administrator decisions in instances of discipline involving students 

with disabilities, 10 discipline scenarios were developed based upon the New York City 

2012 Citywide Standards of Intervention and Discipline: The Discipline Bill of Rights 

and Responsibilities, K-12 (New York City Department of Education, Office of 

Instructional Publications, 2012).  This document identifies disciplinary infractions 

within five different levels of severity, and a range of possible disciplinary responses that 

could be used in response to the behavior.  Two disciplinary scenarios were developed 
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for each level of disciplinary infraction, the higher the level of infraction the more severe 

it is considered (e.g., level 2 is more severe than level 1).  The New York City document 

identifies removal from the classroom as a viable disciplinary response for each level of 

infraction.  For each disciplinary scenario administrators were asked to choose what they 

believed would be the most appropriate disciplinary response on a 10-point scale ranging 

from 1 (admonishment by school staff) to 10 (expulsion).  

DATA COLLECTION  

The survey instrument was distributed via e-mail to participants through Qualtrics 

online survey software (www.qualtrics.com).  Qualtrics has SAS 70 certification and 

meets the rigorous privacy standards imposed by the Health Insurance Portability and 

Accountability Act.  All Qualtrics accounts are hidden behind passwords and all data is 

protected with real-time data replication.   

Upon survey distribution, survey participants received an invitation letter 

informing them the survey’s purpose was to investigate the context and processes 

involved in disciplinary decisions.  Additionally, participants were told the survey would 

take approximately 20 minutes, they could withdraw from participation at anytime, and 

that all responses would be anonymous.  A sample of the invitation letter is provided in 

Appendix B.  

The survey remained open for two weeks following initial distribution.  After one 

week a reminder e-mail was sent to all participants.  Upon completion of the survey, all 

data were collected by the Qualtrics software program, from where it was extracted by 
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the investigator prior to analysis.   

DATA ANALYSIS  

 For the present study a two-step modeling process was utilized.  A two-step 

modeling approach analyzes the measurement model and the structural model separately, 

allowing for the identification of model misspecification at the measurement and or 

structural levels.  During the first step a confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to 

determine the strength of the correlation between the observed indicators and the latent 

variables.  The initial specification for the measurement model is presented in Figure 3.   
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Figure 3: Initial Measurement Model  

 
The second stage of analysis investigated the relationships between the hypothesized 

latent variables.  This structural model is presented in Figure 4.  To complete data 

analysis the software programs of SPSS 18.0 and Mplus 6.12 were utilized.  SPSS served 

as the major vehicle for computing descriptive statistics, scale reliability, and SEM 

assumptions.  Mplus allowed for the statistical testing of the measurement model and the 

hypothesized structural relationship between the latent variables of symbolic and realistic 

threats, administrator attitudes and disciplinary decisions.  Analysis could occur because 

both the specified measurement and structural models are identified.  A model is 
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identified when it is theoretically possible for a computer to derive a unique estimate of 

every model parameter (Kline, 2011).  The specified measurement model presented in 

Figure 3 is identified because every latent variable is scaled and there are more 

observations than free parameters.  The structural model presented in Figure 4 is 

identified because it is a recursive model, or a model where all disturbances are 

uncorrelated and all causal effects are unidirectional.   

 

 

Figure 4: Initial Full Structural Model  
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identified.  Degrees of freedom (df) are equal to the difference between a model’s total 

number of observations, when p equals the number of observed variables the number of 

total observations equals p(p+1)/2, and its parameters.  The specified measurement model 

in Figure 2 contains 528 observations and 35 parameters, for df=493.   

 

Power Analysis 

In research there are four possible outcomes, depending on whether or not the null 

hypothesis is true or false and whether one rejects or does not reject the null hypothesis.  

There are two correct decisions and two errors (Type I and Type II).  Rejecting a null 

hypothesis can lead to a correct decision or a Type I error, whereas a decision to not 

reject the null hypothesis can lead to a Type II error.  The correctness of these decisions 

depends on the probabilities of the Type I and Type II errors.  To reduce the probability 

of Type I errors a researcher will set an a priori α value.  Most typically α is set at .05.  

To determine the probability of Type II errors a calculation of β or power is made.  

Power is reliant on α and the noncentrality parameter, which is an indicator of sample 

size and the distance between the null hypothesis and alternative models.  In contrast to 

other statistical analysis methods, SEM seeks to find a not significant test of overall fit; 

the researcher does not want to reject a hypothesized model.  Within the analysis, this 

favorable result can be due to a lack of power.  When performing other analysis methods 

a lack of power would result in the demonstration of no effect and in turn an unfavorable 

(Kim, 2009).  As a result, the determination of power is essential in SEM if a defensible 
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model is to be put forth.   Although no formal standard for power has been set, an 

analysis with a power of .8 is considered adequate (Aberson, 2010).   

To determine the sample size required to power the current study at .8, an a priori 

power analysis was conducted using an online a priori power analysis calculator (Soper, 

2012; Cohen, 1988; Westland, 2010).  Using the parameter values of (a) an anticipated 

effect size of .2, (b) a desired statistical power of .8, (c) four latent variables included in 

the structural model, (d) 32 observed variables in the measurement model, and (e) an α 

level of .05 it was calculated that a minimum sample of 700 would be required.  

However, less than 700 responses were anticipated.  To maintain a power of .8, observed 

survey items could be parceled.  Item parceling reduces the number of model parameters 

to be estimated, therefore lowering the variable-to-sample-size ratio (Bagozzi & 

Edwards, 1998; Gottfried, Fleming, & Gottfied, 1994; Hau & Marsh, 2004).  Secondly, 

parceling can achieve an improved model fit due to increased parsimony and decreased 

residual correlations and sampling errors (MacCallum, Widaman, Zhang, & Hong, 1999).  

Although limitations of parceling when attempting to determine a relationship between 

individual items are acknowledged, parceling is considered an optimal practice when an 

analysis’ goal is to reveal the relations among latent variables (Bandalos & Finney, 2001, 

Little et al., 2002; Rogers & Schmitt, 2004).  During survey development items 

associated with the latent variables of threat, attitude, and discipline decisions were 

conceptualized theoretically to measure similar constructs.  This a priori development 

allowed for the reduction of observed variables from 32 to 16.  The reduction in observed 

variables reduces the minimum required sample size for a power of .8 from 700 to 100.  
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Specific items included in analyzed parcels are located in Table 3.   
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Table 3: Item Parcels 
 

Parcel Number  Included Items Theoretical Similarity 

Realistic Threat  
  

RP_1 a*,b Perceived threat to school finances 

RP_2 c,d Perceived threat to available time 

RP_3 e,f 
Perceived threat to the education of students 
who are not identified as having a disability 

Symbolic Threat  
  

SP_1 g,h 
Administrators’ beliefs regarding treatment 
of students 

SP_2 i,j  Administrators’ staffing beliefs 

SP_3 k,l 
Administrators’ beliefs about the role of 
students with disabilities in school. 

Attitude  
  

AP_1 m,n  Measure of attitude, one reverse scored item  
AP_2 o,p  Measure of attitude, one reverse scored item  
AP_3 q,r Measure of attitude, one reverse scored item  
AP_4 s,t  Measure of attitude, one reverse scored item  
AP_5 u,v  Measure of attitude, one reverse scored item 

Discipline    
DP_1 w,x Level 1 infraction** 
DP_2 y,z Level 2 infraction 
DP_3 aa,bb Level 3 infraction 
DP_4 cc,dd Level 4 infraction 
DP_5 ee,ff  Level 5 infraction  

Note.  RP=Realistic Threat Parcel; SP=Symbolic Threat Parcel; DP=Discipline Decision 
Parcel. * denotes items correspondently labeled as they are in the Appendix A; ** 
denotes level of infraction as identified in the New York City Department of Education, 
Office of Instructional Publication’s Citywide standards of intervention and discipline: 
The discipline bill of rights and responsibilities, K-12 (2012).     
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The revised measurement model incorporating item parcels is displayed in Figure 5.   

 

Figure 5: Revised Measurement Model  

The revised structural model, including parcels, is presented in Figure 6.  

Realistic  

Symbolic  

Administrators’ 
attitude toward 
students with 
disabilities   

 Disciplinary 
decisions   

1
1

1 1

e 
1"

e 

1"

RP3 

e 
1"

e 
1"

RP2 RP1 

e 
1"

SP1 SP2 

e 
1"

SP3 DP1 

e 
1"

e 
1"

DP2 

e 
1"

DP3 

e 
1"

DP4 

e 
1"

DP5 

e 
1"

AP1 

e 
1"

AP2 

e 
1"

AP3 

e 
1

AP4 

e 
1"

AP4 



 

76 

Figure 6: Full Structural Model 
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To assist in the reduction of missing data, each item within the survey was 

assigned a forced response validation preventing participants from skipping an item 
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Outliers  

Multivariate Outliers were assessed utilizing the Mahalanobis distance statistic 
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scores for an individual case and the sample means for all variables, while correcting for 

intercorrelations.  Cases identified with a p-value less than 0.001 were identified as 

outliers.  Identified outliers were removed from analysis.  

Non-normality  

Univariate indices of skewness and kurtosis were examined to determine 

normality of distribution.  Non-normality was addressed through the use of the robust 

maximum likelihood (MLM) estimator during analysis.  The MLM estimator provides 

maximum likelihood estimates with standard errors and a mean-adjusted chi square (χ2) 

test statistic that are robust to non-normality (Brown, 2006).   

Indices of Fit  

Following the recommendations of Bollen and Long (1993), a variety of global fit 

indices were used, including indices of absolute fit, indices of relative fit, and indices of 

fit with a penalty function for lack of parsimony. These included the traditional overall 

chi square test of model fit (which should be statistically non-significant).  Chi-square, 

must be interpreted in light if its many limitations.  The greatest of which is extreme 

sensitivity to sample size at both ends of the spectrum.  Chi-square will almost always be 

significant, however it is determined important to report the chi-square statistic, degrees 

of freedom (DF), and associated p-value.  Some consensus states that a satisfactory 

model fit can be considered if chi-square/DF is ≤3.   

 

Additionally reported will be the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation 
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(RMSEA; which should be close to .06 or below to provide evidence of satisfactory fit), 

the Comparative Fit Index (CFI; which should close to 0.95 or greater); and the 

Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) (which should be close to .08 or 

below) (Brown, 2006).  
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Chapter 4: Results  

This study investigated the relationship between educational administrators’ 

perceived threats from students with disabilities and administrator disciplinary decisions 

involving students with disabilities.  Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was utilized to 

investigate the relationships between the latent variables of perceived realistic and 

symbolic threat, administrators’ attitudes of students with disabilities, and administrators’ 

disciplinary decisions involving to students with disabilities.  The hypotheses were:  

H1. Perceived realistic threats will have a direct effect on administrator 

disciplinary decisions.  

H2.  Perceived threats (both realistic and symbolic) will have a direct effect on 

administrator attitudes towards students with disabilities.  

H3.  Perceived threats (both realistic and symbolic) will have an indirect effect 

through attitude on administrator disciplinary decisions.   

The results are presented in three main sections.  The first section summarizes the survey 

respondents and other descriptive results of the survey.  The second and third sections 

summarize the results of analysis of the measurement model and the full structural model.   

DESCRIPTIVE RESULTS  

Respondent Demographics  

 Two thousand four hundred ninety-two surveys were distributed to email 

addresses of secondary school principals in Texas obtained from the Texas Education 

agency’s ASKTED database. Two participants were identified by the email program as 
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having undeliverable addresses and four participants sent replies indicating their 

unwillingness to participate.  The survey was closed two weeks after initial distribution 

with 155 surveys completed.  The majority of respondents were male principals, who 

identified themselves as between the ages of 41 and 55 with more than 12 years 

experience in an administrative position.  Forty-one percent of respondents (46%) 

described their school location as rural.  Concurrently, 41% of principals indicated the 

size of their school population numbered between 100-500 students.  A complete listing 

of respondent demographics is located in Table 4.   
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Table 4: Participant Demographics  

Category Percent of Respondents  

Gender 

 
Male 66 

 
Female 34 

Age 
 

 
26-40 20 

 
41-55 59 

 
>56 21 

Job Title 
 

 
Principal 96 

Ast. Principal 4 

Years of Experience 

 
0-4 6 

 
5-8 28 

 
9-12 31 

 
>12 35 

Location of 
School 

 
 

Urban  21 

 
Suburban 33 

 
Rural 46 

School Size 
 

 
0-100 <1 

 
100-500 41 

 
501-1000 30 

 
1001-1500 17 

 
1501-2000 6 

 
2001-2500 4 

 
>2500  2 

 Note. N=155; Ast=Assistant  

Measurement Item Descriptive Statistics  

Prior to parceling, descriptive statistics were obtained for each individual item.  

Selected descriptive statistics for each item are included in Table 5.  Items a through f are 

measures of realistic threat, and items g through l are measures of symbolic threat.  An 
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increase in an item mean from 1-10 indicates a higher perception of threat.  Items m 

through v measure attitude, synchronously a higher mean represents a more negative 

attitude.  Items w through ff represent the discipline scenarios.  Items w and x represent 

level 1 offenses, each pair of items increases one level in severity of offense with items 

ee and ff representing level 5 offense.
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Table 5: Individual Item Descriptive Statistics  

Item** Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation Skewness Kurtosis 
Realistic Threat       

* 4 10 6.43 1.64 0.37 -1.11 
b 1 7 4.69 1.63 -0.62 -0.32 
c 1 7 3.98 1.62 -0.08 -1.20 

d* 4 10 6.54 1.80 0.35 -1.25 
e* 4 10 6.82 1.56 0.22 -1.22 
f 

  
3.24 1.84 0.46 -1.05 

Symbolic Threat     
g 1 7 3.83 1.85 0.02 -1.29 
h 1 7 4.88 1.73 -0.55 -0.84 
i 1 6 2.66 1.46 0.89 -0.02 
j 1 7 5.25 1.50 -1.08 0.75 
k 1 7 3.14 1.56 0.75 -0.44 
l 1 7 3.27 1.69 0.45 -0.97 

Attitude       
m 1 7 1.39 1.35 4.55 22.26 
n* 1 10 4.56 2.71 0.57 -0.63 
o 1 9 1.31 1.09 4.60 23.77 
p* 1 10 2.94 2.35 1.45 1.66 
q 1 10 1.55 1.42 3.38 12.56 
r* 1 10 4.21 2.63 0.69 -0.38 
s 1 8 1.44 1.24 3.18 9.88 
t* 1 10 3.92 2.63 0.91 0.02 
u 1 10 1.79 1.92 2.76 7.22 
v* 1 10 3.36 2.39 1.13 0.65 

Discipline        
w 1 6 2.49 1.45 0.51 -1.12 
x 1 5 2.88 1.23 -0.06 -0.80 
y 1 8 3.23 1.19 0.77 3.19 
z 1 7 4.40 1.34 -0.34 0.28 
aa 1 7 3.99 1.28 0.14 -0.44 
bb 1 10 5.03 1.43 0.30 0.46 
cc 3 10 6.29 1.76 -0.17 -0.26 
dd 1 10 6.83 2.00 -0.26 -0.14 
ee 3 10 8.34 1.63 -0.63 -0.62 
ff 1 10 5.96 1.70 -0.51 0.26 

Note: N=154; *denotes item was reverse coded prior to analysis; **denotes items 
correspondently labeled as they are in the Appendix A 
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 Visual inspection of the items identifies items a, d, and e as having the highest 

mean scores among items measuring realistic threat.  These items measure the perceived 

threat to school finances, administrators’ and teachers’ available time and the 

preparedness of general education teachers to teach students with disabilities. Among 

items measuring symbolic threat, items h and j have the highest means.  These items 

relate to an administrator’s belief that having a learning disability should not impact a 

student’s ability to follow school rules, and the potential impact students with disabilities 

have on an administrator’s hiring philosophy.  Among the attitude items the reverse 

scored items have the highest means.  These items presented a positive attitudinal 

response versus a negative one (e.g., admiration vs. disdain).  This may indicate that 

administrators possess low negative attitudes but more moderate positive ones toward 

students with disabilities.  The discipline scenarios appear to behave appropriately. 

Means increase as the severity of the offense increases, with the item presenting a student 

caught selling marijuana at school possessing the highest mean.  Of note is item ff, a level 

5 offense, of terroristic threatening, that has a lower mean than both items cc and dd, 

which are level 4 offenses.   

Cronbach’s alpha for the subsets of items was calculated.  Alpha for the six items 

measuring realistic threat was .62.  Alpha for the six items measuring symbolic threat 

was .36.  The ten items measuring attitude possessed an alpha of .80, and the ten 

discipline items had a reliability coefficient alpha of .70.  In experimental research 

involving newly developed measures lowest acceptable level for reliability is considered 

to be .60 (Gersten et al., 2005).  Typically, an alpha of .60 would indicate a coherent 
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measurement construct is being measured.  The reliability for the subscales for realistic 

threat, attitude, and discipline meet this criterion.  The items for symbolic threat do not 

possess an acceptable alpha.  Analysis indicated the alpha could not be substantially 

increased with the removal of items.  The items, however, were not initially dropped to 

allow for the analysis of how they interacted in the measurement model.    

Multivariate Outliers were assessed utilizing the Mahalanobis distance statistic 

(D).  Cases identified with a p-value less than 0.001 were identified as potential outliers.  

One case was identified as an outlier and removed from the data set.  The data in Table 5 

represents analysis occurring with the outlier removed (N=154).  Inspection of item 

indices of skewness and kurtosis identified potential nonnormality of the data.  As a 

result, the robust maximum likelihood indicator (MLM) was utilized during SEM 

analysis.   

For analysis, items within each subscale were parceled.  Descriptive statistics for 

the item parcels are presented in Table 6.  The parceling of items creates more uniform 

means for each subscale.  The realistic threat parcels possessed higher means than 

symbolic threat; the attitude parcels are close to two, indicating a more positive and less 

negative attitude; and again the discipline parcels progress as the level of offense severity 

increases.  Calculated correlations among the analyzed item parcels are presented in 

Table 7.    
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Table 6: Item Parcel Descriptive Statistics  

Parcel  Mean Std. Deviation Skewness Kurtosis 

Realistic Threat      
RP_1 5.5617 1.25548 -0.147 -0.319 
RP_2 5.2597 1.27343 0.329 -0.334 
RP_3 5.0325 1.33416 0.239 -0.94 

Symbolic Threat     
SP_1 4.3571 1.51756 -0.218 -0.886 
SP_2 3.9545 0.89546 -0.339 1.008 
SP_3 3.2045 1.14848 0.176 -0.658 

Attitude     
AP_1 2.9773 1.54808 0.695 -0.213 
AP_2 2.1234 1.38657 1.408 1.209 
AP_3 2.8766 1.46786 0.868 0.588 
AP_4 2.6818 1.51012 0.726 -0.707 
AP_5 2.5714 1.53119 0.856 -0.426 

Discipline      
DP_1 2.6818 1.02393 0.173 -0.596 
DP_2 3.8117 0.93773 0.332 0.947 
DP_3 4.5097 1.08987 0.163 0.271 
DP_4 6.5617 1.49545 -0.087 -0.084 
DP_5 7.1526 1.38069 -0.604 0.26 

Note. N=154; RP=Realistic Threat Parcel; SP=Symbolic Threat 
Parcel; DP=Discipline Decision Parcel. 
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Table 7: Correlation Matrix for Analyzed Item Parcels  

   

 

RP_1 RP_2 RP_3 SP_1 SP_2 SP_3 A_1 A_2 A_3 A_4 A_5 DP_1 DP_2 DP_3 DP_4 DP_5 

Realistic Threat                  

RP_1 1 

               RP_2 .363** 1 

              RP_3 .440** .333** 1 

             Symbolic Threat                 

SP_1 0.137 0.143 0.012 1 

            SP_2 .228** 0.094 .276** .069 1 

           SP_3 .202* .372** .348** .221** .163* 1 

          Attitude                 

AP_1 .209** .335** .300** -0.089 0.122 .185* 1 

         AP_2 0.059 .171* .159* -0.149 .159* .289** .552** 1 

        AP_3 0.103 .165* .203* -0.056 0.011 .184* .606** .594** 1 

       AP_4 .184* 0.123 0.157 -0.011 0.092 .169* .586** .709** .640** 1 

      AP_5 0.086 0.093 0.132 -.200* 0.101 .269** .492** .760** .630** .628** 1 

     Discipline                  

DP_1 0.052 0.106 0.03 0.025 0.066 0.088 0.127 0.072 0.035 0.048 0.124 1 

    DP_2 0.007 0.023 .160* 0.123 0.085 0.139 0.126 0.066 0.105 0.113 0.08 .244** 1 

   DP_3 .210** .340** .260** .256** 0.064 .218** .341** 0.06 .224** 0.154 0.047 .177* .307** 1 

  DP_4 .166* .206* .296** 0.124 0.044 0.036 .176* -0.084 0.058 0.015 -0.057 0.108 .330** .295** 1 

 DP_5 .300** .304** .264** 0.11 0.068 0.037 .265** -0.012 .166* 0.07 0.004 0.11 .300** .434** .578** 1 

Note. N=154; ** denotes correlation is significant at the 0.01 level; * denotes correlation is significant at the 0.05 level; RP=Realistic threat parcel, SP=Symbolic threat 
parcel, AP=Attitude parcel, DP=Discipline decision parcel.  
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CONFIRMATORY FACTOR ANALYSIS  

Analysis of Hypothesized Measurement Model  

A confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to determine the strength of the 

correlation between the observed indicators and the latent variables.  Analysis was 

conducted using Mplus 6.12, a robust maximum likelihood estimator, 5000 iterations, 

and a convergence of .000005.  Goodness of fit was evaluated using the overall chi 

square test of model fit, the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), the 

Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR).  

Model fit was evaluated using the following criteria, RMSEA should be close to .06 or 

below to provide evidence of a satisfactory fit, CFI should close to 0.95 or greater, and 

SRMR should be close to .08 or below (Brown, 2006).  

Initial analysis of the model presented in Figure 5 revealed an insufficient fit of 

the model to the data, χ2(98) =179.022,  p=.0000, RMSEA=.073 (90% confidence 

interval {CI} .056-.090), CFI=.889, and SRMR=.078.  Poor model fit can arise from 

several sources.  These sources include (a) the identification of too few latent variables, a 

misspecification of indicator to variable loading patterns, and the misspecification of 

error correlations (Brown, 2006).  To address the identified misfit modification indices 

were analyzed (MI).  Modification indices reflect an approximation of how much the 

overall χ2 would decrease if a fixed or constrained parameter was freely estimated.   

Analysis of MIs revealed a cross factor loading between the attitude parcel AP_1 and 

administrators’ discipline decisions.  The MI for this factor loading was 19.44.  The 
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additional factor loading was added to the model.  This result correlates with previous 

integrated threat theory (ITT) research where a positive relationship between threat and 

behavior has been identified (Stephen et al., 2008).  Parcel AP_1 contained items 

requesting respondents to indicate where they felt their evaluative or emotional reactions 

toward students with disabilities fell on a 10-point scale ranging from 1 (no ______ at all) 

to 10 (extreme _______) for the emotions of hostility and admiration.   

The reanalysis of the model again resulted in unsatisfactory fit indices, χ2(97) 

=157.49, p=.0001, RMSEA=.064 (90% confidence interval {CI} .045-.081), CFI=.917, 

and SRMR=.068.  Additional MIs for the covariance of items AP_2 with AP_3 

(MI=10.491) and items AP_2 with AP_5 (MI=10.41) were identified.  Measurement 

residual covariances represent systematic rather than random measurement error and are 

often derived from characteristics specific to the items.  One characteristic that can 

trigger high residual covariances is a high degree of overlap among items (Byrne, 2012).  

Theoretically, this would be the case among the items included to measure attitude as 

they each measure the specific construct of how an administrator feels about a students 

with disabilities and should not possess the potential for error based upon an individual 

administrator’s feeling toward a particular variable as the items in the other scales do 

(e.g., a student’s impact on available school finances, or how to respond to a student who 

brings illegal drugs to school).  The additional covariances were added to the model one 

by one and assess the impact upon the model fit.  Results indicated that when both 

covariances were added to the model an improved fit was achieved.  
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Measurement Model 2.0 

 The analysis of the respecified measurement model (Figure 7) indicated a 

sufficient model fit for the chi square, RMSEA indices, and SRMR indices (χ2(95) 

=143.2, p=.001, RMSEA=.057 (90% confidence interval {CI} .037-.076, SRMR=.067).  

The CFI index indicated an acceptable model fit (CFI=.934).  Unstandardized and 

standardized factor and error variances, standard errors, and p-values are presented.  

Unstandardized parameter estimates are provided in Table 8 (Brown, 2006).   
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Table 8: Unstandardized Factor and Error Variances 

Factor Variance S.E  Test Statistic  P-value 
 Realistic Threat 0.513 .141 3.637 0.000 
 Symbolic Threat 0.091 .079 1.156 0.248 
 Attitude 1.047 .192 5.46 0.000 
 Discipline 

Decisions 0.04 .028 
1.439 0.15 

 Item Error 
Variances 

   Realistic Threat       
RP_1 1.053 .107 9.866 0.000 

 RP_2 1.02 .129 7.874 0.000 
 RP_3 0.999 .124 8.03 0.000 
 Symbolic Threat       

SP_1 2.197 .186 11.805 0.000 
 SP_2 0.711 .091 7.81 0.000 
 SP_3 0.748 .197 3.789 0.000 
 Attitude       

AP_1 1.02 .154 6.606 0.000 
 AP_2 0.508 .147 3.464 0.001 
 AP_3 0.748 .232 3.23 0.001 
 AP_4 0.762 .148 5.146 0.000 
 AP_5 0.96 .175 5.499 0.000 
 Discipline       

DP_1 1.001 .093 10.776 0.000 
 DP_2 0.73 .081 9.004 0.000 
 DP_3 0.807 .09 9.012 0.000 
 DP_4 1.193 .168 7.123 0.000 
 DP_5 0.7 .136 5.159 0.000 
 Note. N=154; RP=Realistic Threat parcel, SP=Symbolic Threat parcel, 

AP=Attitude parcel, DP=Discipline Decision parcel, S.E.=Standard Error 
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The test statistic for unstandardized parameter estimates represents the variance divided 

by the standard error.  In this way, it operates as a z-statistic and can be evaluated in a 

similar fashion.  Items possessing a test statistic greater than an absolute value of 1.96 are 

considered to have an alpha level of ≤.05.  Inspection of the alpha levels in Table 8 reveal 

that all estimates with the exception of symbolic threat and discipline decisions were 

found to be significant.  Parameter estimates can be influenced by small sample sizes.  

Since this study possessed a small sample size for a structural equation analysis, the 

decision was made not to remove the factors found not significant from further analysis.    

Unstandardized factor loadings, standard errors, and p-values are provided in Table 9.   
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Table 9: Unstandardized Factor Loadings 

Relationship*  Estimate S.E. Test Statistic  P-value 

Realist Threat   
  by RP_2 1.074 .184 5.829 0.000 

by RP_3 1.225 .164 7.486 0.000 
Symbolic Threat   

  by SP_2 0.971 .515 1.886 0.059 
by SP_3 2.488 1.091 2.28 0.023 

Attitude 
 

 
  by AP_2 1.158 .146 7.933 0.000 

by AP_3 1.153 .121 9.555 0.000 
by AP_4 1.198 .093 12.915 0.000 
by AP_5 1.143 .124 9.241 0.000 

Discipline Decisions  
  by DP_2 1.89 .738 2.559 0.010 

by DP_3 3.045 1.121 2.716 0.007 
by DP_4 5.058 1.778 2.845 0.004 
by DP_5 5.449 1.901 2.867 0.004 
by AP_1 2.32 .921 2.519 0.012 

RT with ST 1.174 .084 2.056 0.040 
A with RT 0.22 .077 2.859 0.004 
A with ST 0.11 .057 1.946 0.052 
DD with RT 0.086 .035 2.495 0.013 
DD with ST 0.014 .012 1.145 0.252 
DD with A 0.021 .023 0.896 0.370 
AP_3 with AP_2 -0.203 .107 -1.904 0.057 
AP_5 with AP_2 0.223 .125 1.779 0.075 

Note. N=154; * denotes parameter estimates for initial observed variables (e.g., RP_1, 
SP_1) are fixed to one by default in analysis, as a result they were excluded from the 
table.  RP=Realistic threat parcel, SP=Symbolic Threat parcel, AP=Attitude parcel, 
DP=Discipline Decision parcel, RT=Realistic Threat, ST=Symbolic Threat, A=Attitude, 
DD=Discipline Decisions.  
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Completely standardized (Mplus output STDYX based on background and outcome 

variables) factor loadings and error variances are provided in Figure 7.  All freely loading 

standardized parameter estimates and factor loadings are statistically significant (p<.05).  

However, items SP_1 and DP_1 have parameter estimates less than .2, indicating their 

associated latent factors account for less than 4% of the variance in the indicators. The 

poor internal reliability of the symbolic threat items and the low parameter estimate for 

item SP_1 could indicate the item measures a factor not included in the analyzed model.   

Discipline item DP_1, representing the two level 1 offenses, possessed a lower mean than 

the other DP parcels.  The range of responses for DP_1 was the smallest of the five 

discipline decision parcels.  This consistency of response could explain its low parameter 

estimate.  The removal of these items was explored through analysis, but had a negative 

impact on the overall fit of the model.  This potentially results from the study’s low 

sample size.  Both the standard and unstandardized factor loadings indicate insignificant 

relationships between disciplinary decisions and attitude and symbolic threat, and the 

residual covariance between AP_2 and AP_3.   The relationship between attitude and 

disciplinary decisions has not been supported by previous literature since work involving 

ITT has not previously been completed in the field of education.  Additionally, the 

majorities of previous ITT investigations have identified significant relationships 

between perceived threats and attitude and have not investigated the relationship between 

perceived threats and behavioral outcomes.  
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Figure 7: Standardized Parameter Estimates for Final Measurement Model 

STRUCTURAL EQUATION MODEL  

The structural model was analyzed including the newly formulated measurement 

model (Figure 7) and the directional paths demonstrated in Figure 2 representing the 

three proposed hypotheses:  

 
H1. Perceived realistic threats will have a direct effect on administrator 

disciplinary decisions.  

H2.  Perceived threats (both realistic and symbolic) will have a direct effect on 
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administrator attitudes towards students with disabilities.  

H3.  Perceived threats (both realistic and symbolic) will have an indirect effect 

through attitude on administrator disciplinary decisions.   

Model fit indices demonstrated an acceptable fit for the model, χ2(96) =147.61, p=.0006, 

RMSEA=.059 (90% confidence interval {CI} .039-.077), CFI=.929, and SRMR=.067.  

Unstandardized structural regression path estimates, standardized errors, test statistics, 

and p-values for the model are provided in Table 10.  Standardized path coefficients are 

located in Table 11. Standardized path coefficients and residual errors for the endogenous 

variables are located in Figure 8.  Squared standardized path coefficients provided in 

Table 11 provide the amount of variance explained by each path.  R-squared values for 

the endogenous variables are equal to 1 minus the residual variance of the variable.   
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Table 10: Unstandardized Structural Regression Paths  

Path Estimate S.E. Test Statistic p-value 
 RT to A 0.103 0.352 0.291 0.7771 
 ST to A 0.84 0.877 0.957 0.338 
 A to DD 0.013 0.021 -0.622 0.541 
 RT to DD 0.16 0.061 2.626 0.009 
 RT with ST 0.199 0.091 2.194 0.028 
 Note. N=154; RT=Realistic threat, ST=Symbolic threat, A=Attitude, DD=Discipline 

Decisions.  
 

Hypothesis One  

H1. Perceived realistic threats will have a direct effect on administrator 

disciplinary decisions.  

Path estimates indicate support for H1.  Measured perception of realistic threat has a 

significant relationship with administrator discipline decisions.  The model as a whole 

explains 31% (R2=.310)) of the variance for administrator disciplinary decision involving 

students with disabilities, but the latent factor of perceived realistic threat as a sole 

predictor of administrator disciplinary decisions involving students with disabilities 

explains 33% (.572) of the variance (see Figure 8).  
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Figure 8: Standardized Path Estimates and Error Variances for Final Structural Model 

Table 11: Standardized Structural Regression Paths  

Path Estimate S.E. Test Statistic p-value 

Squared 
Path 

Coefficients  

RT to A 0.075 0.229 0.291 0.771 0.005 
ST to A 0.292 0.273 1.069 0.285 0.085 
A to DD -0.063 0.103 -0.614 0.539 0.004 

RT to DD 0.572 0.085 6.744 0.000 0.327 
RT with ST 0.748 0.135 5.533 0.000 0.6 

Note. N=154; RT=Realistic threat, ST=Symbolic threat, A=Attitude, DD=Discipline 
Decisions.  

Realistic  

Symbolic  

Administrators’ attitude 
toward students with 

disabilities   

 Disciplinary 
decisions   

.572** 
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.0748** 

**denotes significance ≤ .001  
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Hypothesis Two  

H2.  Perceived threats (both realistic and symbolic) will have a direct effect on 

administrator attitudes towards students with disabilities.  

The model indicates that both perceived realistic and symbolic threats have direct effects 

on administrator attitudes.  However, each of these effects are not significant, with 

perceived realistic threats explaining 1% (.075) of the variance and perceived symbolic 

threats explaining 9% (.292) (see Figure 8).   

Hypothesis Three 

H3.  Perceived threats (both realistic and symbolic) will have an indirect effect 

through attitude on administrator disciplinary decisions.   

Hypothesis three proved to be incorrect.  Perceived threats, both realistic and symbolic, 

do not have an indirect effect through attitude on administrator disciplinary decisions.  

The relationship between administrator attitude and disciplinary decisions is not 

significant explaining 0% (-.063) of the variance.   

Alternative Models 

With the presence of non-significant paths between latent variables and the lack 

of consensus among the fit indices in achieving the gold standard minimum criteria the 

possibility exists for competing models.  One strategy to investigate alternative models is 

to evaluate MIs for the structural model.  The analyzed structural model output contained 

one MI above the minimum of 10 needed for inclusion in a respecification.  This MI 

indicated the need for a measurement covariance between a SP_1 and AP_5, which 

would result in a change in the measurement model and theoretically could not be 
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explained.  Another step to investigate alternative models is to remove the non-significant 

paths from the model.  Attempts to remove the non-significant paths from the 

hypothesized model resulted in a reduction in the quality of the overall model fit.  Based 

on this evidence, no modifications were made to the structural model.  

SUMMARY OF RESULTS 

Confirmatory factor analysis revealed an acceptable model fit among the parceled 

items from the original 32-item measurement tool to the four latent variables of realistic 

and symbolic threat, educational administrator attitude toward students with disabilities, 

and educational administrator discipline decisions for students with disabilities.  An 

acceptable fit was found for the originally hypothesized structural model, and no 

improved alternative models were identified.  Within the exploratory nature of the 

findings, realistic threat was found to have a significant relationship to educational 

administrators’ disciplinary decisions for students with disabilities.  No significant paths 

were identified for symbolic threat or attitude.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

REVIEW OF STUDY  

This study was conceived to investigate the relationship between educational 

administrators’ perceptions of threat from students with disabilities and their disciplinary 

decisions involving students with disabilities.  The disproportionate exposure to 

exclusionary discipline for students with disabilities is an acknowledged phenomenon.  

However, a theoretical understanding for this phenomenon is unknown.  The use of 

exclusionary discipline for students with disabilities results in the denial of opportunities 

and services at a more frequent rate than their peers without disabilities.  This denial 

supports recent claims made that the disproportionate use of exclusionary discipline for 

students with disabilities results from a long-standing, historical pattern of discrimination 

(Losen, 2011).  The construct of prejudice is understood to arise from the existence of a 

perception of threat by the ingroup in an intergroup relationship.  Therefore, based upon 

the integrated threat theory (ITT; Stephen et al., 2008), this study attempted to model the 

relationships between administrators’ perceived threats from students, administrators’ 

attitudes toward students with disabilities, and administrators’ disciplinary decisions 

involving students with disabilities in an attempt to identify an underlying conceptual 

cause for the disproportionate use of exclusionary discipline for students with disabilities.  

Utilizing a survey measure, this study examined the relationship between administrators’ 

perceived threats from students with disabilities, administrators’ attitudes toward students 

with disabilities, and administrators’ disciplinary decisions involving students with 

disabilities.    
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H1. Perceived realistic threats will have a direct effect on administrator 

disciplinary decisions.  

H2.  Perceived threats (both realistic and symbolic) will have a direct effect on 

administrator attitudes towards students with disabilities.  

H3.  Perceived threats (both realistic and symbolic) will have an indirect effect 

through attitude on administrator disciplinary decisions.   

CONCLUSIONS 

Perceive Realistic Threat and Discipline Decisions  

Hypothesis one purported that perceived realistic threats would have a direct 

effect on educational administrators’ disciplinary decisions.  Results from the study 

supported this hypothesis, as realistic threats and administrator disciplinary decisions 

were significantly related.  Behavioral responses to realistic threats are typically 

pragmatic or designed to cope with the threat.  Often, behavioral responses to realistic 

threats include withdrawal and avoidance (Riek, 2006).  Use of an exclusionary discipline 

allows an administrator and teacher to withdraw the cause of the threat from the 

environment and avoid the cause of the threat for the length of the exclusion.  The 

identification of a significant relationship between realistic threat and disciplinary 

decisions also aligns with the findings of the literature synthesis detailed in chapter 2.  

The greatest number (71%) of identified statements of perceived threat were determined 

to be realistic.  The realistic threat item parcel with the highest mean was the parcel 

associated with a perceived threat to schools’ available finances.  This is intuitive given 

that students receiving special education services are the most expensive to educate.  

Since the passage of EAHCA, the cost of educating a student enrolled in special 

education has remained approximately two times greater than the cost of educating a 
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student without disabilities (Kakalik, J. S., 1981; U.S. Department of Education Office of 

Special Education and Rehabilitative Services, 2002).  Conversely, the number of 

students with severe special needs is on the rise, while overall school budgets are 

shrinking (Johnson, Oliff, Williams, 2011).  School administrators may feel as if they are 

being asked to increase performance with fewer available resources (Levensen, 2011).  

As a result, seven U.S. states have recently acknowledged that they view the required 

special education expenses as a burden and have requested waivers from the federal 

government (Green, 2012).  Additionally, government officials express concern that the 

cost of special education has a negative impact on the education of students without 

disabilities (Thomas, 2012).    

Lack of Effect by Symbolic Threats and Attitudes 

Perceived symbolic threats were shown to have a relationship to administrator 

attitudes toward students with disabilities, but it was found to be non-significant.  

Attitudes had a negligible relationship to administrator’s disciplinary decisions involving 

students with disabilities.  Each of these latent variables was placed in the model based 

upon previous ITT research where both realistic and symbolic threat were shown to have 

a significant relationship with attitude toward an outgroup (Stephen et al., 2008).  

However, the results of the literature synthesis specific to educational administrators’ 

perceived threats from students with disabilities yielded little evidence supporting the 

presence of perceived symbolic threats by administrators from students with disabilities.  

It is possible that statements identified as symbolic threat may initially grab one’s 

attention. For example as referenced by McCarthy and Soodak (2007) in one of the 

studies identified in chapter 2:  
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The problem [tension surrounding the discipline of students with disabilities] was 
eliminated by limiting the number of students with disabilities in the building. 
Students with disabilities were required to participate fully in its rigorous 
academic program with minimal support.  Students who required additional 
services were not able to attend the school. (p. 465)  

The presence of this initial shock factor can artificially inflate a threat’s actual impact.  In 

the literature synthesis, only 27 of the 96 identified statements were considered to be 

statements indicating a perceived symbolic threat.  This finding presented much less 

compelling evidence that the aggregate of administrators perceive symbolic threats from 

students with disabilities.  

The results of the study indicated that administrators hold self-reported positive 

attitudes toward students with disabilities (overall parcel mean=2.66).  This contradicts 

previous research demonstrating that as the perception of threat by an ingroup from an 

outgroup increases so do negative attitudes (Stephen et al, 2008).  However, the synthesis 

of literature from the field of education was unable to locate evidence that administrators 

held negative attitudes toward students with disabilities.  As discussed in the limitations 

of chapter 2, the identified literature possessed administrator perceptions of policies and 

practices related to students with disabilities versus the perceptions of the students 

themselves.  The finding of a self-reported positive attitude by administrators towards 

students with disabilities is not only encouraging, but also aligns with modern prejudice 

theory and the intent of this research study.  The intent of this work is not to denunciate 

administrators for possessing an antipathy-based prejudice towards students with 

disabilities.  The intent of the investigation into the relationship between perceived 

threats by administrators from students with disabilities was not to identify antipathetical 

discrimination, but a perceived pragmatic discrimination by the discriminator that is 

simultaneously perceived as a justifiable discrimination necessary for the good of the 
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majority.  The results of this study support the absence of antipathy and presence of 

utilitarianism.  

It is hypothesized that a person’s behavior is driven by two-theories of action 

(Argyris and Schon, 1974).  These theories guide the generation of mental maps that 

dictate how a person behaves in specific situations.  One theory is considered a theory-in-

use, or the theory that governs a person’s actual behavior.  The second theory is referred 

to as an espoused theory, or what a person perceives their behavior to be.  Typically, 

when conveying an espoused theory, a person will convey the behavior he/she thinks 

would be perceived as most appropriate (Argyris and Schon, 1974).  Argyris (1985) 

refers to the most dominant theory in use as Model I behavior.  The lack of an identified 

relationship between attitude and disciplinary decisions could be attributed to the 

manifestation of Model I behavior and administrators’ responses being guided by their 

espoused theories versus their actual theories in use.   

Model I behavior is based on four principles: (1) achieve the intended purpose, (2) 

maximize winning and minimize losing, (3) suppress negative feelings, and (4) 

emphasize rationality.  Additionally, Model I behavior values express themselves through 

behaviors that help an individual maintain control, including making face-saving moves 

and leaving embarrassing facts unstated (Moffitt & Peppet, 2004).  An administrator’s 

intended purpose is to ensure the greatest academic success for the students enrolled in 

his or her school.  If all students achieve to the greatest of their ability then the 

administrator can maximize winning.  An administrator would not be viewed as a winner 

if he or she espoused possessing negative feelings toward a specific population of 

students.  Additionally, if an administrator’s behavior is guided by Model I theory, any 

potential negative feelings toward students with disabilities would be suppressed.  

Concurrently, an admission of negative feelings toward a specific population of students 
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in their school would be publically embarrassing and could not be considered a face-

saving behavior.   

IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH  

The current exploratory study provides initial evidence for the further pursuit of 

the impact of perceived threat from students with disabilities by administrators upon the 

disciplinary decisions they make involving students with disabilities.  The preliminary 

findings from this study can be used to guide future work.  

To further investigate the relationship between administrator’s perception of 

threat from students with disabilities and administrators’ disciplinary decisions involving 

students with disabilities, a framework similar to this investigation could be replicated 

with a substantially larger sample size.  Prior to this replication, further exploratory work 

is required to investigate and remediate the lack of internal reliability among the items of 

the symbolic threat subscale.  Items developed for the current measure were based upon 

statements of perceived threat identified in the synthesis of literature (Chapter 2).  For the 

development of future items, it may be pertinent to model items more closely after 

previously developed measures of symbolic threat.  For instance, Stephen et al. (2002), in 

an investigation of the relationship between perceived threat and the attitudes of white 

and black students toward each other, utilized a symbolic threat measure with an alpha 

of .88.  Questions in this measure ask participants to make evaluations regarding the 

rights, values, and beliefs of the two distinct groups.  Questions in the measure for this 

study do not ask respondents to make such distinctive evaluations, or generalizations 

about the group in question.  For example one item from Stephen et al. states, Blacks 
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want their rights to be put ahead of the rights of whites.  In the measure for this study the 

statement Having a learning disability should not affect a student’s ability to understand 

and follow school rules, could be modified to state, Students with learning disabilities 

expect a different set of school discipline rules than students without disabilities.  This 

adjustment more clearly differentiates students with disabilities from their peers who do 

not have disabilities.   

 Interpretation of the results from the current study reveal that administrators’ 

self-reported attitude toward students with disabilities is not associated with the 

administrators’ disciplinary decisions involving students with disabilities.  Future 

research might investigate if a moderating variable between administrators’ perceived 

threat and disciplinary decisions is not attitude toward students with disabilities, but 

attitude toward policies and practices associated with students with disabilities.  

Antecedents to Threat  

Previous intergroup threat investigations have identified a number of antecedents 

to threat (Riek et al., 2006).  Two antecedents identified as having the strongest 

relationship to attitude are ingroup identification and negative stereotypes.  Ingroup 

identification refers to the importance that ingroup members place upon the protection of 

the ingroup.  In light of the findings supporting a perceived threat to the finances of an 

administrator’s school, it could be hypothesized that administrators view this threat as a 

threat to the well being of the ingroup (e.g., persons without disabilities).  Therefore, 

further investigation of ingroup identification as an antecedent to perceived threat might 
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be pursued.   

Negative stereotypes have been shown to possess a direct relationship with 

perceived threats.  Additionally, negative stereotypes have a demonstrated direct and 

indirect relationship with negative attitudes (Riek et al., 2006).  Given the lack of an 

identified relationship between perceived threat and administrator attitude toward 

students with disabilities, future investigations may not warrant an investigation of 

negative stereotypes as an antecedent for perceived threat.  Evidence exists, that negative 

stereotypes may result due to perceived threat and not a priori.  Future research might 

investigate the potential relationship of negative stereotypes of students with disabilities 

by educational administrators as a result of perceived threat from students with 

disabilities by educational administrators.  Groups who are stereotyped differently have 

been shown to illicit different types of perceived threat and reactions.  Students identified 

as having emotional behavioral disorders (EBD) are exposed to exclusionary discipline 

more frequently than other subpopulations of students with disabilities (Fabelo et al., 

2011).  Additional investigation could seek to determine if different disability labels 

illicit from administrators different perceived threats and/or increased negative 

stereotypes, and the effects these variables have upon the discipline decisions of 

administrators involving students with disabilities.    

Additional Threats  

Not investigated in this study was the construct of group esteem threat.  Group 

esteem threat posits that it is important for a person’s self image to belong to a positively 
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valued group.  When the actions of an outgroup decrease an ingroup’s esteem, a threat is 

posed that may instigate bias.  Relating to administrators, future investigation could be 

conducted to determine if students with disabilities are perceived as a threat to an 

administrator’s group esteem.  Examples of threats to an administrator’s group esteem 

from students with disabilities could be a perceived impact on the academic performance 

of the school or the perceived view of the school by the community.  In parallel, this 

relationship could be investigated from the standpoint of students with disabilities.  

Students with disabilities belong to a minority group that has historically struggled to be 

positively viewed.  With the increased progression of students with disabilities into 

mainstream culture, this sense of value has progressively increased.  The question arises; 

if a student with a disability finds his/her self in a situation where they feel the perception 

is negative do they perceive this as a threat to their group esteem?  If so, how does this 

perceived threat impact a student with a disability’s behavior; and if the impact is 

negative what is the relationship with the related disciplinary decisions?   

Finally, little is understood regarding the theories and philosophies that drive 

administrators’ discipline decisions (Smith, 2012).  Previous investigations identify that 

administrators are unaware of the specific philosophy that drives their discipline 

decisions (Smith, 2012).  This may indicate that administrators are not disseminating 

specific discipline philosophies to school staffs.  This dissemination is necessary in order 

to develop a consistent school environment.  Research could be conducted that seeks to 

identify what discipline philosophies exist.  This qualitative work might capture the 

decision matrices and variables that guide administrators in their disciplinary decisions.  
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Data obtained may also shed light upon additional variables that impact exclusionary 

discipline for students with disabilities.  Additionally, implications and recommendations 

from this work could be provided to pre-service administrators.  Exposing them different 

philosophies and discipline frameworks, possibly generating a cognizance of what will 

influence their decisions once they enter the field.  Newly entering administrators might 

then be prepared to clearly articulate the discipline philosophy they foresee guiding their 

schools.  Once the frameworks are identified comparisons between frameworks could be 

made, determinations of which frameworks are most effective presented, and analysis of 

how different frameworks interact with students from different subpopulations 

conducted.   

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE  

Recognition of the Problem  

 The identification of a significant relationship between perceived realistic threat 

by school administrators from students with disabilities, and administrators’ disciplinary 

decisions involving students with disabilities in this study bespeaks intergroup relations 

as a variable related to the disproportionate use of exclusionary discipline for students 

with disabilities.  To address the intergroup relationship between administrators and 

students with disabilities, change needs to occur at the individual and organizational 

level.  First and foremost, before change can occur, there must be an awareness that 

change is necessary.  One way to facilitate this awareness is to utilize cognitive 

dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957).  Cognitive dissonance is based on making one aware 
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of their current behavior, and the person’s succeeding identification that such behavior is 

not congruent with their self-concept.  This recognition creates unpleasant cognitive 

dissonance.  In order to reduce the dissonance the person will have to rethink or justify 

his/her previous behavior.  Typically, this process results in the person modifying his or 

her subsequent behavior (Gringard, Helmes, & Speelman, 2008).  ITT does not suggest 

the behavior of an ingroup is antipathetic; but that outgroup movement towards ingroup 

perceived incongruent settings or achievements results in discriminatory behavior.  

Administrators may firmly believe they are acting non-discriminately and in the best 

interest of the student and their schools when they make the decision to disciplinarily 

exclude a student with disabilities.  If this is the case, the unequal use of exclusionary 

discipline, its subsequent ineffectiveness, and the potential that the discrepancies 

involving students with disabilities arise from a perception of threat that results in 

resulting in an underlying prejudice, would be contrary to administrator’s self concept.  

These realities must continue to be communicated to administrators to facilitate 

recognition of this potential conflict in self-concept.  This recognition would provide an 

opportunity for administrators to rethink their past behavior and align future behaviors 

more closely with the self concept of being non-discriminatory, and wanting what is best 

for their school and all of its students.  If administrators posses a self-concept that 

includes these factors, they will more likely adjust future behavior.  This adjustment may 

reduce the rate of exclusionary discipline for students with disabilities.  



 

112 

Intergroup Contact 

To further facilitate change at the individual level, educational administrators 

must begin to identify themselves as agents of change.  Those who empower others to 

assume leadership roles, foster learning, and assist others in understanding the core 

values driving the change effort (Cushner, 2004).  An initial factor that can hinder these 

changes is the overall lack of diversity among school administrators.  During the 2007-

2008 school year, there were 188,610 school administrators employed in the U.S. across 

all public, private, Bureau of Indian Affairs schools.  Of this number, 82% were “White 

non-Hispanic” (U.S. Department of Education, 2009).  In light of the lack of ethnic 

diversity among administrators, and given the identified compounding significance of 

race and the use of exclusionary discipline, this is a critical statistic.  Data could not be 

located identifying the number of school administrators who posses disabilities.  The 

Centers for Disease Control (2011) report that one in five Americans has a disability.  

One can infer this ratio is lower among school administrators, but if it holds true 

approximately 37,000 administrators in the U.S. would have an identified disability.  

Based on available data it is highly unlikely that a determination can be made regarding 

the percentage of administrators who have personal experience with a person who has a 

disability.   

Having these experiences and interactions between members of the ingroup and 

outgroup is essential for the most salient of theories associated with improved intergroup 

relations—contact hypothesis.  Allport (1954) put forth that interactions among different 

group members, under the conditions of (a) equal status; (b) common goals; (c) 
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cooperation; and (d) support of authorities, could lead to a reduction of prejudice.  A fifth 

condition of friendship was added after it was found that having an outgroup friend 

predicted lower levels of prejudice (Wright, Aron, & Brody, 2008).  The contact 

hypothesis has evolved over time and is now understood to extend beyond those actors 

involved only in direct contact (Wright et al., 2008).  The extended contact hypothesis 

states that as an ingroup member, if you are aware of another ingroup member who has a 

close relationship with an outgroup member your attitude of the outgroup will be more 

positive (Wright et al., 2008).  Increasing the number of educational administrators with 

disabilities would aid in meeting the contact hypothesis’ conditions of equal status, 

common goals, cooperation, and friendship as well as working to extend the reach of the 

contact.  Unfortunately, this change may not occur unless the authorities (e.g., the current 

educational leadership) take a more proactive stance to recruit educational leaders who 

have disabilities and ensure pre-service administrators are provided opportunities for 

intergroup contact prior to entering the profession (Pazey & Cole, 2013).   

Increasing intergroup contact can lead to a series of other methods shown to 

decrease prejudice, the first being perspective taking.  Perspective taking involves 

gaining empathy for an outgroup (Riek et al., 2006), which facilitates a reduction in 

prejudice, and has also has been shown to impact ultimate attribution error (UAE).  UAE 

refers to an ingroup member’s tendency to attribute negative outcomes by an outgroup to 

outgroup members’ dispositions, while simultaneously attributing negative outcomes for 

ingroup members to situational factors. In return the ingroup member will attribute 

positive outcomes for outgroup members to situational factors and positive outcomes for 
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the ingroup to ingroup members’ dispositions (Vescio, Sechrist, & Paoluccci, 2003).  

UAE presents a scenario that can easily be associated with school discipline (e.g., 

students with disabilities misbehave because of who their dispositions, students without 

disabilities misbehave because they were just in the wrong place at the wrong time).  

Facilitating increased perspective taking can induce empathy that will reduce perceived 

threat.  Specifically, the realistic threats identified in this study arose from a fear of the 

outgroup taking resources away from the ingroup (e.g., money and time).  If 

administrators can adapt their thinking, and see this situation from the standpoint of 

individuals with disabilities, the fear may be attenuated by empathy or a realization that 

the initial fear was unfounded (Riek et al., 2006).   

It has been acknowledged that increasing perspective taking by administrators is 

thwarted by a lack of contact with the outgroup (Author, 2013).  Additional barriers are 

created by the fact that administrators are provided very little exposure to special 

education concepts, policies, and practices during their preparation programs (Cusson, 

2010).  To increase contact and administrators’ ability to recognize multiple perspectives, 

preparation programs should provide pre-service administrators authentic exposure to the 

diverse populations that will be included in their schools as well as access to the relevant 

policies and practices.  Recent research has shown simulation-based training as an 

effective tool across a variety of environments (Bell, Kanar, & Kozlowski, 2008).  If 

authentic contact is not possible preparation programs may consider an increased use of 

simulations involving students with disabilities and discipline scenarios to provide pre-

service administrators with opportunities for virtual contact.  
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Social Categorization  

Focusing on social categorization is another potential means to reduce prejudice.  

The categorization of persons into distinctive groups is essential before intergroup threat 

can be perceived and prejudice can manifest (Riek, 2006).  For differentiation of groups 

to be modified, a process of decategorization must take place.  Decategorization attempts 

to reduce prejudice by dissolving group boundaries, consequently allowing people to 

view each other as individuals and not as group members.  In special education 

categorization is ingrained as a result of the disability labels that are assigned to identified 

students.  These labels are a fundamental component of the special education system in 

the United States as they are tied to identification procedures, educational delivery 

methods, policies, and funding.  Evaluations should occur to determine how to separate 

the attachment of the attributes associated with the label from the student.  Recent efforts 

by advocates for persons with disabilities has resulted in an increase in the use of person- 

first language, however, whether the person or the label comes first, the label still assigns 

to a category.  The field of education could evaluate how visible disability categories can 

be removed or disconnected from students to ensure the individual has the opportunity to 

determine their own category and not be placed in a predetermined one.  A second 

approach to deal with categorization is recategorization.  Recategorization seeks to 

reshape the boundaries rather than dissolve them (Gaertner, Dovidio, Banker, Houlette, 

Johhnson, et al., 2000).  Within schools in the United States, students with disabilities 

have been recategorized over time.  In the past, students with disabilities were educated 

in settings separate from their peers who were non-disabled (Winzer, 2009).  This 
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separation has been reduced and currently 58% of students with disabilities spend 80% of 

their school time in classrooms with their peers without disabilities (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2011).  For recategorization to be successful, it must be perceived that both 

the ingroup and the outgroup are working toward the same common goal and possess a 

common identity (e.g., everyone referred to as students of X elementary vs. students with 

and without disabilities of X elementary).  The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), which 

for the first time held local education agencies accountable for the academic performance 

of students with disabilities (Simpson, LaCava, & Sampson-Graner, 2004), was a recent 

move that communized the goals for the different groups in education.  While significant 

improvement in the academic performance of students with disabilities has occurred over 

time, a large achievement gap remains (Center for Education Policy, 2009).  Continuing 

to improve the performance of students with disabilities will allow them to be more 

effectively recategorized.  The reduction in the use of exclusionary discipline could be 

one step toward continuing improvement.  

The process of recategorization involves potential pitfalls.  As mentioned, 

increasing numbers of students with disabilities have moved into general education 

classrooms.  This move has resulted in the recategorization of students, but has also 

removed a level of distinctiveness.  The result, for instance, is students with disabilities in 

a hypothetical 6th grade classroom being viewed as a part of the superordinate group of 

students versus students in a 6th grade classroom who require specialized services.  When 

grouped with the whole, students with disabilities may be perceived as norm violators or 

poor exemplars of what is expected of the superordinate group (Waldzus, Mummendey, 
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Wenzel, & Weber, 2003).  This creates a great quandary for the field of education.  How 

does education work to recategorize or decategorize students with disabilities while 

simultaneously ensuring their specialized needs remain understood and addressed?  As 

we progress, school administrators and educational organizations will need to evaluate 

and remediate current practices of social categorization, social knowledge, and standards 

of behavior (Dovidio et. al., 2004).  Intervention for such concepts would expand 

administrators’ knowledge of their current actions; knowledge of diversity, specifically 

for students with disabilities; and provide opportunities for personal contact between 

administrators and students with disabilities, to foster a cooperative educational 

community (Dovidio et. al., 2004).   

Organizational Change  

The most efficient way to facilitate change is to ensure the individual and 

organization work in concert (Cushner, 2004).  A barrier to change is the historical trend 

of institutions to maintain the status quo, a trait associated with the educational institution 

(Cushner, 2004).  In an analysis of socialization messages conveyed in schools, Brint, 

Contreras, and Matthews (2001) discovered the least frequently delivered messages are 

those conveying “modern values” (p. 159) (e.g. appreciation of cultural diversity, 

appreciation of one's own culture, appreciation of individual uniqueness and special 

talents, and appreciation of choice and variety as values).  A disturbing finding in light of 

Allport’s (1979) call, over a half century earlier, that schools be a driving force behind 

diversity education.   
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Moreover, a reliance on conservative beliefs is a definitive barrier to change 

(Cushner, 2004).  Fullan (1993) supports this by stating, “you cannot have an educational 

environment in which change is continuously expected alongside a conservative system 

and expect anything but constant aggravation” (p. 3).  The educational institution must 

accept ownership of the existence of discriminatory discipline practices and commit itself 

to change.  But for new ideas and values to become the norm, they must align with the 

goals of the organization (Brint et. al., 2001).  Until recently, the exclusion of students 

with disabilities from educational settings had little impact on a schools published 

performance.  Yet, in lieu of the passage of the NCLB; that for the first time holds the 

educational institution accountable for the performance of students with disabilities, the 

acceptance of this ownership should be at its most relevant. The field of education should 

recognize and accept the realization that discriminatory use of exclusionary discipline is 

detrimental to its organizational goals.  Leaders within education must extend beyond 

Argyris’s Model I behavior and begin to utilize Model II behavior.  Model II behavior 

enables a person to develop congruence between their behavioral theory-in-use and their 

espoused theory.  When utilizing Model II behavior a person or organization possesses an 

internal commitment to choice and to monitoring its implementation (Moffitt & Peppet, 

2004).  Model II links evaluations and attributions to observable data, which invites 

disconfirming information and minimizes face-saving.  The increased use of Model II 

behavior would lead the field of education to practice Argyris and Schon’s (1974) double 

loop learning theory.  Double loop learning involves the re-examination of underlying 

goals and variables that are behind an organization’s original set of goals.  In double loop 
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learning an organization does not treat a problem as something that must be solved 

immediately, but as a practice of critical examination.  This critical examination leads the 

organization toward productive learning and a corresponding behavioral change (Moffitt 

& Peppet, 2004).  

Model II behavior holds promise that the educational organization will move 

away from its conservative nature by welcoming outside involvement, encouraging 

criticism, learning from the criticism, and henceforth working towards a solution to the 

problem of the disproportionate use of exclusionary discipline for students with 

disabilities (Langford, 2010).  Public schools should routinely collect and analyze their 

usage rates for exclusionary discipline and the population subgroups upon whom the 

punishment was assigned (Losen, 2011).  Schools may adopt programs that have been 

proven to be successful with diverse populations, including students with disabilities.  

Schools could recruit a diverse staff that posses personal experiences that align with the 

diversity existing in the school population (e.g. students with disabilities).  Concurrently, 

school administrators could ensure they and their staffs are provided professional level 

training that arms them with the appropriate knowledge and skills to implement programs 

and enforce policy.  

Specific protections, not afforded to all students, are codified in law for students 

with disabilities regarding exclusionary discipline.  The language and interpretation of 

these regulations has been described as “exquisitely difficult” (Dupree, 2000, p. 3).  In 

the presence of this acknowledged difficulty, the organization should work to ensure 

administrators possess clarity regarding the regulations.  A support network for schools 
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struggling to alleviate their identified discriminatory practices could be developed that 

includes role model schools and the community (Cushner, 2004).  Within this support 

network, administrators can work to ensure a clear understanding of the rules and 

regulations surrounding the discipline of students with disabilities.  The creation of a 

professional learning community of this type would also provide opportunities for 

dissonance to occur.  Policy makers could revisit existing policy and work to determine if 

current policies are part of the problem.  Policies could be evaluated to determine if 

opportunities exist for revision that would reduce difficulty and increase clarity.   

At the state and federal levels, exclusionary discipline rates could become a 

criterion for determining school efficacy (Losen, 2011).  Given the known ineffectiveness 

of exclusionary discipline, the rate of usage could also be considered in individual 

evaluations of school administrators.  As stated by Allport (1979), a critical criterion for 

the alleviation of prejudice is administrative support.  This administrative support must 

originate at the organizational level before individual and sustainable change can occur.   

LIMITATIONS 

This study was an exploratory study examining the relevance of a social 

psychology theory within an educational setting.  Since this appears to be the first work 

completed examining this relationship, findings are limited by the lack of previous 

research support.  The validity of the results is limited by the size of the study’s sample.  

While the sample was considered sufficient to power the analysis it cannot be considered 

representative of educational administrators as whole, or within the state of Texas.  The 

survey’s return rate of 6.2% (155 from 2492) is exceptionally low.  The results exclude 

information from 94% of the secondary principals in Texas.  While no return rate 
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standard has been set for email delivered surveys, a return rate near 20% has occurred 

frequently (e.g., Kaplowitz, Hadlock, & Levine, 2004; Cochrane & Laux, 2007; Sullivan 

& Long, 2010; Wiener & Soodak, 2008).  However, the data collected in these instances 

is several years old, and with the increasing availability of platforms and devices that 

support email, the use and volume of email communication has steadily increased over 

time.  The impact of this increase on the return rate for email surveys is unknown, but 

could rationally induce a lower response rate.  

Both the CFA model and the structural model failed to achieve a perfect fit across 

each of the reported fit indices.  Interpretation of fit indices has varied over time (Byrne, 

2012; Brown, 2006), with the standards increasingly becoming more stringent.  However, 

debate continues and discrepancies continue to exist in the literature regarding what cut 

criteria are considered necessary to identify an acceptable fit (Weston & Gore, 2006).  

Recent studies that support the necessary cutoff of .95 for the CFI and .06 for the 

RMSEA fit indices also acknowledge that variables such as sample size and model 

complexity affect these cutoffs.  This work has shown that inappropriately and 

indiscriminately applying cutoff criteria can result in the incorrect rejection of an 

acceptable model when sample sizes are smaller than 500 (Weston & Gore, 2006).  

Therefore, it is suggested that when a model is determined to have RMSEA values ≤.06, 

CFI values ≥.90, and SRMR values ≤.08, the sample size should be considered during 

interpretation.   

Internal reliability for the items measuring perceived symbolic threat was 

unacceptable.  Efforts were made to remove specific items from the CFA model, but the 

removal of items did not improve overall model fit.  Although all standardized parameter 

estimates for the symbolic threat parcels were considered to be significant, parcels one 

and two accounted for very little of the variance and possessed large residual variances.  
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This identified measurement problem undoubtedly impacted the ability to achieve a more 

acceptable model fit.  Further, the lack of internal reliability and associated low 

parameter estimate for item SP_1 could indicate a factor is missing from the model.  

Little knowledge exists regarding the specific behaviors that result in the 

disciplinary exclusion for students with disabilities.  The discipline scenarios developed 

for the survey measure are based upon hypothetical offenses identified by New York City 

Department of Education, Office of Instructional Publication (2012).  These offenses 

were not specific to students with disabilities.  It is possible students with disabilities 

engage more frequently in behaviors resulting in exclusionary discipline that were not 

included in the survey instrument.  The exclusion of these potential behaviors could have 

impacted the findings.  If a more specific group of behaviors exist that frequently lead to 

the disciplinary exclusion of students with disabilities, the strength of the relationship 

between perceived threats and administrator disciplinary decisions involving students 

with disabilities may have been greater.  Concurrently, it is possible the specific reference 

to students with disabilities in the discipline scenarios was irrelevant to the 

administrators’ response.  The known existence of a disproportionate use of exclusionary 

discipline for students with disabilities motivated the study.  However, a significant 

relationship could exist between perceived symbolic threat and administrators’ 

disciplinary decisions regardless of a student being identified as having a disability.  

Finally, it is understood that the discipline decisions occurring in educational 

settings are not as simplistic as the scenarios presented in the measurement item.  

Discipline decisions are made with a wealth of context including, but not limited to, a 

student’s history of offenses; the current offense committed; individual school protocol; 

and, in the case of students with disabilities, IEP supports and law and policy 

interpretations.  As a part of the data collection measure, participants were given the 
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option to enter comments at the conclusion.  Sixty-seven of the 155 respondents left 

comments.  Of the 67, 32 made statements indicating more information regarding the 

discipline scenarios was needed prior to making a decision regarding punishment.  

Specifically, respondents stated they would consider the “severity” of the student’s 

disability, the student’s discipline history, and the local discipline code when making 

disciplinary decisions.  However, as stated in chapter 2, an underlying component of the 

discrepancy in the use of exclusionary discipline for students with disabilities is the fact 

that the majority of decisions to exclude are discretionary decisions.  In order to measure 

the impact of perceived threat on disciplinary decisions it was necessary to capture an 

individual’s personal opinion regarding the best response to a discipline situation and 

remove the influence of school protocol or past history with an individual student.  These 

responses had to be captured on a scale that varied in severity, and despite the 

acknowledgement that responses to behavior are contextual and unlimited, the number of 

options were limited out of necessity.  

CONCLUSION 

The American public has identified school discipline as the second largest 

problem facing education (Smith, 2012).  Within the larger context of discipline, exists 

the acknowledged disproportionate use of exclusionary discipline for students with 

disabilities.  Excluding students with disabilities from their typical educational setting 

denies access to the opportunities and services offered in that setting.  A denial of 

opportunities and services has been characterized as discrimination.  Discrimination is 

characterized as a behavior that arises from the prejudice of one group toward another.    

As the theory of prejudice has evolved, antipathy is recognized as an unnecessary 
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component.  It is now understood that a person can hold an ambivalent prejudice, based 

on the belief that an opposing group of people poses a possible threat.  This threat can be 

projected by individuals upon themselves or upon the group with whom they feel is most 

impacted by the threatening group.  In the case of educational administrators it was 

hypothesized that a perception of threat from students with disabilities would impact the 

discipline decisions made by administrators involving students with disabilities.  It was 

further postulated that this perception of threat served as an underlying cause for the 

disproportionate use of exclusionary discipline for students with disabilities.  A 

comprehensive synthesis of literature provided evidence to suggest that administrators 

did perceive threats from students with disabilities upon the beliefs, values, job 

performance, and available resources for themselves and their school communities.  

Through a survey of 155 Texas principals and assistant principals and the ensuing 

statistical modeling analysis, a significant relationship was found to exist between a 

perceived realistic threat by administrators from students with disabilities and the their 

discipline decisions involving students with disabilities.   

Further investigation into the underlying causes of the disproportionate use of 

exclusionary discipline is essential.  Exclusionary discipline is harmful to students, and 

can only exacerbate the difficulties that students with disabilities face.  Schools with high 

rates of exclusionary discipline have been found to be less successful academically, even 

when controlling for race and socioeconomic status.  More prominent is the existence of 

no evidence that exclusionary discipline improves student behavior.  On the contrary, the 

greatest predictor of a students’ exposure to exclusionary discipline during middle school 
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is the number of exclusions the student received during 4th and 5th grade (Raffaele 

Mendez, 2003).  Furthermore, increased exposure to exclusionary discipline in middle 

school increases a student’s odds of dropping out (Tobin & Sugai, 1996).  When youth 

are not in school, they are more likely to become involved in a physical fight, carry a 

weapon, and have an increased risk of permanent school dropout (American Academy of 

Pediatrics, 2003).    

Unfortunately, the most harmful outcome to the student and society is not school 

dropout.  Students who are frequently exposed to exclusionary discipline or make the 

decision to drop out of school are the students who populate what has come to be known 

as the School-to-Prison Pipeline (Houchins & Shippen, 2012).  In 2009, 93,000 youth 

were incarcerated in the United States (Juvenile Justice Network, 2009).  Students with 

disabilities make up 11-14% of the total United States population (Cooley, 1995; Leone, 

Mayer, Malmgren, & Meisel, 2000), yet they account for 40% of incarcerated youth  

(Houchins & Shippen, 2012, Gagnon, Barber, Van Loan, & Leone, 2009; Quinn, 

Rutherford, Leone, Osher, & Poirier, 2005).  The proliferation of youth with disabilities 

in incarcerated settings has spurred comparisons to a previous time when 

institutionalization of persons with disabilities was the norm (Blatt & Kaplan, 1966; 

Houchins & Shippen, 2012).   

Beyond the substantial impact upon these youth, the vicarious impact upon 

society is not limited to the lost years of freedom and education for a subpopulation of 

youth, but represents a large monetary burden as well.  The cost to incarcerate a youth is 

$240.99 for a single day, $87, 961 per year, and approximately $75 billion is spent 
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annually across all United States federal, state, and local governments (Schmidt, Warner 

& Gupta, 2012; American Correctional Association, 2008).  As a result, one cannot 

ignore the financial impact of disproportionate exclusionary discipline for students with 

disabilities without recognizing the inevitable damage and burden society will bear.   

This exploratory study identified a perception of realistic threat from students 

with disabilities by educational administrators as having a significant relationship on the 

disciplinary decisions made by administrators for students with disabilities.  This appears 

to be the first study to investigate this relationship.  Replication studies are needed to 

confirm the strength and scope of the discovered relationship and additional variables that 

may be involved.  Stephen and colleagues (2009) put forth the integrated threat theory 

into the social psychology field and have described the theory as one being concerned 

with the perception of threat and “perceived threats have real consequences, regardless of 

whether or not the perceptions of threat are accurate” (p. 46).  The impact of these 

consequences should be further investigated.  

Within the current educational environment, emphasis is necessarily placed upon 

scientifically based practices.  Scientifically based typically implies something has been 

statistically proven effective or present.  This exploratory study scientifically 

demonstrated a variable that could explain and account for the disproportionate use of 

exclusionary discipline for students with disabilities.  The results of this study do not 

point unequivocally to a single variable that explicates the disproportionate use of 

exclusionary discipline for students with disabilities, but they do open the door for further 

investigation.   
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Unscientifically based, survey respondents were given an opportunity to provide 

comments at the conclusion of the survey measure.  The majority provided feedback 

regarding measure items.  Many others provided general comments not directly related to 

the investigation.  Three comments stood out:  

Our biggest issue with special education students and disciplinary actions are the 
cases where they have done things severe enough to be sent to a DAEP. We take 
such a hit when making discretionary placements, that students who might have a 
reading comprehension issue but are stealing you blind in the cafeteria or locker 
rooms and your hands are tied as to what you do with them.  
 
Discipline and attendance should be linked to government assistance programs. 
When the parents stop getting financial assistance when kids misbehave or are 
absent, they will try to be better parents. 
 
These questions were a little skewed and difficult to answer.  If your question is, 
"Do we spend too much time and money on students in spec ed. who constantly 
misbehave?" Then my answer is "YES" 

 
These statements provided specific yet unscientific evidence relevant to the study.  They 

indicate strong feelings from administrators regarding the discipline of students with 

disabilities.  The final statement indicates a clear perceived realistic threat to the available 

time and financial resources of the administrator’s school, and further support the 

investigation of the impact of perceived threat on disciplinary decisions.  
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Appendix A 

 
Demographics: 
 
Please complete the following demographic questions:  
 

1. What is your gender?  
a. Male 
b. Female 

 
2. What is your age? 

a. 25 or under 
b. 26-40 
c. 41-55 
d. 56 or older 

 
3. Which of the following would you most associate as your job title? 

a. District level administrator  
b. Principal 
c. Assistant Principal  
d. Other administrative position  
e. Non-administrative position (Automatic end of survey)  
 

4. How many years have you held an educational administrator position?  
a. 0-4 
b. 4-8 
c. 8-12 
d. More than 12  

 
5. For how many years have you held or did you hold a position as a campus level 

administrator?  
a. 0-3 
b. 4-8 
c. 8-12 
d. More than 12  
e. I have never held a campus level administrative position  

 
6. If you are no longer a campus level administrator, how long have you been 

away from this position?  
a. 0-3 
b. 4-8 
c. 8-12 
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d. More than 12  
e. I still hold a campus level administrative position   

 
7. How would you best describe the geographic location of your school? 

a. Urban 
b. Suburban 
c. Rural  

 
8. How many students attend your school? 

a. 0-100 
b. 101-500 
c. 501-1000 
d. 1000-1500 
e. 1501-2000 
f. 2001-2500 
g. More than 2500 
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Administrator Perceived Threat Questionnaire.  
 
Part I 
Realistic Threat (Questions 1-6) 
 
(questions developed based upon previously utilized Stephen et al. measures and the 
information collected in my synthesis)  
 

a. Cost is a not factor when determining provisions included in Individual 
Education Plans (IEP). (Reverse Score) 

  
  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Strongly 
Disagree   Mildly 

Disagree   Mildly 
Agree   Strongly 

Agree 
 
 
b. The regulations related to discipline for students with disabilities result in 

litigation that place a financial strain upon school districts. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Strongly 
Disagree   Mildly 

Disagree   Mildly 
Agree   Strongly 

Agree 
 
c. Students with disabilities in general education classrooms reduce the available 

time general educators can devote to students who do not have disabilities. 
 

  
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Strongly 
Disagree   Mildly 

Disagree   Mildly 
Agree   Strongly 

Agree 
 
d. Special education places an equal demand upon my time, when compared to 

general education. (Reverse score) 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Strongly 
Disagree   Mildly 

Disagree   Mildly 
Agree   Strongly 

Agree 
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e. General education teachers are prepared to address the academic and behavior 
needs of students with disabilities. (Reverse score)  

 
  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Strongly 
Disagree   Mildly 

Disagree   Mildly 
Agree   Strongly 

Agree 
 

 
f. Special education students have no right to be in the general education 

classroom if they cause a disruption for the students without disabilities.  
 

  
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Strongly 
Disagree   Mildly 

Disagree   Mildly 
Agree   Strongly 

Agree 
 
 

 
Symbolic Threat (Questions 7-12) 
 

g. Students with disabilities should not expect to receive treatment different than 
students without disabilities 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Strongly 
Disagree   Mildly 

Disagree   Mildly 
Agree   

Strongly 
Agree 

 
h. Having a learning disability should not affect a student’s ability to understand 

and follow school rules.  
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Strongly 
Disagree   Mildly 

Disagree   Mildly 
Agree   Strongly 

Agree 
 

i. Special education teachers should not be leading instruction in a general 
education classroom.  

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Strongly 
Disagree   Mildly 

Disagree   Mildly 
Agree   Strongly 

Agree 
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j. The inclusion of students with disabilities in the general education classroom 
impacts my staff hiring philosophy.  

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Strongly 
Disagree   Mildly 

Disagree   Mildly 
Agree   Strongly 

Agree 
 

k. It is not productive for a school to label a child who has mental health or 
behavior problems with a disability.  

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Strongly 
Disagree   Mildly 

Disagree   Mildly 
Agree   Strongly 

Agree 
 

l. The values and beliefs behind full inclusion for students with disabilities do not 
correlate to school success.  

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Strongly 
Disagree   Mildly 

Disagree   Mildly 
Agree   Strongly 

Agree 
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Part IV— 
Administrator attitude toward students with disabilities 
For each of the items listed below, indicate what your attitudes are toward students with 
disabilities. 
 
My attitude toward students with disabilities is: 
 
m.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 

Not Hostile          Extremely 
At All           Hostile 
 
n. (Reverse Score)  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
No Admiration         Extreme 
At All           Admiration 
 
o.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
No Dislike          Extreme 
At All           Dislike 
 
p. (Reverse Score) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
No Acceptance         Extreme 
At All           Acceptance 
 
q.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
No Superiority          Extreme 
At All           Superiority  
 
r. (Reverse Score) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
No Affection          Extreme 
At All           Affection 
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s.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
No Disdain         Extreme 
At All           Disdain 
 
t. (Reverse Score) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
No Approval          Extreme 
At All           Approval 
 
u.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
No Contempt          Extreme 
At All           Contempt 
 
v. (Reverse Score) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
No Warmth         Extreme 
At All           Warmth
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Part III 
Discipline Decisions  
 
For the scenarios presented in questions xx-xx, involving students who receive 
special education services, please mark what you believe would be the most 
appropriate disciplinary response.   
 
w. A student who receives special education services has been caught in the hallway 

when he should have been in class. (Level 1)  
 
1. Admonishment by school staff 
2. Student/teacher conference 
3. Parent conference 
4. After school detention 
5. In-school detention 
6. Out-of school detention 
7. 1-3 day suspension 
8. Suspension for more than 3-10 days 
9. Suspension for more than 10 days 
10. Expulsion  

 
x. A student who receives special education services is cited for wearing clothing that 

is disruptive to the educational process. (Level 1)  
  
1. Admonishment by school staff 
2. Student/teacher conference 
3. Parent conference 
4. After school detention 
5. In-school detention 
6. Out-of school detention 
7. 1-3 day suspension 
8. Suspension for more than 3-10 days 
9. Suspension for more than 10 days 
10. Expulsion  

 
y. A bus driver brings you a student who receives special education services for 

causing disruptive behavior on the bus. (Level 2) 
 
1. Admonishment by school staff 
2. Student/teacher conference 
3. Parent conference 
4. After school detention 
5. In-school detention 
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6. Out-of school detention 
7. 1-3 day suspension 
8. Suspension for more than 3-10 days 
9. Suspension for more than 10 days 

10. Expulsion  
 
z. During a PE basketball game a student who receives special education services 

directs lewd language and gestures toward a fellow classmate. (Level 2) 
 

1. Admonishment by school staff 
2. Student/teacher conference 
3. Parent conference 
4. After school detention 
5. In-school detention 
6. Out-of school detention 
7. 1-3 day suspension 
8. Suspension for more than 3-10 days 
9. Suspension for more than 10 days 
10. Expulsion  

 
aa. For the third time in a month, a student who receives special education services has 

been reported to you for defying the directive of the classroom teacher in a way that 
substantially disrupts the educational process. (Level 3) 

 
1. Admonishment by school staff 
2. Student/teacher conference 
3. Parent conference 
4. After school detention 
5. In-school detention 
6. Out-of school detention 
7. 1-3 day suspension 
8. Suspension for more than 3-10 days 
9. Suspension for more than 10 days 
10. Expulsion  

 
bb. During a school assembly a student who receives special education services is 

caught carving his initials into the bleachers. (Level 3)  
 
1. Admonishment by school staff 
2. Student/teacher conference 
3. Parent conference 
4. After school detention 
5. In-school detention 
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6. Out-of school detention 
7. 1-3 day suspension 
8. Suspension for more than 3-10 days 
9. Suspension for more than 10 days 
10. Expulsion  

 
 
cc. For the second time during a school year, a student who receives special education 

services is reported for “sexting” one of his female classmates. (Level 4)  
 
1. Admonishment by school staff 
2. Student/teacher conference 
3. Parent conference 
4. After school detention 
5. In-school detention 
6. Out-of school detention 
7. 1-3 day suspension 
8. Suspension for more than 3-10 days 
9. Suspension for more than 10 days 
10. Expulsion  
 

 
dd. A student who receives special education services pulls the fire alarm when there is 

not fire present. (Level 4) 
 
1. Admonishment by school staff 
2. Student/teacher conference 
3. Parent conference 
4. After school detention 
5. In-school detention 
6. Out-of school detention 
7. 1-3 day suspension 
8. Suspension for more than 3-10 days 
9. Suspension for more than 10 days 
10. Expulsion  
  

ee. A student who receives special education services is caught in the bathroom selling 
marijuana to another student. (Level 5) 

 
1. Admonishment by school staff 
2. Student/teacher conference 
3. Parent conference 
4. After school detention 
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5. In-school detention 
6. Out-of school detention 
7. 1-3 day suspension 
8. Suspension for more than 3-10 days 
9. Suspension for more than 10 days 
10. Expulsion  

 
 

ff.  A student who receives special education services in the 8th grade threatens to 
physically attack a 6th grader if the 6th grader does not give the 8th grader his iPod. 
(Level 5) 

 
1. Admonishment by school staff 
2. Student/teacher conference 
3. Parent conference 
4. After school detention 
5. In-school detention 
6. Out-of school detention 
7. 1-3 day suspension 
8. Suspension for more than 3-10 days 
9. Suspension for more than 10 days 
10. Expulsion  
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Appendix B 

Dear Name  
 
Discipline in Texas public schools is receiving significant attention from policy makers 
and practitioners. What is missing in this conversation is context and the processes that 
campus leadership experience in discipline decisions.  We are seeking to understand what 
influences campus leadership discipline decisions involving students with disabilities.  As 
an important part of campus leadership, you can help us in this endeavor.  
 
This survey will take approximately 20 minutes of your time.  Your name and e-mail 
address will not be connected to your response, ensuring complete anonymity of you and 
your campus.  To participate in the survey please follow the link below.  You may 
withdrawal or decide not to participate at any time. 
 
Link for participation:  
https://utaustined.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_bsCXIh0ok2fujJz  
 
The survey will remain open until Thursday, March 7, 2013.   
 
Thank you in advance for your assistance.   
 
If you have any questions, please contact:  
 
Jacob Williams, Doctoral Candidate in Special Education Administration, The University 
of Texas at Austin 
E-mail:  XXXXX    
 
or  
 
Dr. James R. Yates, John L. and Elizabeth G. Hill Centennial Professor in Education 
Emeritus, The University of Texas at Austin  
E-mail:  XXXX  
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