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Office Discipline and Student Behavior:
Does Race Matter?

MICHAEL ROCQUE
Northeastern University

Previous research has consistently found a relationship between student race and
discipline. For example, African Americans are more likely than whites to be
sent to the office or suspended. However, much of this work is limited by a lack
of student behavior and school-level variables. This study examined the effect
of student race on office referrals in 45 elementary schools while controlling for
ratings of student behavior and using a fixed effects model to remove school-
level influences. The results indicate that African American students are signif-
icantly more likely to be referred to the office than other racial groups. Neither
student behavior nor school-level factors are sufficient to explain this relationship;
however, these factors do dampen the effect of race on discipline, suggesting
that previous work has reported inflated coefficients. Given the historical as-
sociation between exclusionary school discipline and later negative life outcomes,
this issue warrants increased attention. Implications and directions for future
research are discussed.

Introduction

In the school discipline literature, racial disparity has generated much scholarly
interest. Research has consistently uncovered a relationship between race and
official sanctions, whereby minority students are more likely to be punished
than ethnic majorities (Gottfredson 2001; Joseph 1996; Lipsey and Derzon 1998;
Skiba et al. 2000, 2002). This is troubling because school discipline (e.g., office
referrals, suspensions) is linked to poorer academic performance among other
negative outcomes (Hirschi 1969; Rausch and Skiba 2004; Skiba and Rausch
2004; Wald and Losen 2003). Some have posited that the phenomenon of racial
disparity in the school is comparable to that found in the criminal justice system
(see McCarthy and Hoge 1987; Monroe 2005), as studies in this context have
similarly identified racial disparity in discipline (see Kempf-Leonard 2007; Samp-
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son and Lauritsen 1997; Shaw and McKay 1972; Wacquant 2000). To date
the causes of disparities in official discipline, regardless of the setting, remain
unclear.

Research has pointed to several possible explanations for racial disparity in
official discipline. The key debate is whether disproportionate minority dis-
cipline is a function of differential behavior (Do minorities offend more fre-
quently?) or a function of differential treatment (Are officials acting in a biased
fashion when enforcing laws/rules?). Some have argued that disparities in
discipline are a function of differences in behavior (see Hindelang et al. 1979;
Murray and Herrnstein 1994; Wilson and Herrnstein 1985). Some argue that
behavioral differences are a result of environmental factors: factors such as
community organization or class influence behavior, which in turn accounts
for the greater misbehavior and official discipline of minorities (Anderson 1998;
Sampson and Lauritsen 1997; Warr 2002; Wu et al. 1982). In essence, these
camps argue that race and factors such as class are so entwined that the effect
of one is difficult to discern independently of the other. Consequently, aggregate
tests of racial disparity may not be appropriate without considering such
confounding factors.

Racial disparity has been documented in the school setting, with some
researchers suggesting bias as a cause of this disparity. To be sure, research
has long suggested unequal minority treatment in this context. Minorities are
more often placed in special education tracks (Harry and Klingner 2006;
Reschly 1997; Skiba et al. 2006), often do not receive equal educational
opportunities (Boozer et al. 1992; Darling-Hammond 1998), and are more
likely to be disciplined (Skiba et al. 2000, 2002; Townsend 2000). Studies have
consistently found that African Americans are punished at a rate dispropor-
tionate to their population (Children’s Defense Fund 1975; Skiba et al. 1997;
Skiba and Peterson 2000; Wu et al. 1982). Limited research exploring the role
of behavior has indicated that minorities are more likely to be punished than
racial majorities, a finding not accounted for by student behavior (see Mc-
Fadden et al. 1992; Skiba et al. 2000; Wu et al. 1982).

Discussions about the origins of disproportionate minority discipline in schools
tend to focus on cultural (see Heath 1983; Joseph 1996; Monroe 2005; Townsend
2000) or political (see Johnson et al. 2001; Monroe 2005; Taylor and Foster
1986) factors. These explanations center on the dominance of the American
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school by whites, which leads to an insensitivity toward African American culture
or to policies enacted that serve as a “mechanism for racial suppression” (Taylor
and Foster 1986, 499). Heath (1983) notes that cultural barriers lead to mis-
understandings between the white school officials and minority students. That
is, the way groups differ in communication styles may lead to differential treat-
ment on the part of white teachers who do not understand the ways in which
poor blacks (and poor whites) communicate. Thus, while researchers have been
reticent to conclude that teachers may be acting in a biased manner (with some
notable exceptions—see Johnson et al. 2001; Shaw and Braden 1990), the
evidence to date suggests that disparity exists for perhaps illegitimate rather than
legitimate reasons.1 However, because of several limitations, no strong conclu-
sions may be made on the basis of the literature.

This article will examine racial disparity in school discipline using data
collected from 45 elementary schools. The literature on this topic to date is
extensive but limited in several ways. First, in order to demonstrate that official
bias plays a role in racial disparities, research must show that discipline rates
are a function of more than simply behavior. That is, studies must take into
account antisocial or deviant behavior of the students to conclude that dis-
parities in discipline are unwarranted or unjustified. Yet, most studies of racial
disparity do not control for student behavior when examining discipline rates
(for an exception, see McCarthy and Hoge [1987]). Skiba and colleagues
(2000) note that “the ideal test [of the hypothesis that differences in behavior
are not the major cause of differences in discipline] would be to observe student
classroom behavior and office referrals independently. Those data were not
available for this study nor are we aware of any other study that has reported
both observational and office referral data” (20). The present study will address
this shortcoming by examining disparity in office referrals while taking into
account general ratings of student behavior. As a result, this study is able to
analyze whether minorities are still more likely to receive sanctions, holding
overall behavior constant. Second, most studies use pooled samples. That is,
they gather data from across multiple schools or school districts and then
examine whether race predicts sanctions. Yet using this method makes it
difficult to determine if racial differences in discipline are a result of differences
in school policies or differences in treatment of minorities. Therefore, the
present study will use a model to control for between-school (level 2) variation
in discipline policies. This will essentially compare students within the same
schools, ensuring that differences in school policies do not influence the results.
To date, few studies have examined racial disparity within elementary schools
by controlling both between-school effects and student behaviors measured
independently of discipline.

In what follows, a review of the racial disparity literature is presented.
Particular attention is paid to the methods of examining this subject. Then,
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the methods used in the present study are discussed, and this is followed by
the empirical results.

Racial Disparity in School Discipline Practices

Researchers have defined racial disparity in a variety of ways. Some refer to
disparity as simply a difference between rates of discipline and a particular
group’s representation in the population (see Bridges and Crutchfield 1988;
Schrantz and McElroy 2000). Others have used a “10 percent” rule, whereby
racial bias is said to exist if the proportion of a group that receives discipline
exceeds that group’s population proportion by 10 percent or more (Skiba et
al. 2000). This demarcation, though, is limited at best and arbitrary at worst.
This current article considers disparity to be present if discipline is meted out
disproportionately to the actual behavior of the student. That is, controlling
for the level of “acting out,” if African Americans are still punished more than
other racial groups in the same schools, there is evidence of disparity. This
definition focuses on differential treatment by race.

Studies examining the distribution of discipline in schools have consistently
found that racial/ethnic minority students are more likely to be disciplined
than majority groups. The Children’s Defense Fund conducted one of the
first studies to report such a finding in 1975—schools had been legally inte-
grated for 21 years at that time. The findings of this investigation using national
data revealed that African American students were from two to three times
more likely to be suspended than whites (Skiba et al. 2000).

Beginning in the 1980s, research interest surrounding racial disparity in
schools increased. Much of the work in this arena concentrated on the middle
school and high school years (see Costenbader and Markson 1998; Massa-
chusetts Advocacy Center 1986; Nichols et al. 1999; Skiba et al. 1997, 2000,
2002; Thornton and Trent 1988). This work is generally consistent in that
minority students, especially African Americans, are more likely to be referred
to the office or suspended than whites. For example, Skiba et al. (2000) pre-
sented data in which African Americans represented 56 percent of total en-
rollment but 66 percent of office referrals, for a discrepancy of 11 percent.
Fewer studies have focused specifically on the elementary years. However, the
research that has included elementary schools has shown similar results as the
middle school and high school studies (Kinsler 2006; Lietz and Gregory 1978;
Taylor and Foster 1986; Wu et al. 1982).

For the most part, these studies focus on the proportion of students within
racial/ethnic groups receiving discipline to determine whether “bias” exists.
If one racial group has a higher proportion of disciplined students (e.g., the
“10 percent rule”), researchers conclude that they have found disparity in
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discipline—and therefore unequal treatment. Often the statistical analyses of
these tests are relatively simple (e.g., percentages or chi-square tests), failing
to account for other potentially biasing variables (see Costenbader and Mark-
son 1998; Lietz and Gregory 1978; Skiba et al. 1997, 2002; Taylor and Foster
1986). These studies are only able to show that there is a relationship between
race and discipline, without offering more insights.

Certain researchers have recognized that confounding variables may ob-
scure the relationship between race and discipline. For example, race and
socioeconomic status are, at times, difficult to disentangle (see Henry 2007).
Indeed, studies have found that lower-class youth are disciplined more than
others (Skiba et al. 1997; Wu et al. 1982). Thus, some studies have attempted
to control for socioeconomic status when looking at racial disparity in disci-
pline. Yet, by and large, after controlling for socioeconomic status, racial
disparity in discipline is still found (see Skiba et al. 2000; Wu et al. 1982).
These results seem to suggest that something other than environmental factors
are driving racial disparity in schools.

Differential Treatment or Differential Involvement?

Perhaps the major issue in the racial disparity debate is whether or not dis-
parities in discipline are a function of differences in behavior. Some have
argued that minorities are punished more often than whites because they are
disproportionately involved in deviant acts (see Hindelang et al. 1979; Hunter
2007). The focus of some research, then, is directed toward finding the cause
of these differences in behavior instead of examining why officials punish some
groups more than others.

Few studies regarding racial disparity in school discipline have attempted
to account for differences in behavior. Some researchers have compared the
behaviors for which students receive sanctions (McFadden et al. 1992; Shaw
and Braden 1990; Skiba et al. 2002). The intention here is to determine
whether minorities engage in more “serious” behaviors than whites. These
studies tend to show that minorities are not differentially involved in more
serious acts for which discipline occurs (Skiba et al. 2002) or that officials
punish minorities more severely for similar acts (McFadden et al. 1992; Skiba
et al. 2000).

These studies suffer from an inherent shortcoming, however. In general,
using behavior that resulted in discipline is an insufficient method to examine
whether disproportionate minority contact is a function of differential behavior
because these measures say nothing at all about the overall behavior of the
student. That is, a finding that minorities are punished for behavior X more
than racial majorities may result because minorities engage in behavior X



Office Discipline and Student Behavior

562 American Journal of Education

more than others or because teachers are more likely to punish minorities
than whites for behavior X. Without examining behavior independently of
the disciplinary incident, this crucial question remains unanswered.

Certain studies have argued that cultural differences are the driving force
behind racial disparity in school discipline practices. This research has focused
on differences in actual interests of people from different cultures as well as
differences in how behaviors are interpreted by individuals of different cultures.
Irvin et al. (2004) conclude upon the basis of their review that studies of office
discipline referrals indicate that “cultural values” play a role in the differential
treatment of students. For example, Murdock et al. (2000) show that students
who do not value education and who are not motivated are more likely to
be disciplined by teachers. This finding may explain differential behavior by
racial/ethnic group as data have consistently shown minorities to be less
motivated and less likely to perceive schooling as beneficial (Anderson 1998;
Ogbu 1987). Other cultural explanations suggest that differential discipline
by race may be driven by miscommunication. As Heath (1983) argues, mis-
interpretation of behavior/communication styles may lead to the assumption
on the part of white teachers that black students are misbehaving when in
fact there was no such intention.

Several studies have used self-report and teacher report data to evaluate
disparity in discipline (McCarthy and Hoge 1987; Wu et al. 1982). These
studies represent an important advance over previous analyses, but they are
somewhat limited in that they fail to take important control variables into
account. In one of the most innovative studies to date, McCarthy and Hoge
(1987) conducted a survey of 1,125 students across six middle and high schools,
asking them to report delinquent acts they had committed during school. They
then controlled for delinquent behavior when examining racial disparity in
discipline, finding that minorities were still more likely to be suspended. They
collected teacher ratings on the students’ behavior to validate the student self-
reports, also entering them into a regression equation along with self-reported
behavior and other potential confounding variables. The results indicated that
race still predicted suspensions, suggesting official bias. However, this study
did not include school- or district-level variables, such that the differences in
discipline by race may have been a function of which school the individual
attended rather than bias. That is, it may be that students who attend certain
schools are more likely to be punished because of harsher policies even if they
are comparatively better behaved than students in other schools.

In perhaps the most complete study on racial disparities in school discipline,
Wu et al. (1982) drew on a national sample of 641 schools that included self-
reports of 31,373 students and reports of 23,895 teachers in junior high and
high schools. They found that student attitudes (a proxy for misbehavior) did
factor in suspensions levied to students but could not account for all racial
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disparity. However, they did not have a measure of individual student behavior,
relying on questions regarding attitudes and teacher reports of overall student
behavior at their school. Wu and colleagues (1982) noted this limited measure
of behavior, stating that “the relationship between students’ behavioral profiles
and suspensions cannot be directly examined” (252). Thus, while the authors
attempted to account for student behavior to determine the cause of dispro-
portionate minority discipline, the limited measures precluded conclusive re-
sults. Notably though, this study did take school-level factors into account, a
topic which will be discussed next.

School Effects as a Potential Bias

The present study recognizes that school effects likely matter in the processes
of discipline. For instance, a few studies have noted that discipline policies vary
widely (Bickel and Qualls 1980; Brown and Beckett 2006; Kinsler 2006; Mendez
et al. 2002). According to Kinsler (2006), differences in school policies may
largely drive racial disparities at the aggregate level. If minorities are concen-
trated in schools with more harsh policies, then by that statistical artifact, ag-
gregate tests will show them to have higher rates of discipline. Indeed, this is
exactly what Mendez et al. (2002) found in their examination of suspension
policies across schools in Florida. Kinsler (2006) notes: “If schools treat African
American and white deviant students equally, the observed aggregate disparities
in discipline can only be generated if schools serving high proportions of minority
students use more severe forms of discipline” (3).

In their analyses, Wu et al. (1982) did attempt to control for school-level
factors (e.g., school suspension rate, teacher attitudes, administrative centrali-
zation, school governance, perceptions of achievement, socioeconomic disad-
vantage, and racial status). Interestingly, Wu and colleagues found that the type
of school the student attended affected his or her likelihood of being suspended.
However, the analyses did not incorporate a method to examine race while
controlling for all between-school effects. For example, the “school effects” the
researchers chose for their model may not have included important school factors
associated with discipline (e.g., teacher experience), thus biasing the results.

To account for the potential statistical bias of school effects, Kinsler (2006),
in an unpublished chapter from his dissertation, used a model that was able to
control for all school effects—an approach most researchers in this area have
not taken. Kinsler estimated what he called a “fixed school effects” model by
controlling for all school effects in his equations. In the aggregate (pooled es-
timates), African American students received longer suspensions for similar of-
fenses than whites. Yet, the fixed effects model, which essentially examines
students “within” schools rather than across them, showed that demographic
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characteristics did not strongly predict discipline. This model is stronger than
the one used by Wu and colleagues because all school effects are accounted for
rather than only those that researchers can measure. However, much like the
majority of the discipline research, Kinsler did not examine discipline and be-
havior of students independently.

In sum, studies during the past 30 years have consistently shown that race
is associated with discipline in schools. Yet, most of this work focuses on the
middle school or high school years, failing to recognize that racial disparity
is likely more problematic during the younger, formative years. In addition,
and more importantly, most studies do not disentangle behavior from disci-
pline. This means that differences in rates of discipline by race may have
arisen from differences in behavior. Finally, few studies, including those that
have attempted to control for behavior, consider school effects (e.g., differences
in policies of schools that minority students attend). It is important to analyze
racial disparity while controlling for all possible school effects, which prior
studies have not done. In this sense, while the past research is suggestive, it
is by no means conclusive as to the causes of disparity in school discipline.

The Present Study

Drawing on data from 45 elementary schools, producing a sample of nearly
29,000, this research intends to build on previous work in several ways. First,
this study examined racial disparities in office referrals while controlling for
behavioral ratings of each student by teachers in his or her school. This allowed
the study to examine behavior and discipline separately. Second, this study
focused specifically on elementary school students—a population somewhat
neglected in the school racial disproportionality literature. Finally, in order to
control for differential policies by school (see, e.g., Bickel and Qualls 1980;
Kinsler 2006), this study attempted to control for between-school effects by
estimating a model that fixes school effects by essentially comparing students
“within” their own schools rather than pooled across schools. Based on pre-
vious literature in a variety of fields, it is anticipated that racial disparities are
influenced by more than student behavior and school policies. That is, taking
into account behavioral ratings, school effects, and other covariates, a student’s
race increases his or her likelihood of having an office referral.

Data and Method

The subjects for this research include 28,634 students in 45 elementary schools
located in one Virginia county. Data were collected from official school records



Rocque

AUGUST 2010 565

and teacher reports on their individual students for the 2005–6 school year.
School officials provided demographic and disciplinary data. Disciplinary data
were collected and aggregated to the student level. These data were then
combined with demographic, grades, and student behavior data for the pur-
poses of the present analysis. All data were collected as part of a separate
study analyzing the impact of a school program.

A total of 503 (2 percent of the total) students were over the age of 11 or
their age could not be ascertained, and they were therefore excluded from
the analyses. These students were found in the disciplinary data but not the
demographic data. It is interesting to note that the excluded cases accounted
for 89 (4 percent) of the office referrals in the present data set, indicating that
this group represents a disproportionate amount of disciplinary infractions.
This is in accord with prior research that has shown that older adolescents
(e.g., those ages 16–18) are more likely to be involved in delinquency or to
be punished by officials (Braithwaite 1989; Hirschi and Gottfredson 1983).

Dependent Variable

The dependent variable is a binary variable to indicate whether a student
received an office referral during the 2005–6 year. Officials in the school
recorded incidents in which a teacher or school official sent a student to the
office for disciplinary purposes. The outcome of the referral (e.g., suspension,
call to parents) was available for some cases, but that is not examined here
because of inconsistency in the recording of such incidents. The data were
transferred with the incident as the unit of analysis. For the present study,
these data were aggregated so that the student was the unit of analysis (see
Skiba et al. 2000). These recorded incidents are diverse in nature but are
generally nonviolent and nonserious. Examples include truancy, disrespect,
and, more rarely, assault or fighting. A student is coded one if he or she
received at least one referral during the study period. In the present data,
2,091 students received an office referral.

Independent Variables and Covariates

For this research, the main interest was in the effect of race in the processes of
school discipline. The study sought to investigate whether, controlling for a
number of potentially confounding factors, minority status—particularly African
American—is associated with an increased chance to receive an office referral.
However, other factors have been identified as a correlate of student discipline
and race that may be driving the relationship between race and discipline. These



Office Discipline and Student Behavior

566 American Journal of Education

factors were therefore entered as covariates in the analyses that follow. The
covariates for this study include socioeconomic status, gender, grades, and stu-
dent behavior.

Race.—Race represents the main independent variable for this research.
Because the majority of the literature focuses on African American students,
the analyses proceed by examining whether students within this racial group
have a greater chance of being referred to the office than others. African
American is a binary variable, coded one if the student was African American
and zero if otherwise. Other racial categories represented in the data are
white, American Indian, Hispanic, Hawaiian, and Asian. Some students were
not racially/ethnically identified. They are coded as unspecified. The data
also include a minority variable, with African American, American Indian,
Hispanic, and Hawaiian coded as one and others coded as zero.

Age.—The sample for this study was derived from an elementary school–age
population. The range was 5–11 years. Age has been found to be associated
with misbehavior and official punishment. The relationship is perhaps more
pronounced with respect to adolescents and the well-publicized “age-crime
curve” (Hirschi and Gottfredson 1983) in which deviant behavior tends to
increase around age 16 and then drop in the late twenties. Age has also been
associated with school discipline in previous work (McCarthy and Hoge 1987).
Age was therefore entered as a covariate in the regression equations.

Special education.—Students in special education courses have been found to
be disproportionately disciplined in school settings (see Gregory and Weinstein
2008). This item is dichotomous, scored one if a student is classified as special
education and zero otherwise.

Socioeconomic status.—Previous research has indicated that socioeconomic
status is related to delinquency and student discipline (see Laub and Sampson
1988; Skiba et al. 2000). Since race and class status are intertwined, it is
necessary to control for class when examining the effect of race. No general
measure of socioeconomic status is available in the data analyzed for this study.
However, a measure is available that indicates whether the student received
free lunch. While this is not an entirely satisfying measure, it does capture
disadvantage, and other school discipline researchers have used this variable
as a proxy for socioeconomic status (see Rausch and Skiba 2004; Skiba et al.
2000). To ensure that class is not overly biasing the results, “free lunch” was
included as an independent variable in the analyses.

Gender.—Student gender is also strongly related to discipline and delinquency
and thus must also be accounted for (McCarthy and Hoge 1987; Skiba et al.
2000). Gender is a binary variable, scored one if male and zero if female.

Academic performance.—Research has consistently linked school performance
to delinquency and discipline (see Gottfredson 2001; Hirschi 1969; Rausch
and Skiba 2004; Skiba et al. 1997). School performance is indexed by average
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report card grades across five subjects (math, science, social studies, writing,
and reading) for five terms. This summary measure, hereafter referred to as
GPA, was included in the analyses.

Student behavior.—In order to examine the actual impact of student race on
office discipline referrals, it is important to control for behavior. In the present
analyses, student behavior or demeanor was represented by teacher ratings.
This offers a method to examine the general behavior of each student, separate
from any disciplinary incident. In this way, the analyses offer a more appro-
priate measure of behavior than previous work examining differences in be-
haviors for which students are disciplined (Skiba et al. 2000), which says
nothing about the behavior of students who are not punished.

Researchers gathered teacher reports on each of their respective students
during the 2005–6 school year. Of interest for this study is a battery of items
measuring the externalizing or antisocial behavior of each student. These
questions referred to how much the student acts out, disregards rules, and is
generally disruptive. An “externalizing scale” was created by averaging these
eight items, which range from 0 (student does not exhibit behavior) to 3

. The appendix displays the item content for this scale, which will(a p .90)
be entered in the analyses to account for student behavior. Perhaps a better
way to measure behavior truly “independent” of discipline would be to have
a person who is not involved in discipline observe the students. However, the
only measure available in the data is derived from teacher reports.

It is important to note that these ratings were made by the student’s teacher
at approximately midyear. An implicit assumption of this methodology is that
teachers are able to rate students in an unbiased manner. This does not,
however, assume that discipline is meted out in such an objective fashion. And
if we make the assumption that bias is inherent in ratings (i.e., teachers rate
African Americans as MORE misbehaved) and the results still show disparity
in office referrals, this is stronger evidence that bias exists in discipline. That
is, bias in teacher ratings of behavior (given bias in punishment) should make
it less likely, not more likely, that, when ratings of behavior are held constant
in the analyses, the data will show African Americans to have a greater chance
than other groups to be punished. If teachers rate African Americans as
misbehaved (even if it is untrue) and then are more likely to punish this group,
there should be no disparity between behavioral ratings and discipline.

Finally, it should be noted that there are missing data in this item, reducing
the overall sample with ratings to 22,195. Analyses indicated that the data
were not missing completely at random (MCAR) and were related to ethnicity/
race, age, and GPA. Several methods were used to ensure that the missing
data on the behavioral scale did not meaningfully alter the main results. First,
the results (presented below) were replicated using dummy variable adjustment
(Allison 2001, 9–10; McKnight et al. 2007). For this method (1) a dummy
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variable (D), scored one if missing on the student behavior scale, was computed;
(2) a variable X* was created that represents the behavior scale, with missing
values replaced with a constant c (which, for ease of interpretation is the mean
of the behavior scale); and (3) the regression equations include D and X* (in
the place of the original behavior scale). This method permits subjects with
missing data on the student behavior scale but with complete data on the
other items to be included in the analysis. Second, linear interpolation methods
were used to impute missing data on the behavioral scale. Linear interpolation
methods involve using “nearby” cases to impute values for each missing case.
Both methods did not result in any substantive change in the interpretation
of the main results. For clarity of presentation and parsimony, the results
presented below use the original nontransformed behavioral scale.2

Analytic Strategy: Random Effects Regression Controlling
for School Effects

The analytic strategy employed in this study was twofold. First, pooled analyses
are displayed (mirroring previous work) in which a logistic regression approach
is based on the following equation:

Pr (Y p 1 d x)
Logit p Pr (Y p 1 d x) p log p b � b X … b X .0 1 1 k k( )1 � Pr (Y p 1 d x)

This indicates that the dependent variable is binary, and the slope parameters
predict the log odds of the dependent variable (office referral).b X … b X1 1 k k

Exponentiating these coefficients provides the odds ratios, which will be dis-
cussed in the results section. This equation includes all students from all
schools, thus obscuring the potential effect of school factors.

In order to fully control for between-school effects it is necessary to estimate
a model that accounts for all such effects. According to Paul Allison (2006),
the problem with nonexperimental research is an inability in the research
design to control all unobserved factors that could bias the observed effect of
the independent variable on the dependent variable. The model used here
involves coding a dummy variable for each school in the data and entering
all but one in the equation. This results in a within-school analysis (e.g.,
students in each school are compared to one another), such that school effects
cannot effect the relationship between the independent variable and the de-
pendent variable.
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TABLE 1

Demographic and Descriptive Statistics

Item n Range Mean
SE

(Mean)

Dependent variable:
Office referral 28,634 0–1 .07 .00

Independent variables and covariates:
Age 28,634 5–11 8.27 .01
Special education 28,634 0–1 .11 .00
Race/ethnicity 28,634

White 0–1 .43 .00
Hispanic 0–1 .26 .00
African American 0–1 .20 .00
Asian 0–1 .07 .00
Unspecified 0–1 .04 .00
American Indian 0–1 .00 .00
Hawaiian 0–1 .00 .00

Gender 28,634
Male 0–1 .52 .00

SES 28,629
Free lunch 0–1 .31 .00

Grades 28,102
GPA 0–4.00 3.04 .00

Behavior 22,195
Externalizing scale 0–3.00 .29 .00

NOTE.—Behavior and grades items have missing data because of a failure to gather reports
on all students.

Results

Table 1 displays descriptive information with respect to racial demographics,
gender, free lunch, grades, and office referrals. As is shown, whites (43 percent)
represent the largest ethnic/racial category, followed by Hispanics (26 percent)
and African Americans (20 percent). Over half of the sample (52 percent) is
male. The average age is 8, the average student GPA is 3, and 31 percent of
students received free lunch. Finally, the majority of students in the sample
did not receive an office referral (93 percent).

As is shown in table 2, African American students were more likely to
receive an office referral than whites. In fact, the data show that, while 5
percent of white students received a referral, 14 percent of African American
students did. Interestingly, only 6 percent of Hispanics received an office
referral.
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TABLE 2

Proportion of Disciplinary Incidents by Racial or Ethnic Category

OFFICE REFERRALS

CATEGORY n r Proportion SE
95% CONFIDENCE

INTERVAL

White 12,223 �.07** .05 .00 .05–.06
Hispanic 7,313 �.03** .06 .00 .05–.06
African American 5,779 .14** .14 .00 .14–.15
Asian 1,997 �.05** .03 .00 .02–.04
Unspecified 1,204 .00 .07 .01 .06–.09
American Indian 87 .01 .11 .03 .05–.18
Hawaiian 31 .01 .16 .07 .02–.30

Total 28,634

** p ! .01.

Table 2 also displays point-biserial correlations between each racial/ethnic
group and office referrals (because both items were categorical, Pearson cor-
relations are an inappropriate statistic). These correlations show that, inter-
estingly, only American Indian, Hawaiian, and African American groups are
positively related to office discipline referrals. Hispanic, Asian, and white
groups are negatively related to discipline.

The interpretation of the results shown in table 2, as indicated in the
literature review, is not altogether clear. A statistically significant relationship
between African American and discipline does not mean that teachers are
acting in an arbitrary manner. Past research, however, has accepted findings
such as these as evidence of bias on the part of school teachers and officials.
However, it may be the case that African American students exhibit more
misbehavior than other students. In fact, analyses indicated that the student
misbehavior scale and African American status were positively correlated (data
not shown).

The next set of results displays a logistic regression equation using African
American status of the student to predict office referrals along with individual-
level covariates. Both ß coefficients and exponentiated coefficients (odds ratios)
are displayed, though the latter (for ease of interpretation) are discussed. The
model includes several variables that have been offered in the literature as
alternate explanations for the race-discipline link. These include gender,
grades, and socioeconomic status. The results of this analysis are shown in
table 3.

Table 3 indicates that, controlling for variables associated with alternative
explanations for racial disparity in discipline, African Americans are still more
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TABLE 3

Pooled Logistic Regression of Race on Office Referrals

Item b SE
Odds
Ratio

95%
Confidence

Interval
(Odds Ratio)

African American .91 .05 2.47 2.25–2.73
Free lunch .26 .05 1.29 1.17–1.43
Age .41 .01 1.15 1.12–1.19
Male 1.14 .06 3.08 2.76–3.43
GPA �.71 .04 .49 .45–.53
Special education .34 .06 1.41 1.24–1.60
Intercept �2.82 .18 .06

NOTE.— All coefficients are significant at the .001 level.N p 28,098.

likely to experience an office referral. As would be suggested by the literature,
grades, socioeconomic status (measured using a “free lunch” variable), special
education, age, and gender are related to discipline in a statistically significant
manner. The finding of racial disparity is striking, with the odds ratio indicating
that African Americans have a 2.47 greater odds of being referred to the
office than other racial groups, even controlling for individual-level attributes.
Consistent with previous research, males are much more likely than females
to be referred to the office; those in special education, those receiving free
lunch, and older students are also more likely to be referred to the office. As
is shown by the GPA coefficient, academic achievement is negatively related
to office referrals.

The analyses thus far have used pooled estimates, which ignore school
effects. Such results have been routinely reported in previous studies. However,
as noted in the literature review, minorities might disproportionately attend
schools that have harsher disciplinary policies or other contextual factors that
lead to higher rates of office discipline referrals. In this case, pooled analyses
would find an association between race and discipline, but this would not be
because of bias on the part of teachers. Consequently, it is important to separate
out school effects in analyses of racial disparity in discipline. Table 4 presents
the results of a logistic regression analysis that “fixes” the effects of schools by
entering a dummy variable for 44 of the 45 schools. This essentially compares
students within schools, thereby nullifying any school-level effects.

The results of the random effects logistic regression controlling for school
effects show that African American students have a 2.27 greater odds of being
referred to the office than other racial groups, even within the same schools.
Note that the odds ratio for African American was slightly dampened when
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TABLE 4

Logistic Regression of Race on Office Referrals Controlling for School Effects

Item b SE
Odds
Ratio

95%
Confidence

Interval
(Odds Ratio)

African American .82 .05 2.27 2.04–2.52
Free lunch .19 .06 1.21 1.08–1.35
Age .14 .01 1.15 1.12–1.18
Male 1.21 .06 3.35 3.00–3.75
GPA �.77 .04 .46 .43–.50
Special education .41 .07 1.50 1.32–1.71
Intercept .20 .18 .13

NOTE.— Dummy variables for schools are not shown. All coefficients are sig-N p 28,098.
nificant at the .001 level.

taking school factors into account, suggesting that these factors do play a role
in racial disparity in school discipline. In other words, school contextual factors
are responsible to an extent for the well-publicized finding of racial disparity in
school discipline. Nonetheless, even while taking these (unobserved) contextual
effects and individual-level characteristics into account, African Americans are
still more likely to be referred to the office. The effects of gender, socioeconomic
status, special education, age, and grades are relatively unchanged by controlling
for school effects.

To show that racial disparity in school discipline is not entirely accounted for
by school factors, however, is not sufficient evidence of racial bias. It is important
to show that disparity exists even after controlling for student behavior. The set
of results shown in table 5 include a summary measure of externalizing or
disruptive behavior of each student. The analysis fixes school effects and controls
for grades, socioeconomic status, special education, age, and gender as well.

Table 5 shows that neither overall behavior of the student nor school policies
is able to explain disparity in school discipline. African Americans have a 1.58
greater odds of receiving an office referral than other racial/ethnic groups,
controlling for school effects, individual characteristics, and behavior. The
coefficient remains in the same direction and is statistically significant.3 Thus,
the overall story remains the same: African American students have a greater
chance of being punished than other racial groups. Controlling for behavior,
the likelihood of African American students being referred to the office is
decreased by over 30 percent. Thus, while disparity remains, these data show
that previous work without measures of student behavior grossly overestimated
the extent to which racial disparity in school discipline is based upon illegit-
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TABLE 5

Logistic Regression of Race and Behavior on Office Referrals Controlling

for School Effects

Item b SE
Odds
Ratio

95%
Confidence

Interval
(Odds Ratio)

African American .46 .07 1.58 1.39–1.81
Externalizing behavior 1.70 .05 5.48 4.97–6.05
Free lunch .15* .07 1.16 1.01–1.33
Age .22 .18 1.25 1.20–1.29
Male 1.06 .07 2.89 2.52–3.30
GPA �.51 .05 .59 .54–.66
Special education .26 .08 1.30 1.11–1.53
Intercept �3.00 .30 .05

NOTE.— Dummy variables for schools are not shown.N p 22,044.
* all other coefficients are significant at the .001 level.p ! .05;

imate factors. Misbehavior plays a large (though not sufficient) role in ex-
plaining office referrals.

This section examined the relationship between student race and the odds
of being referred to the office. The analyses attempted to address several
shortcomings of previous research by controlling for both behavior and school
effects (e.g., school policies). The results indicated that African Americans have
greater odds of receiving an office referral than other racial groups, holding
these variables constant. This offers convincing evidence that racial disparity
in school office discipline referrals is not caused by behavioral or school policy
factors.

Discussion and Conclusion

Since the 1970s, the school discipline research literature has consistently shown
that minorities, specifically African Americans, are more likely than whites to
be punished. Using a variety of methods, this literature has suggested that
there is evidence of bias in America’s schools. Researchers have had to be
tentative when interpreting results as data generally do not permit strong
conclusions as to the causes of racial disparity. Much of this work has failed
to control for student behavior or school effects. This study attempted to
account for these explanations by controlling for the general behavior of
students and by controlling school effects. In this way, any evidence of dis-
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proportionality in discipline is more suggestive of bias on the part of teachers
than previous work. The result is that stronger (though certainly not conclusive)
inferences can be made.

The first set of results displayed confirmed previous research. A larger pro-
portion of minorities in general and African American in particular received
an office referral than whites. Interestingly, Hispanics did not seem more likely
than whites to receive a referral. Next, the analyses included control variables
that represent “alternative hypotheses” that could explain racial disparity in
office discipline referrals (see, e.g., Skiba et al. 2000). These controls included
gender, GPA, and free lunch status. The results showed that African Americans
were still more likely to receive an office referral. The analyses also showed that,
after controlling or fixing the effects of schools, there was still a significant
relationship between African Americans status and office referrals. Finally, the
analyses controlled for both behavior and school effects. Although the size of
the coefficient decreased, the results told the same story: minorities and African
Americans remained a significant predictor of discipline. These last results lead
to two important conclusions: (1) it is inappropriate to make claims of racial
bias on the basis of discipline data without access to associated behavioral data,
and (2) the disproportionate rate of African American office referrals is not
sufficiently explained by school effects, individual characteristics, or the behavior
of students. This latter conclusion warrants further exploration into this issue.

If these results apply to previous work, this article highlights a systemic problem
in which school officials punish certain students seemingly without merit. This
is problematic because school discipline is associated with a number of factors,
such as dropping out and delinquency, as well as difficulties later in the life
course (Bowditch 1993; Rausch and Skiba 2004; Wald and Losen 2003). The
consistent finding that the most “needy” students are more likely to be subjected
to discipline practices in schools suggests that, rather than addressing student
needs, discipline in schools may in fact exacerbate the problem, setting in motion
a spiral of events (discipline leads to further discipline, suspension, or drop out)
that increases the likelihood of later life struggles. In fact, some have labeled
the connection between school discipline and later involvement in the criminal
justice system the “school-to-prison pipeline” (Wald and Losen 2003, 11). The
increasing resemblance of school discipline and criminal justice racial trends is
a particular concern in this regard.

A large body of literature, which may apply to the present findings, has
sought to explain why officials punish minorities in a seemingly biased manner
in American society. Historically, racial minorities have been subject to various
forms of social control in the United States (see Rocque 2008). Of particular
relevance are the racial threat and labeling perspectives (see Chambliss 1973;
Eitle et al. 2002; Tannenbaum 1938). According to the racial threat theory,
when the dominant race in a society begins to feel threatened by another
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group, the dominant group exerts greater social control over the minority
group. The result could be disproportionate discipline directed at minorities.
The labeling school in sociology/criminology posits that some groups are more
likely to be labeled as deviant than others. This labeling may have the un-
intended consequence of increasing misbehavior of those labeled as deviant.
As Tannenbaum aptly put it 70 years ago, “the person becomes the thing he
is being described as being” (21). This explanation might account for the
finding that previous behavior seems to influence a student’s chance of being
disciplined (McCarthy and Hoge 1987; Skiba et al. 2000).

The labeling perspective also argues that certain groups are more likely to
be considered deviant than others regardless of behavior (see Paternoster and
Iovanni 1989). According to Paternoster and Iovanni (1989, 363), the labeling
theory posits that “extra-legal variables” and physical characteristics in part
determine who is subjected to social control. Further, research in the psycho-
logical domain has demonstrated that there is a visual association for some
that connects African Americans to crime (see Eberhardt et al. 2004). As
Eberhardt et al. state, “the mere presence of an African American man . . .
can trigger thoughts that he is violent and criminal” (876). It is possible that
just as crime has a “black face” in American society (see Cole 1999; Monroe
2005), student misbehavior is similarly associated with certain racial groups.

Fenning and Rose (2007) contend that the overrepresentation of African
Americans is due to a less invidious reason related to labeling: the perception
of school officials to view African Americans as “not fitting in to the norm of
the school” (537). Because school officials, especially in the zero-tolerance
climate, are charged with maintaining order and control, those who do not
fit the behavioral norms of the school are “labeled” as troublemakers and
more often removed from the classroom (see Heath 1983). Within the school
discipline literature, many researchers have offered theories to account for
disparate discipline rates by race. Some have pointed to a possible misun-
derstanding of minority culture on the part of white teachers (see Joseph 1996;
Monroe 2005; Townsend 2000). For example, the rough, physical play style
of African American boys may be misread by teachers as aggression when
none was intended (Anderson 1998; Heath 1983; Monroe 2005; Skiba et al.
2000). If this line of thought is valid, cultural training for teachers may go a
long way toward ameliorating disproportionality in school office referrals.

Another line of reasoning is that the zero-tolerance policies, largely imple-
mented as a response to school shootings by whites, have differentially affected
African Americans (Keleher 2000; Monroe 2005). Other researchers have
suggested that past behavior influences current discipline (McCarthy and Hoge
1987; Skiba et al. 2000). According to this line of reasoning, minorities are
more likely to be referred to the office because of a reputation of deviance.
This may explain the present findings that African Americans are more likely
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to be referred to the office, holding behavior constant. Ratings of past behavior
were not available for this study.

Finally, some have suggested that teacher perceptions and bias play a role
in racial disparity with respect to school discipline. Wu and colleagues (1982)
argue: “To the extent that nonwhite minorities experience more suspensions
than white students, after adjusting for their respective share of misbehavior,
the additional suspension experienced by the nonwhite student is thus indic-
ative of unequal treatment against them. The higher rate of suspension ex-
perienced by nonwhite minorities is therefore indicative of racial discrimi-
nation” (40). Interestingly, teacher perceptions of the cause[s] of racial disparity
in school discipline are conspicuously devoid of racial bias explanations (see
Gregory and Mosely 2004). It is clear that the driving forces behind racial
disparities in school discipline are insufficiently known and warrant further
research that continues to explore these issues.

While this study was able to examine discipline of students, accounting for
differential student behavioral profiles, and school policies, the results must
be interpreted with caution. First and foremost, the measure of student be-
havior was somewhat limited. The teacher ratings of student behavior do not
tell us anything about the behavior of the student at the time of the office
referral. It is possible that, for each office referral, the student punished did
misbehave. While it would have been more advantageous to have had an
independent rating of the student’s behavior at the time of the office referral,
there is no reason to believe that the teacher ratings do not represent at least
a partially accurate view of the student’s demeanor.

As well, often the same individual disciplining the student made the ratings
of that student’s behavior. Critics may argue that if school officials are punishing
in an arbitrary manner (as the results suggest), their ratings of students may be
arbitrary as well, making the major control variable biased. Yet, if teachers are
biased in their ratings (meaning they are rating well-behaved minorities as poorly
behaved), this makes the present findings even stronger, as that would make a
discrepancy between discipline and behavior more difficult to find.

In sum, this study examined factors related to racial disparity in school
disciplinary practices. The analyses attempted to account for both school
effects and student behavior as explanations of discipline. Neither of these
factors nor other alternative explanations (e.g., gender, socioeconomic status,
grades, age, special education) accounted for disparities by race in office re-
ferrals. The results, while not entirely conclusive, therefore suggest that racial
disparity in school discipline is in part driven by bias on the part of school
officials. Future research should seek better measurements of behavior and
pursue statistical methods that allow for a multilevel approach in order to
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gain a clearer understanding of the processes underlying racial disparity in
school discipline.

Appendix

TABLE A1

Externalizing Behavior Scale Items

Label

Item 1 Defies teachers or other school personnel
Item 2 Argues or quarrels with others
Item 3 Teases or taunts others
Item 4 Takes others property without permission
Item 5 Is physically aggressive or fights with others
Item 6 Gossips or spreads rumors
Item 7 Is disruptive
Item 8 Breaks rules

NOTE.—All items are scored 0–3.

Notes

This research was supported, in part, by grant no. R305F050051 from the Institute
of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. Opinions expressed are those
of the author and do not necessarily reflect the positions and policies of the sponsor.

1. Researchers in the educational setting have seemingly been less interested in why
disparity exists and instead have focused on proving that it exists. The large number of
studies showing disparity attests to this notion. However, studies that have examined
behavior (e.g., McCarthy and Hoge,1987; McFadden et al.1992; Shaw and Braden 1990;
Skiba et al. 2002; Wu et al.1982) have found that racial disparities in discipline exist after
controlling for (relatively crude measures of ) student behavior. This suggests that bias
exists on the part of those punishing students.

2. All methods of missing data replacement have inherent deficiencies. For example,
according to Allison (2001), the dummy variable method results in biased coefficient
estimates. Linear interpolation methods rely on “nearby” cases, which may or may not
be representative of the missing case. In general, each method (e.g., “hotdeck,” maximum
likelihood estimation methods, etc.) have known problems. For these reasons and because
the missing data are not overwhelming on the behavioral scale, the missing cases were
deleted in the main analyses.

3. It is important to note that the significance of the coefficients is perhaps not as
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important as the odds ratios. The sample size is quite large, which means that associations
are more likely to achieve “statistical significance.”
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