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DEDICATION

“No one is bom hating another person because of the color of his skin, or his background, 

or his religion. People must learn to hate, and if they can learn to hate, they can be taught 

to love, for love comes more naturally to the human heart than its opposite.”

-Nelson Mandela

I dedicate this dissertation to the teachers and educational leaders who teach their 

students to love and respect one another and appreciate the differences and diversity

around us.
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ABSTRACT

JAMES WILLIAM MOZLEY, JR.
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE POSITIVE 
BEHAVIORAL INTERVENTIONS AND SUPPORTS FRAMEWORK AND RACIAL 
DISPARITIES IN DISCIPLINE PRACTICES 
Under the direction of DR. OLIVIA BOGGS

Discipline is used in schools to manage student behavior and to create a culture 

where students exhibit appropriate and acceptable conduct during the school day 

(Cartledge, Tillman, & Talbert-Johnson, 2001). Teske and Huff (2011) suggest school 

leaders continue to turn to tougher and more severe consequences in an attempt to curb 

student misbehavior. Researchers have documented over the last 40 years the 

overrepresentation of minorities, particularly African American and Hispanic students, in 

school suspension and expulsion data (Skiba, Chung, Trachok, Baker, Sheya, et al., 2014; 

Townsend, 2000). Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) has been 

implemented internally for almost 20 years as a framework designed to improve student 

behavior and school performance (Marin & Filce, 2013). The purpose of this study was 

to determine if the PBIS framework made a statistically significant difference on risk and 

relative risk ratios in suspension and expulsion data for African American and Hispanic 

students.



An ex-post facto, quantitative design was used to gather data to answer the eight 

research questions that guided the study. Suspension and expulsion data was collected 

from the research state’s Department of Education and PBIS data was collected from the 

research state’s PBIS office. 128 schools were identified for the comparison group or 

school that had never implemented the PBIS framework. Further, 128 schools were 

identified for the treatment group; these schools had implemented the PBIS framework 

for at least three years and had a submitted a 2014-2015 Benchmarks of Quality (BoQ) 

(Kincaid, Childs, & George, 2010) of at least 70. The researcher was unable to reject the 

null hypothesis for all non-descriptive research questions. The findings suggested no 

statistically significant differences existed between PBIS and non-PBIS schools for 

neither the risk ratios nor relative risk ratios of exclusionary disciplinary decisions for 

either African American or Hispanic students when compared to White students. 

However, the results were affected by the limitations of the study and further research is 

warranted using a modified research design. Further, the conclusions and implications 

discussed include a recommendation for future study which explore elements of the PBIS 

framework, namely the BoQ.



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

The principal is the central person responsible for, among other things, cultivating 

a positive school environment that is conducive to both teaching and learning (Leithwood 

& Jantzi, 2000; Osman, 2012; Van Der Westhuizen, Mosoge, Swanepoel, & Coetse, 

2005). Multiple characteristics contribute to a school’s overall climate; some of the 

factors include physical traits, safety features (both physical and social-emotional), 

school discipline, and relationships among faculty, staff, and students (Bosworth, Ford, & 

Hernandez, 2013; Bradshaw, Waasdorp, Debnam, & Lindstrom-Johnson, 2014; J. Cohen, 

McCabe, Michelli, & Pickeral, 2009). A principal’s attention to school climate, as 

measured by organizational health surveys, student observations, and student reports, is 

critical as it is a predictor of student academic success, behavior, and attendance. 

Research contends a healthier school climate leads to higher student achievement, fewer 

student behavior concerns, and better student attendance (Macneil, Prater, & Busch,

2009; Reyes, Brackett, Rivers, White, & Salovey, 2012). Dotterer and Lowe (2011) 

conducted research in ten schools with over 1,000 fifth graders and found a relationship 

between overall school climate and student academic and social development. The study 

found significant correlations between school climate and three key variables: r=.54 with 

instructional quality (p < .01), r =.21 with academic achievement (p < .05), and r=.50
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with behavior management (p < .01). Additionally, researchers have found as the 

percentages of student suspensions and expulsions increase, school climate ratings by 

both teachers and students decrease (Gonzalez, 2012; Irvin, Tobin, Sprague, Sugai, & 

Vincent, 2004; Leone et al., 2003; Mitchell & Bradshaw, 2013; Skiba, 2014). Further, Skiba, 

Shure, and Williams (2012) posit low rates of school culture and climate developed under the 

principal’s leadership negatively impact racial disproportionality in school discipline data.

Well over three million K-12 students across the nation were suspended from school 

during the 2009-2010 school year (Losen & Gillespie, 2012). Skiba and Peterson (2000) 

along with Vincent and Tobin (2011) write that even though the word discipline comes from 

the Latin root to teach or comprehend, school leaders characteristically respond to student 

misbehavior through exclusionary discipline practices such as suspension and expulsion. For 

instance, Penner and Wallin (2012) suggest students’ misbehavior rests in the lack of their 

basic needs (food, clothing, shelter, and love) being met and perhaps exclusionary discipline 

is not appropriate.

In the same year The Children’s Defense Fund (1975) published its study on 

disproportionality in school suspension data, the United States Supreme Court set some 

suspension guidelines for school leaders in its landmark case, Goss v. Lopez (Kajs, 2006).

The process of school discipline is not simple as it includes many facets including the 

perspectives of the student, teacher, and administrator, as well as local and state policies and 

laws (Morrison & Skiba, 2001; Safran & Oswald, 2003). Coggshall, Osher, and Colombi 

(2013) report 95% of teachers in a nationwide survey believed the removal of students with

2
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severe discipline problems was a very effective or somewhat effective strategy for addressing 

behavior concerns and improving teaching and learning in schools. However, other research 

counters this philosophy in arguing addressing student discipline with exclusionary discipline 

practices is futile and largely ineffective (Cartledge et al., 2001). Gonzalez (2012) writes, 

“Even though schools remain the safest places for youth, they have embraced many of the 

punitive policies of the criminal and juvenile justice systems incorporating them into their 

responses to student discipline” (p. 287).

Zero tolerance policies, first introduced by the federal government in response to the 

war on drugs in the 1980s, may explain the increases in exclusionary discipline practices in 

our schools (Arcia, 2006; Skiba & Peterson, 2000). Cartledge et al. (2001) write the federal 

government defines zero tolerance as a “school or district policy that mandates 

predetermined consequences or punishments for specific offenses” (p. 18). Kim, Losen, and 

Hewitt (2010) write, “the harshest forms of school discipline today result from zero-tolerance 

rules” (p. 79). Multiple sources argue these zero tolerance policies have done little to reduce 

discipline and increase school climate; in fact, it has done quite the opposite (APA, 2008; 

Kajs, 2006; Skiba & Peterson, 2000).

For instance, Wald and Losen (2003) report nationwide suspensions had nearly 

doubled from 1.7 million in 1974 to 3.1 million in 2002. Further, APA (2008) suggests the 

number of high school students nationwide being involved in fights has remained virtually 

unchanged at approximately 20% since the inception of zero tolerance policies. Also, Skiba 

and Rausch (2006) state 35% to 42% of suspended students are repeat offenders suggesting 

that punitive discipline practices are potentially ineffective in curbing misbehavior. Mendez 

(2003) found in a longitudinal case study the number of suspensions for sixth grade students
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was best predicted by the number of elementary school suspensions (r = .39), while the 

number of suspension for upper middle school students was best predicted by sixth grade 

suspensions (r = .49 for White students and r = .59 for African American students). Further, 

Forsyth, Biggar, Forsyth, and Howat (2015) conclude in an examination of discipline 

infractions over ethnic groups only the African American subgroup exceeded the set criteria 

in relation to subjective infractions; other ethnic subgroups exceeded in objective discipline 

infractions. Teske and Huff (2011) report in a multiple case study when zero tolerance 

policies and police were placed on school campus in one county, the number of discipline 

referrals increased 1248%. Additionally, in another county, school suspensions increased 

90% and the high school graduation rate dropped to 58% by the 2003 school year.

Additionally, Teske and Huff (2011) speculate these zero-tolerance policies 

exacerbate the racial disparities occurring in American schools causing lower academic 

success and higher rates of criminal activity among minority youth. The researchers claim 

African American students are 2.6 as likely to be suspended as White students; in fact, in 

2000, while 17% of the US student population was African American, 34% of the suspended 

student population was African American. Further, Wald and Losen (2003) state while 

White student suspensions rose from 3.1% to 5.09% from 1972 to 2000, African American 

suspension rates grew from 6% to 13.2%. Additionally, recent studies have found disparities 

in school discipline data are sometimes based on the student’s skin color or tone (Hannon, 

DeFina, & Bruch, 2013).

Wilson (2014) defines the School-to-Prison Pipeline (STPP) as “the casual link 

between educational exclusion and criminalization of youth” (p. 49). Hatt (2011) argues the 

unequal funding of school systems around the country as well as the largest per capita prison



population in the industrialized world also help to strengthen the STPP in the United States. 

Christie, Jolviette, and Nelson (2005) identify multiple factors such as academic failure, 

exclusionary discipline, and school drop out contributing to the proliferation of the STPP. 

Further, APA (2008) supports the notion that zero tolerance policies have created an 

imbalance between the educational and justice system in the United States—the STPP.

Wald and Losen (2003) report in 1998, out of students who have no prior criminal 

record, African Americans were six times more likely and Hispanics were three times as 

likely than White students to be incarcerated for the same offenses. Finally, Tuzzolo and 

Hewitt (2006) note huge racial disparities exist in the STPP. Multiple researchers have 

concluded African American students have a track record of representing the highest 

population being introduced and committed to the pipeline (Tuzzolo & Hewitt, 2006; Ward, 

2014); in 2003, African Americans made up 16% of the nation’s student population, but 

represented 45% of the juvenile arrests.

An increase in discipline incidents also increases the probability a student will be 

excluded from the school environment (Boneshefski & Runge, 2013). Research is quite clear 

that severe consequences are not effective in preventing or remediating student misbehavior; 

instead, harsh suspensions and expulsions often exacerbate the problem and lead to even 

more extreme behaviors (Boneshefski & Runge, 2013; Cartledge et al., 2001; Fenning & 

Rose, 2007; Komro, Flay, & Biglan, 2011; Sugai & Homer, 2006). Moreover, Gonzalez 

(2012) posits depriving students with discipline problems from an education does not make 

the school a safer place or increase the school climate. More specifically, Arcia (2006) found 

a strong relationship between school suspensions and drop-out rates as the suspended
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students in her study were approximately three grade levels behind those students who were 

not suspended.

Vincent, Randall, Cartledge, Tobin, and Swain-Bradway (2011) argue racial-ethnic 

identity has a significant effect on both social and academic success of students. Research on 

racially disproportionate discipline data was first reported in 1975 by The Children’s Defense 

Fund; they found suspension rates for African American students were as high as three times 

more than White students (Drakeford, 2004). These disparities still exist in contemporary 

America as an African American male has a 1 in 3 chance of going to prison in his lifetime; a 

Latino male a 1 in 6 chance; and a White male a 1 in 17 chance (CDF, 2007). Boneshefski 

and Runge (2013) support this claim as their research concluded African American students 

receive two to four times more office discipline referrals than White students; Hispanic 

students are suspended and expelled two times more than White students. However, no 

evidence supports that minority students are involved in more severe behavior than White 

students; instead, research shows African American students seem to receive more frequent 

and harsher punishments compared to those of White students (Fenning & Rose, 2007; 

Morrison & Skiba, 2001).

Research shows race, ethnicity, and gender play a role in the variability of school 

discipline policy enforcement (Boneshefski & Runge, 2013; Cartledge et al., 2001).

Minority students consistently over represent the total K-12 student population in several 

negative and undesirable categories including office discipline referrals, corporal 

punishment, and school expulsion (Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010; Hatt, 2011). The 

Children’s Defense Fund Report in 2014 states a White student is suspended from a K-12 

school every five seconds compared to an African American student every four seconds and
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a Hispanic student every seven seconds (CDF, 2014). Drakeford (2004) suggests the United 

States Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board o f Education introduced the racial-ethnic 

disparities to the public school system as it was not adequately prepared for the changes 

mandated by the court.

Other researchers suggest a much larger and complicated reason for the continued 

racial disparity in our schools. Simson (2014) theorizes the “superiority and societal 

leadership with whiteness” (p. 534) creates inferiority and lack of belonging among African 

American students. Similarly, Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) and Ladson-Billings (1998) 

argue whiteness, in the American society, is deemed the norm and everyone is ranked and 

ordered according to the white standard; therefore, minority students are disciplined when 

their behaviors don’t match that of the white norm. Lynn (2006) asserts that The United 

States’ educational system was never intended for anyone other than the White male; 

therefore, African Americans will never be liberated through American education. Finally, 

Poulton (2014) conjectures institutionalized racism in our education system allows for 

irrational and unfounded stereotypes and assumptions that lead to negative consequences for 

minority students.

The U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights (2014) published 

suspension data from the 2011-2012 school year; the data compare suspension rates among 

the different ethnic groups. Risk ratios (RR) and relative risk ratios (RRR) are also given for 

each table. The risk ratio for each ethnic group is calculated by dividing the total number of 

students in the group who possess a characteristic (in-school suspension, out-of-school 

suspension, expulsion) by the total number of students in the group (Boneshefski & Runge, 

2013; TEP, 2015). For example, to calculate the risk ratio for out-of-school suspensions for



8

African Americans, divide the number of African Americans who were suspended during a 

given school year by the total number of African Americans enrolled during the school year. 

The relative risk ratio for an ethnic group is calculated by dividing the ethnic group’s risk 

ratio by the White risk ratio (Boneshefski & Runge, 2013; TEP, 2015). For instance, to 

calculate the relative risk ratio of African Americans who were suspended during a given 

year, divide the risk ratio for African American suspensions by the risk ratio for White 

suspensions. Scanlan (1994), however, argues relative risk ratios can be misleading when 

drawing conclusions regarding disproportions among groups. Scanlan writes, . .when two 

groups differ in their susceptibility to some condition, the less prevalent the condition, the 

greater will be the disparity in the rates at which the two groups are affect by the condition” 

(p. 38).



9

Table 1 presents the rates of in-school suspensions by racial group during the 2011 - 

2012 school year. For example, while 51% of students enrolled in K-12 schools in the 

United States were white, 40% of students assigned to in-school suspension during the 2011 - 

2012 school year were white. Total student enrollment was 49 million students and 3.5 

million students were assigned to in-school suspension.

Table 1

Rates o f  in-school suspension, by race/ethnicity (2012) *

Race/Ethnicity % Enrollment Total
Enrollment

% of In-School 
Suspensions 
Assigned to 

Ethnic Group

Total Number 
of Students 

Assigned to In- 
School 

Suspension

White 51.0 24,990,000 40.0 1,400,000

African American 16.0 7, 840,000 32.0 1,120, 000

Hispanic 24.0 11,760,000 22.0 770,000

Asian 5.0 2,450,000 1.0 35,000

American Native 0.50 245,000 0.20 7,000

Pacific Islander 0.50 245,000 0.20 7,000

Multi-racial 2.0 980,000 3.0 105,000

*US Department o f  Education, Office for Civil Rights, 2011-12. Details may not add to 100% due to rounding.

Table 1 reveals a RR of 0.056 for White students, 0.14 for African American 

students, and 0.066 for Hispanic students. The RRR for African Americans is 2.55 and 1.17

for Hispanics, representing racial disproportionality among African Americans and 

Hispanics.
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Table 2 presents the rates of single out-of-school suspensions by racial group during 

the 2011-2012 school year. For example, while 16% of students enrolled in K-12 schools in 

the United States were African American, 33% of students issued a single out-of-school 

suspension during the 2011-2012 school year were African American. Total student 

enrollment was 49 million students and 1.9 million students were issued a single out-of

school suspension.

Table 2

Rates o f single out-of-school suspensions, by race/ethnicity (2012)*

Race/Ethnicity %
Enrollment

Total
Enrollment

% of Single 
Out-of-School 
Suspensions 

Issued to Ethnic 
Group

Total Number 
of Students 

Issued a Single 
Out-of-School 

Suspension
White 51.0 24,990,000 36.0 684,000

African American 16.0 7, 840,000 33.0 627,000

Hispanic 24.0 11,760,000 23.0 437,000

Asian 5.0 2, 450,000 2.0 38,000

American Native 0.50 245,000 2.0 38,000

Pacific Islander 0.50 245,000 0.40 7,600

Multi-racial 2.0 980,000 3.0 57,000

♦US Department o f  Education, Office for Civil Rights, 2011-12. Details may not add to 100% due to rounding.

Table 2 reveals a RR of 0.03 for White students, 0.08 for African American students, 

and 0.04 for Hispanic students. The RRR for African Americans is 2.92 and 1.36 for 

Hispanics, representing racial disproportionality among African Americans and Hispanics.
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Table 3 presents the rates of multiple out-of-school suspensions by racial group 

during the 2011-2012 school year. For example, while 24% of students enrolled in K-12 

schools in the United States were Hispanic, 21% of students issued multiple single out-of

school suspensions during the 2011-2012 school year were Hispanic. Total student 

enrollment was 49 million students and 1.55 million students were issued multiple out-of

school suspensions.

Table 3

Rates o f multiple out-of-school suspensions, by race/ethnicity (2012) *

Race/Ethnicity % Enrollment Total
Enrollment

% of Multiple 
Out-of-School 
Suspensions 

Issued to Ethnic 
Group

Total Number 
of Students 

Issued Multiple 
Out-of-School 

Suspension

White 51.0 24,990,000 31.0 480,500

African American 16.0 7, 840,000 42.0 651,000

Hispanic 24.0 11,760,000 21.0 325,500

Asian 5.0 2, 450,000 1.0 15,500

American Native 0.50 245,000 2.0 31,000

Pacific Islander 0.50 245,000 0.30 4,650

Multi-racial 2.0 980,000 3.0 46,500

♦US Department o f  Education, Office for Civil Rights, 2011-12, Details may not add to 100% due to rounding.

Table 3 reveals a RR of 0.02 for White students, 0.08 for African American students, 

and 0.03 for Hispanic students. The RRR for African Americans is 4.32 and 1.44 for 

Hispanics, representing racial disproportionality among African Americans and Hispanics.
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Table 4 presents the expulsion rates by racial group during the 2011-2012 school 

year. For example, while 51% of students enrolled in K-12 schools in the United States were 

white, 36% of students expelled during the 2011-2012 school year were white. Total student 

enrollment was 49 million students and 130,000 students were expelled.

Table 4

Rates o f expulsions, by race/ethnicity (2012) *

Race/Ethnicity % Enrollment Total
Enrollment

% of Expulsions 
Issued to Ethnic 

Group

Total Number 
of Students 

Expelled

White 51.0 24,990,000 36.0 46,800

African American 16.0 7, 840,000 34.0 44,200

Hispanic 24.0 11,760,000 22.0 28,600

Asian 5.0 2, 450,000 1.0 1,300

American Native 0.50 245,000 3.0 3,900

Pacific Islander 0.50 245,000 0.30 390

Multi-racial 2.0 980,000 3.0 3,900

♦US Department o f  Education, Office for Civil Rights, 2011-12, Details may not add to 100% due to rounding.

Table 3 reveals a RR of 0.0018 for White students, 0.0056 for African American 

students, and 0.0024 for Hispanic students. The RRR for African Americans is 3.01 and 1.30 

for Hispanics, representing racial disproportionality among African Americans and 

Hispanics.

Skiba and Peterson (2000) contend school leaders must adopt the argument of applied 

behavior analysis research which posits exclusion from the classroom alone cannot teach 

new, desired behaviors. Cartledge et al. (2001) suggest one of the largest and most important 

challenges school leaders face today surrounds fairly applying positive discipline decisions to
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a very diverse student population; Hawken and Homer (2003) propose schools turn to 

preventative and proactive measures in order to decrease student behavior problems in 

schools.

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) is a non-curricular framework 

designed to change the school environment and culture by promoting positive behaviors 

among both faculty and student through setting behavior expectations and improving systems 

and procedures (Bradshaw, Koth, Bevans, Ialongo, & Leaf, 2008). Dunlap, Kincaid, Homer, 

Knoster, and Bradshaw (2014), together with Killu, Weber, and Derby (2006), write PBIS 

was first introduced through the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA) in 1997; PBIS provides a multi-tiered approach which allows school 

leaders to provide appropriate support that matches individual student needs. Freeman et al. 

(2016) write, “multi-tiered systems of support such as [PBIS] have emerged as potentially 

effective frameworks for addressing student needs and outcomes” (p. 41).

Rusby, Crowley, Sprague, and Biglan (2011) claim school leaders can reduce student 

misbehavior when their PBIS framework includes “providing clear expectations, monitoring 

student behavior, and consistently delivering positive reinforcement” (p. 401). Sugai and 

Homer (2002) list five necessary ingredients for school leaders to effectively implement the 

PBIS framework: establishing a school-wide leadership team, drafting a school-wide 

expectations and interventions, developing a data-based action plan, securing a high fidelity 

implementation plan, and conducting data-based monitoring.

Marin and Filce (2013) report PBIS has been used internationally by school leaders 

for over a decade in order to improve both student behavior and academic performance.

Sugai and Simonsen (2012) document the success of PBIS, over multiple studies, in
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improving problem behaviors, school climate, and academic achievement. McIntosh, Predy, 

et al. (2013) write administrator support as well as decision making based on data are the 

most important factors for local schools to maintain PBIS sustainability and implementation 

with fidelity; administrative support is the single most critical factor.

A school’s level of fidelity in implementation is measured annually through the 

Benchmarks of Quality (BoQ) tool; the school’s PBIS team completes the survey and 

submits it to their respective PBIS office (R. Cohen, Kincaid, & Childs, 2007). While the 

framework requires multiple years in order to attain the desired results (Bradshaw & Pas,

2011), Sugai and Homer (2006) argue the PBIS framework is effective in decreasing 

problem behaviors for the whole school. However, Cregor (2008) submits a gap in the 

research exists as to whether PBIS is effective in reducing the discipline gap for students of 

color, most notably African Americans and Hispanics.

Statement of the Problem 

Disproportionate representations of minority students reported in school discipline 

data, especially African American students, have been documented since 1975 (CDF, 1975). 

Skiba (2014) reports this trend in school discipline has remained consistent; in fact, 

disproportionalities have increased over the last thirty years. In fact, in the latest study 

centered on racial disproportionately in discipline data throughout southern states, African 

Americans were suspended five times or higher in 132 Southern districts relative to their 

representation in student population. The same study revealed in 77 Southern districts 

African Americans were expelled five times or higher relative to their representation in 

student population (Smith & Harper, 2015). Thus, a problem exists for educational leaders.

In a U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights (2014) press release
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accompanying an OCR data report, Secretary of Education Amie Duncan states, “this critical 

report shows that racial disparities in school discipline policies are not only well-documented 

among older students, but actually begin during preschool.. .every data point represents a life 

impacted and a future potentially diverted or derailed” (p. 1). Multiple researchers even 

assert suspensions by educational leaders are ineffective and can even lead to more disruptive 

behaviors (APA, 2008; Cartledge et al., 2001; Fenning & Rose, 2007; Gonzalez, 2012; Leone 

et al., 2003; Marin & Filce, 2013; Mitchell & Bradshaw, 2013; Rusby et al., 2011).

Townsend (2000) states the repeated suspensions add to the negative feelings students 

attribute to school and the inequalities within the education system. Leone et al. (2003) 

contend the inequality in our school system is the result of a “complex bias” (p. 18) which is 

also replicated in our justice system. Simson (2014) further states, “it should be an 

uncontroversial step to argue that such a pervasive and persistent pattern of racial 

disproportionality does not develop by accident” (p. 525). Figure 1 illustrates national trends 

in student suspensions over the last 40 years.

Rates of Suspension at the National Level
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The trend lines clearly show a discipline gap between White and African American 

students as well as White and Hispanic students.

Background of the Problem

Rausch and Skiba (2004) contend schools’ uses of suspension and expulsion carry 

monumental risks for minority disproportionality. Gregory et al. (2010) along with Fenning 

and Rose (2007) argue school leaders who heavily rely on exclusionary discipline practices 

often have a disproportionate representation of minority students in their suspension data. 

Verdugo (2002) states minority students interpret the bias in discipline practices from both 

school administration and faculty as yet another barrier they must overcome in order to 

experience academic and social success in school. These experiences of biased, exclusionary 

factors create an alienated school climate which leads to fewer learning opportunities for 

these minority students (Sheets, 2002; Townsend, 2000). Townsend (2000) adds African 

American students’ educational opportunities are being traded for disproportionate rates of 

corporal punishments, suspensions, and expulsions. Gregory et al. (2010) show these racial 

discrepancies exist in multiple studies even after the researchers controlled for school and 

student socio-economic status.

Gibson, Wilson, Haight, Kayama, and Marshall (2014) also argue school suspensions 

and expulsions, largely ineffective in correcting student behavior, negatively impact students’ 

well-being, academic achievement, as well as increase the likelihood of entry into the 

juvenile justice system. Hatt (2011) adds youth, especially African American and Latino 

students, become trapped in the STPP as a result of biased, exclusionary discipline practices; 

further, she establishes a relationship between a student’s school experience and civil 

delinquency. Continued reliance on exclusionary discipline and increase use of the juvenile
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justice system for conduct violations is not cost effective due to social welfare and prison 

costs (APA, 2008; Krezmien, Leone, & Achilles, 2006). Boneshefski and Runge (2013) state 

“students who are suspended from school are more likely to drop out of school before 

completing high school, earn less income, contribute less in taxes, access social welfare more 

frequently, and are overly represented in the prison population” (p. 139). Leone et al. (2003) 

write, “the ultimate outcome of this school neglect is a lifetime of poverty, periodic 

incarceration, frequent substance abuse, and failure to establish and maintain relationships 

with others” (p. 1).

Fenning and Rose (2007) suggest attention must be given towards local school 

discipline procedures and interventions to effectively reduce the long standing racial 

disparities in school discipline data. Skiba et al. (2012) write, “ ...in light of forty years of 

documentation of racial and ethnic disparities in exclusionary school discipline, there has 

been so little attention to developing interventions to address the discipline gap” (p. 21).

Purpose

The purpose of this study was to determine whether the implementation of the PBIS 

framework made a statistically significant difference on schools’ risk ratio and relative risk 

ratio of suspensions and expulsions for both African American and Hispanic students. The 

researcher matched schools in the intervention group (PBIS schools) to schools in the 

comparison group (non-PBIS schools) based on socio-economic status, student racial 

demographics, school size, school level, and school location. To control for fidelity of 

implementation, schools in the treatment group scored 70% or higher on the BoQ (Kincaid et 

al., 2010) for the 2014-2015 school year.
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Research Questions

This study sought to answer questions regarding the impact of implementing the PBIS 

framework on closing the discipline gap between African American and White students and 

Hispanic and White students as measured by the school relative risk ratios and risk ratio of 

exclusionary discipline decisions. The study was guided by the following research questions:

RQ1: What are the risk ratios for exclusionary discipline in the participating PBIS 

schools?

RQ2: What are the risk ratios for exclusionary discipline in the participating non- 

PBIS schools?

RQ3: What are the relative risk ratios for exclusionary discipline for African 

American and Hispanic students in the participating PBIS schools?

RQ4: What are the relative risk ratios for exclusionary discipline for African 

American and Hispanic students in the participating non-PBIS schools?

RQ5: Is there a statistically significant difference in risk ratios for exclusionary 

discipline of African American students between the PBIS and non-PBIS 

schools?

RQ6: Is there a statistically significant difference in risk ratios for exclusionary 

discipline of Hispanic students between the PBIS and non-PBIS schools?

RQ7: Is there a statistically significant difference in relative risk ratios for

exclusionary discipline of African American students between the PBIS and 

non-PBIS schools?
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RQ8: Is there a statistically significant difference in relative risk ratios for

exclusionary discipline of Hispanic students between the PBIS and non-PBIS 

schools?

Theoretical Framework

The researcher used conflict theory as the theoretical framework to help explain why 

a disproportionate number of African American and Hispanic students are suspended and 

expelled from K-12 schools compared to their White counterparts. Bartos and Wehr (2002) 

state Karl Marx, the father of conflict theory, used his theory in a quest to eliminate social 

conflict by reorganizing both economic and social relations in society. Hirshleifer (2001) 

writes, “Marx placed struggle—the class struggle in particular—at the center of human social 

activity” (p. 6). Marx (2008) argues two social classes existed, the ruling class or 

bourgeoisie and the subject class or proletariat. Further, Marx posits a society based on 

capitalist economic and political principles would continue to experience class struggles 

between the boss and the worker leading to an ultimate demise.

Marx’s ideas on conflict theory provide the springboard for The Communist 

Manifesto, which explains a revolution occurs when relationships cease between the two 

competing classes and a new ruling class emerges as a result of the revolution (Marx & 

Engels, 2002). Coser, Dahrendorf, and Collins (2006) write, “[Marx] argued capitalism 

would produce its own gravediggers by creating the conditions under which class 

consciousness and a failing economy would come into existence” (p. 211). Collins (1971) 

explains conflict theory establishes differences among status groups exist in society based on 

class and ethnicity; status groups are members of society with different occupations and the 

different organizational positions struggle over gaining and maintaining power. Petrocelli
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(2003) asserts conflict theory supports the notion the power of a social group determines the 

social order dictated by both lawmakers and law enforcers; this inherently minimizes the 

threat by the less dominate groups. Petrocelli would aruge this idea plays a role in the 

discipline decisions made by K-12 administrators leading to the discipline gap seen in data 

over the last forty years.

Hirshleifer (2001) writes, “all choices take place in the shadow of conflict” (p. 2). 

Further, he argues Marx believed all conflict exists because of class struggle between the 

ruling and subject class—more specifically, the exploitation of the ruling class and the 

suppression of the subject class. Dahrendorf (1958, 1959) argues a distinct difference exists 

between power and authority—he asserts power depends on personality and is found in status 

positions and roles, while authority is an inherent part of an organization and will always be 

present. Dahrendorf (1959) writes, “conflict is the inequality of power and authority which 

inevitably accompanies social organizations” (p. 64). Both Marx and Dahrendorf agree 

power can either be wielded or not wielded among the social classes in society; thus, the 

ruling class has a distinct choice based on their determined norms and expectations. Marx 

and Dahrendorf would argue school administrators have a choice on how to wield their 

power when making discipline decisions; further, they would add administrator decisions are 

based on the norms and expectations of the school and society.

Gibson et al. (2014) writes an individual’s conclusions on human behavior will vary 

among majority and minority groups and will depend on which ethnic group the individual 

belongs; these varying points of view, Gibson and his colleagues argue, help to explain the 

role of race in discipline decisions in schools. Multiple researchers have written that people 

use their own experiences and interactions to shape perceptions, opinions, and motivations of
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other people and cultures (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Gergen, 1985; Pines, 2001).

Similarly, Vincent et al. (2011) argue human behavior is guided by cultural contexts, and 

these multiple contexts have an impact on human behavior. They continue by saying these 

ethnic and racial context affect students’ academic and social growth in the school 

environment. Gibson et al. (2014) conclude Critical Race Theory (CRT) relates to the 

research problem of the discipline gap. They say, “Our analysis suggested that some 

educators’ negative misinterpretations of African American youth behaviors and modes of 

communication contributed to the social construction of African American youth as 

aggressive, threatening, and behaviorally emotionally explosive” (p. 17). DeCuir and Dixson 

(2004) further argue CRT describes not only the effects of racism, but it also confronts the 

White supremacy in America’s meritocracy.

Bowles and Gintis (1976, 2002), more contemporary conflict theorists, build upon 

Marx’s philosophy and argue the existing social class structure is reproduced through the 

capitalist economy; they add to Marx’s conflict theory through the adoption of their 

Correspondence Theory. Correspondence Theory suggests the role of the school is to 

prepare students for their role in the hierarchy of the American capitalist economy; thus 

schools exist to reproduce the social class structure. Bowles and Gintis suggest schools 

control the cultural models to which children are exposed helping to reproduce society based 

on the status quo; also, schools provide a structure of rewards for meeting the set norms as 

well as consequences for deviating from cultural norms. Cole (1987) writes, “[Bowles and 

Gintis’] view entailed a passive view of humankind.. .asserting that schools are destined to 

resign youth to their fate” (p. 9). Thus, the educational system can used as justification for 

the social inequities that exist in society.



22

Marxian conflict theory can be applied to problems where social groups compete for 

control—more specifically how one group controls and the struggle of the oppressed groups. 

Conflict theorists would argue schools help to sort students by applying exclusionary 

discipline which leads to racial disparities, academic failure, high school drop out, and 

entrance into the juvenile justice system. Knopp (2011) states, “particularly for students of 

color and working-class and poor students, schools are a nasty sorting ground” (p. 1). She 

agrees with Bowles and Gintis’ assertion that school and school systems create hierarchies 

that mirror the American economic culture which prepare students for the boss-worker 

relationships. Knopp also writes, “capitalism is a system founded on exploitation of the vast 

majority by few.. .whether it is based on race, ethnicity, gender, or sex” (p. 1). This idea is 

the basis for Marx’s conflict theory which helps to explain the premise for the research 

problem surrounding the discipline gap between minority students and White students in K- 

12 schools.

Conceptual Framework 

The research compared risk ratios and relative risk ratios for exclusionary discipline 

for both African American and Hispanic students between schools who have implemented 

PBIS with fidelity and schools who have not implemented PBIS within the target state after 

controlling for multiple exogenous variables. Figure 2 outlines the conceptual framework in 

a graphic organizer.
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Figure 2. Conceptual framework

The study sought to compare the discipline gap between White and African American 

students as well as White and Hispanic students as measured by risk ratios and relative risk 

ratios of exclusionary discipline decisions between PBIS and non-PBIS schools. The 

hypothesis was the risk ratios and relative risk ratios of suspensions and expulsions for both 

African American and Hispanic students in the PBIS school group will be significantly 

different than the risk ratios and relative risk ratios for both African American and Hispanic 

students in the non-PBIS school group.

Significance of the Study 

A gap in the literature exists surrounding the relationship between a school’s 

implementation of PBIS and the reduction of racial disproportionality in discipline data. 

Although research has established as schools implement the PBIS implementation overall 

school suspension rates decrease, very few studies have considered the impact the PBIS 

framework may have on racial disparities in school discipline (Boneshefski & Runge, 2013; 

Gregory et al., 2010; Skiba et al., 2011; Skiba et al., 2012; Vincent & Tobin, 2011). Skiba et 

al. (2012) write, “The question of whether any universal, school-wide intervention can 

successfully reduce racial/ethnic disproportionality remains unanswered” (p. 18). Further, 

Gregory et al. (2010) state, “ ...there is yet no empirical research testing specific interventions
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for reducing the discipline gap” (p. 65) The researcher sought to help answer this question, 

thus making this study significant to school leaders.

Failure in academic areas, exclusionary discipline practices, and school dropout have 

all been identified as factors contributing to student entrance to the STPP (Christie et al., 

2005). Bradshaw et al. (2014) concluded students are less like to learn and be successful in 

school when students perceive their school to be unsafe and in disorder. On the contrary, 

Komro et al. (2011) add that students earn higher grades, have better attendance, and are less 

likely to drop out when they feel connected to their school. If the PBIS framework can 

reduce the overall number of suspensions and the racially disproportionate suspensions 

within a school, then a greater number of students will have the opportunity to avoid STPP, 

graduate from high school, and be positive contributors to society; thus, leading to a potential 

solution to the research problem.

Procedures

The 158 schools in the target state that implemented the PBIS framework for at least 

three years at the conclusion of the 2014-2015 school year and submitted a BoQ inventory 

score of at least 70% to their state PBIS office for the 2014-2015 school year was used in the 

study. The 2014-2015 school year was selected for the research study as this will be the most 

current discipline data available from the target state’s Department of Education (DOE).

The researcher accessed two data sources for this study. The target state’s DOE 

provided disaggregated discipline data by school name for the 2014-2015 school year; the 

researcher collected the number of exclusionary discipline decisions made by the 

administration during the school year for White, African American, and Hispanic students for 

the schools in the research study. Some school level data were redacted by the DOE based
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on the number of students suspended or expelled in a school; the researcher made estimations 

for the missing data. Risk ratios and relative risk ratios of suspensions and expulsions for 

African American and Hispanic students were calculated using the discipline data. The 

research state’s PBIS office provided BoQ instrument scores and the number of years of 

PBIS framework implementation by school name.

The research study had an ex post facto, quantitative research design. To control for 

extraneous variables, the researcher created one-to-one correspondences between schools in 

the treatment group and schools in the comparison group. These correspondences were 

based on variables such as socio-economic status, student racial demographics, school size, 

school level, and school location. To test for significant differences, the researcher used an 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) test to compare the risk ratios and relative risk ratios for 

exclusionary discipline for both African American and Hispanic students in PBIS and non- 

PBIS schools.

Limitations and Delimitations 

Several limitations shaped the direction of the research study. The main limitation 

rested within the fact the target state’s Department of Education (DOE) redacted student data 

cells representing fewer than 10 students; therefore some student discipline is missing from 

the data provided by the DOE. The redaction protected student privacy and aligns with 

student confidentiality laws as defined by the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act 

(FERPA). Secondly, the matching procedure between the PBIS and non-PBIS schools using 

multiple control variables was imperfect; schools were matched as closely as possible for 

each control variable, but the match was not exact. Finally, both the discipline data and BoQ 

scores were self-reported by local schools and the researcher was unable to control this
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variable; thus, another limitation of the study existed. Although either the school or system 

leader certified the authenticity of the data, it must be recognized the quality of the data used 

for both the independent and dependent variables in the study depended on the accurate data 

collection and reporting by both the local school and school system.

The central delimitation in the study was the selection of the target state. The setting 

for the study was one state where the problem surrounding exclusionary discipline practices, 

racial disproportionality in discipline, as well as high school dropout rate was very serious. 

According to the Children’s Defense Fund’s The State o f  America’s Children publication, the 

research state only graduated 70% of high school students on time in 2010 ranking the state 

one of the lowest in the nation (CDF, 2014). According to the research state’s DOE, the 

state’s 2014 graduation rate was reported at 72.5%. Further, CDF (2014) reports the target 

state ranked in the top ten states for total suspensions in 2010. During the 2011-2012 school 

year, 19% of African American males were suspended compared to 8% of Hispanic males 

and 7% of White males in the target state; 36% of enrolled males were African American, 

12% were Hispanic, and 45% were White (OCR, 2014). Similarly, 10% of African 

American females were suspended compared to 4% of Hispanic females and 2% of White 

females; 37% of enrolled females were African American, 12% were Hispanic, and 44% 

were White (OCR, 2014). Further, the target state spent twice as much on the prison system 

than the educational system during the 2009-2010 school year (CDF, 2014).

Limiting the PBIS schools to those who have implemented the framework for at least 

three years and have a minimum BoQ score of 70% was another delimitation of the study.

The study was bounded by this restriction based on research surrounding PBIS
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implementation with fidelity and sustainability (McIntosh, Mercer, et al., 2013; Sugai & 

Homer, 2009)

Definition of Terms 

Within the context of the study, the research used specific definitions for the 

following terms.

African American -  a person having origins in any of the black racial groups of Africa 

(NCES, 1997)

Exclusionary discipline practices -  discipline consequences consisting of suspensions or 

expulsions (Fenning & Rose, 2007)

Hispanic - a person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or Central American, or other 

Spanish culture or origin, regardless of race (NCES, 1997)

Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS) -  a prevention framework which uses 

research-based behavior interventions for all students (Sugai & Homer, 2009)

Relative Risk Ratio (RRR) -  a comparison of the risk ratio of a racial group and the risk ratio 

of another racial group (TEP, 2015)

Risk Ratio (RR) -  the percentage of a given racial group that possesses a certain characteristic 

(TEP, 2015)

Summary

A persistent discipline gap exists between White and African American students and 

White and Hispanic students as school leaders continue to use exclusionary discipline 

practices to respond to student misbehavior. Increases in school suspensions and expulsions 

have been linked to poor academic achievement, high school dropout, as well as 

incarceration of youth in the justice system. Correspondence Theory, Social Construction
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Theory, and Critical Race Theory served as the theoretical frameworks which help to explain 

the existence of the research problem. The Positive Interventions and Supports (PBIS) 

framework offers school leaders an opportunity to transform the school’s climate and culture 

to address behavior expectations, procedures, and programming. The study utilized ANOVA 

to compare risk ratios and relative risk ratios of suspensions and expulsions for African 

American and Hispanic students in PBIS and non-PBIS schools within the target state; the 

PBIS schools in the study have implemented that framework for at least three years and have 

submitted a Benchmarks of Quality (BoQ) score of 70% or higher. The study provided 

information and filled a gap in the current research which can be utilized by school leaders to 

help correct the racial disparities in school discipline data.



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The purpose of this study was to determine if the implementation of the Positive 

Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) framework has an impact on a school’s risk 

ratio and relative risk ratio for exclusionary discipline of both African American and 

Hispanic students. In Chapter 2, the researcher will discuss the theoretical framework of the 

study as well as the historical context o f race and school discipline in the United States. 

Following this discussion, literature to ground the study will be presented on school climate, 

student discipline, school discipline approaches, exclusionary discipline, zero tolerance 

policies, the School-to-Prison-Pipeline (STPP), the achievement gap, the problem 

surrounding disproportionate representation of African American and Hispanic students in 

school discipline data, and the definition, history, implementation, and effects of the PBIS 

framework.

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework of this study was grounded in conflict theory. Conflict 

theory is based on the work of Karl Marx who believed two groups of society, the wealthy 

and the poor, struggled for control and power. More specifically, Marx’s conflict theory 

studies the control the rich, the bourgeois, has over the masses of poor, the proletarians 

(Rummel, 1977). Marx (2008); Marx and Engels (2002) believe conflict is the end result

29
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from the social classes struggling over resources. Dahrendorf (1959) writes, “authority 

relations are always relations of super-and-subordination” (166). Further, Marx held social 

classes are based on the theory of exploitation whereas the bourgeois exploit the proletariat in 

order to protect their power thus producing social inequities; this exploitation further protects 

the reproduction of the status quo as society moves through generations. Coser et al. (2006) 

write, “conflict theorists generally see power as the central feature of society, rather than 

thinking of society as held together by collective agreement concerning a cohesive set of 

cultural standards” (p. 213). GUQLU (2014) adds Marx defined a group a class when the 

group united with common interests against the oppressing power.

GUQLU (2014) states both Marx and Dahrendorf believe conflict rests over the 

dominance of one group of people over the other; thus, conflict is focused on the differences 

between two sides. Marx (2008); Marx and Engels (2002) believe classes are formed 

through material possessions such as property and products, while Dahrendorf (1958) 

believes classes are formed through social phenomena. Petrocelli (2003) writes, “conflict 

theory maintains that the privileged, acting on the perception of threat, use control 

apparatuses of the state to restrain and limit those who threaten their interests” (p. 2).

Collins (1971) argues this idea occurs in schools where norms and values are set based on a 

particular status group; those not members of the status group are expected to conform to 

these norms, values, and expectations.

Bowles and Gintis’ Correspondence Theory is based on conflict theory as well as 

Social Construction Theory which posits human behavior is dedicated by social and cultural
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experiences (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Bowles & Gintis, 1976, 2002; Gergen, 1985). 

Correspondence Theory argues America’s capitalist economy also determines behavior 

among individuals, organizations, and the government; it uses the idea of stratification to 

support the argument. Cole (1987) writes in relation to the correspondence principle, “ .. .the 

reproduction of the social relations of production is facilitated through a structural 

correspondence between the social relations of the educational system and those of 

production” (p. 8). Bowles and Gintis claim that Americans are not rewarded based on 

merit; rather, they are rewarded based on economic status and background (which is mostly 

determined through family history). They base this assertion on data that have shown 

women and people o f color have not been treated based on merit and accomplishments 

throughout our country’s history.

Further, Bowles and Gintis suggest American schools are designed for the distinct 

purpose of shaping students into their positions in America’s capitalist economy. Vincent et 

al. (2011) state cultural diversity in our schools is perhaps measured by the degree an 

individual student’s identity deviates from the cultural norms and expectations of the school. 

Conflict theorists would argue these school norms and expectations are based on the idea of 

correspondence and class struggle among the social group who possess the power and those 

social groups who are subordinate. Collins (1971) writes, “education has become a central 

place in the analysis of stratification and social mobility” (p. 1002).

Poulton (2014); Simson (2014) assert race is socially constructed, and social 

environments have shaped ideas on race which have affected human behavior and decision 

making for centuries. For instance, Skiba (2012) writes racial difference research over the 

last 200 years continues to focus on the intellectual inferiority of non-White groups even



32

though no empirical evidence suggests it even exists. Instead, he argues, this research is 

based on historical events dating back to as early as 1660 when Blacks lost their civil rights 

in the American colonies upon the institutionalization of slavery defining Black as a separate 

and lower class of society. Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) define racism as “culturally 

sanctioned beliefs which, regardless of the intentions involved, defend the advantages Whites 

have because of the subordinated positions of racial minorities” (p. 55).

Gibson et al. (2014) propose a central theme in Critical Race Theory (CRT) is 

counter-storytelling which is designed to counter the accepted cultural norms based on 

myths, stereotypes, and other premises held by the majority group. DeCuir and Dixson

(2004); Ladson-Billings (1998); Lynn (2006) assert CRT begins with two fundamental 

stipulations: racism is normal in American society and conceptual whiteness and blackness 

exist with corresponding stereotypes. DeCuir and Dixson (2004) add, “ .. .the notion of the 

permanence of racism suggests that racist hierarchical structures govern all political, 

economic, and social domains... such structures allocate the privileging of Whites, including 

education” (p. 27). Lynn (2006) also argues our society is founded upon White supremacist 

principles. Simson (2014) writes, “ .. .race has not been socially constructed neutrally, but 

instead it has operated as a powerful, coercive and ideological tool used to privilege 

whiteness and subordinate people of color” (p. 527).

Simson (2014) maintains a racial hierarchy was developed throughout the history of 

the United States which matches superiority with whiteness and, on the other hand, blackness 

with inferiority. Poulton (2014) posits race is the most noticeable identifying feature for any 

individual, and it is race that has influenced human behavior for many years. Skiba (2012) 

traces the history of race and evidence of stratification in American society. He bases his
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work on that of Linnaeus, Blumenbach, Kant, Davenport, Pearson, Galton, Hall, and Terman 

who all stressed white supremacy and the need for social and racial stratification through 

means such as eugenics, utopian states, elimination of civil rights for Blacks, and 

segregation. Blumenbach believed Caucasians were the most beautiful race, Kant asserted 

all races were decedents of the stem race of White people, and Galton suggested in the early 

19th century an ideal state of Laputa be created to ensure the procreation of the upper, White 

class (Skiba, 2012). Poulton (2014) stresses CRT outlines these historical layers of racial 

superiority and inferiority produced by the stratification.

Bowles and Gintis (1976) write, “ ...the educational system tailors the self-concepts, 

aspirations, and social class identifications to the requirements of the social division of labor” 

(p. 129). The researchers suggest a conflict exists between the structure of the American 

government and economy—the government is democratic where the people are involved in 

decision making while the economy is dictatorial—the owners make the decisions and 

workers have no or limited rights. In their Schooling in Capitalist America Revisited, Bowles 

and Gintis (2002) continue to argue schools today still demonstrate the conflicts and 

limitations of a heterogeneous, but unequal society. Knopp (2011) adds, “the predominant 

function that schools have historically served is to control the behavior of students and to 

assimilate them into the dominant ideology” (p. 20). Simson (2014) claims, as a result of 

social class struggles, sociologists and psychologists have documented extensive evidence of 

negative bias directed towards African Americans in the United States.

School Discipline

Gibson et al. (2014) report local schools and districts are required to develop 

discipline policies pursuant to the No Child Left Behind Act o f2001 (NCLB); these policies



are typically in the form of student codes of conduct which outline student responsibilities 

and consequences for student misbehavior. Kajs (2006) suggests these codes of conduct are 

the most accepted authority in issuing consequences for student misbehavior. Research has 

tracked the use of punishment in response to misbehavior as far back to the ancient Greeks 

and Romans; in these cultures, children with serious behavior concerns were typically 

abandoned or killed (Leone et al., 2003). Sugai and Homer (2009) write the reauthorization 

of the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) in 1997 and 2004 called for schools and 

school districts to apply more scientifically-based, proactive behavior interventions to 

address student behavior concerns as opposed to punitive consequences. Leone et al. (2003) 

state, “public sentiment concerning the etiology and treatment of troublesome behavior has 

fluctuated, resulting in an odd and ineffective duel emphasis on punishing and treating the 

educational, child welfare, and juvenile justice systems” (p. 21).

Cotton (1990); Marin and Filce (2013) contend discipline and behavior disruptions 

impact the quality of instruction and instructional time. While Skiba et al. (2011) propose 

school leaders have the responsibility of maintaining a safe school environment conducive to 

learning, Kajs (2006) claims school discipline policies and codes of conduct are commonly 

associated with consequences. Morrison and Skiba (2001) report school principals attribute 

65% of their student behavior problems to non-violent offenses such as tardiness and 

absenteeism and 21% to physical conflicts between students; less than 15% of school 

discipline is attributed to serious incidents such as drugs, gangs, and weapons. Even though 

Gregory and Mosely (2004) suggest the vast majority of student discipline occurs within the 

walls of the classroom and teachers issue most discipline consequences to students, Rusby et
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al. (2011) submit two-thirds of student aggressive behavior occurs in school common areas 

like the cafeteria.

Esposito (1999); Komro et al. (2011); Leone et al. (2003); Morrison and Skiba 

(2001); Walker and Sprague (1999) identify poverty, chaotic family environments, addictions 

plaguing caregivers, neglect, abuse, and negative attitudes towards school as factors for 

student misbehavior. APA (2008) cites students exhibit immaturity in four areas before they 

reach 15 years of age—inability to resist peer influence, poor impulse control, inappropriate 

attitudes toward risk, and weak future orientation. Greene (2008); Kaufman et al. (2010) 

argue challenging student behavior occurs when students are unable to achieve academic 

goals and teacher demands on a student surpasses the student’s ability.

Metzler, Biglan, and Rusby (2001) have linked increased student misbehavior to 

punitive school and classroom environments, unclear student behavior expectations, and 

inconsistent enforcement of rules and expectations. Greene (2008); McIntosh, Homer, and 

Chard (2006); Sugai and Homer (1999) state natural consequences typically are not effective 

in reducing difficult behaviors in problem students; they also argue students who don’t 

respond to natural consequences do not need more consequences as an extra intervention. In 

a nationwide study of over 1,500 schools, Spaulding et al. (2010) report 88% of elementary 

students, 72% of middle school students, and 67% of high school students had zero to one 

office disciplinary referral for the school year. The majority of elementary students received 

referrals for peer-related problem behaviors, while middle school behaviors involved adult- 

student interactions, and high school problem behaviors centered on tardiness and skipping.

Walker and Sprague (1999) claim continued misbehavior, disruption, and antisocial 

behavior results in continued delinquency, low student achievement, and school dropout;
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Penner and Wallin (2012) assert system-based discipline approaches such as restitution are 

more appropriate as opposed to approaches that focus only on the misbehavior and 

punishment. Cartledge et al. (2001) argue school leaders should stress desired student 

behaviors and highlight ways students can meet those expected behaviors; the authors 

contend school discipline should be proactive and any punishment for misbehavior should 

encourage the individual to avoid the same behavior in the future. Greene (2008) contends 

students will do well in school if they can; if students do not do well in school, then they lack 

the necessary skills and knowledge to be successful. Skiba and Peterson (2000) affirm more 

students with emotional and behavior challenges will be excluded from the general 

educational setting if schools, school districts, and states do not reform school discipline 

practices.

Legal Perspectives of School Discipline 

An American’s due process rights are established and protected by both the Fifth and 

Fourteenth amendment of the United States Constitution; these rights are central to the topic 

of student discipline. The Fifth Amendment says, “No person shall be deprived of life, 

liberty, or property without due process of law” (U.S. Const, amend. X). Further the 

Fourteenth Amendment states, “No state shall deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, 

without due process of law; nor deny any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection 

of the laws” (U.S. Const, amend. XIV).

Brown vs. Board o f Education (1954) combined several court cases from Kansas, 

South Carolina, Virginia, and Delaware. Parents of a group of black children sued when they 

were not permitted to enroll in a racially segregated school. The Supreme Court overturned 

their previous ruling in Plessy vs. Ferguson (1896) and held that the “separate but equal”
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("Brown vs. Board of Education," 1954) doctrine in public schools violated the Equal 

Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. Further, the court said that segregation 

creates inequalities for children, and the inequalities have detrimental effects of the black 

children attending segregated schools, limiting their abilities as citizens. Cerrone (1999) 

commented that the Brown decision described education as a central, public interest, and 

Brown essentially stated education was a constitutional right. Kim et al. (2010) write,

“.. .many civil rights advocates believed that Brown and other precedents had created an 

opportunity to reform school funding mechanism that resulted in an inequitable distribution 

of resources along the lines of race and class” (p. 11).

Although they did not hear the case, the Supreme Court has identified Dixon vs.

Board o f Education as a landmark case in student discipline (Gehring, 2001). Dixon vs. 

Board o f Education (1961) involved six students who were expelled for continuously being 

involved in protests and demonstrations that disrupted orderly conduct; the president had 

advised the students of the negative effects of their rallies and demonstrations. The students 

sued since they did not receive a hearing before their expulsion was approved by the 

Alabama State Board of Education. The Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals ruled in favor of the 

students and stated that the student were entitled to notice and some opportunity for hearing 

before being expelled, but the court noted that the hearing was not synonymous with a 

hearing in the court of law. LaRoche (2005) wrote that the Dixon case did give a more clear 

definition of the hearing to include names of witness against them, a report of the facts of the 

case, and the opportunity to present counterarguments and a defense.

Goss vs. Lopez (1975) centered on the suspension of nine students from Central High 

School in Columbus, Ohio for destroying school property and disrupting the learning
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imposed. The Supreme Court held public schools are required to afford a student with an 

initial hearing before issuing a school suspension. Therefore, exclusionary discipline without 

a proper hearing violated the Due Process Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. The court 

also held in Goss vs. Lopez that students have a property right to educational opportunity. 

Kim et al. (2010) write, “ ...the Supreme Court acknowledged that although there is no 

federal fundamental right to education, students have a state-created property and liberty 

interest in attending school, which cannot be taken away without adherence to minimal due 

process of law” (p. 80). Gehring (2001) adds that the Supreme Court, through its decision in 

Goss v. Lopez, guaranteed students a two-way conservation with an administrator, thus 

creating both notice and hearing, before being suspended for a discipline infraction.

The Bill Clinton Administration’s support of the Gun Free Schools Act o f  1994 

marked the commencement of the federal government’s involvement in student discipline 

legislation (Hanson, 2005). Cerrone (1999) wrote that the United States Congress introduced 

the act in response to the public’s outage over growing school violence and increased 

instances of weapons and weapon violence in schools; further, Congress urged states who 

received federal funding to adopt similar pieces of legislation known as zero tolerance laws. 

Insley (2001) wrote the act required public schools to expel students for at least one calendar 

year if they chose to bring a firearm to school. The act did allow leaders of local districts to 

modify the expulsion as well as provide alternative educational setting for students who were 

expelled (Kim et al., 2010). Cerrone (1999) writes, “Beginning in 1994 most states came 

into compliance with the federal mandate...the most marked difference between them [state



39

laws] is the amount of procedural due process afforded... [some] provide for no due process 

at all” (p. 163-164).

The No Child Left Behind Act o f2001 (NCLB) repealed the Gun-Free Schools Act o f  

1994 and replaced it with more specific directions and mandates in regards to zero tolerance 

policies. Hanson (2005) wrote that NCLB required state laws to extend the zero tolerance for 

possession of a firearm at school to possession of firearms at school functions such as field 

trips, athletic events, and other school-sponsored activities. Hanson added that this extension 

also included students who were in possession of firearms while using school-sponsored 

transportation. Klehr (2009) wrote, “As a result of federal laws such as No Child Left 

Behind...many states and school districts have adopted zero tolerance policies under which 

students are suspended or expelled for misbehavior without taking into account individual or 

mitigating circumstances” (p. 585). The consideration of a student and his/her mitigating 

circumstances are elements that make up substantive due process.

School Climate, Culture, and School Discipline 

Principals and school leaders must establish a positive school climate which in turn 

leads to a successful educational environment with fewer risks of negative student outcomes 

(J. Cohen et al., 2009; Esposito, 1999; Macneil et al., 2009; Mitchell & Bradshaw, 2013; 

Osman, 2012; Rowe & Stewart, 2009; Van Der Westhuizen et al., 2005). J. Cohen et al. 

(2009) define school climate the “quality and character of school life” (p. 182). They add 

this quality and character is measured by several factors including school norms, goals, 

values, relationships, teaching and learning, and the overall organizational structure.

Bosworth et al. (2013) claim a safe school is “one without violence” (p. 195). Esposito 

(1999); Koth, Bradshaw, and Leaf (2008) agree school climate is collection and interaction
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of many variables. Macneil et al. (2009) assert norms, values, spirit, traditions, and climate 

are all products of the school culture. Research has linked consistency in school culture to 

leaders’ ability to change followers through transformational leadership practices as well as 

shared governance among the school faculty (Dumay, 2009).

Eilers and Camacho (2007); Kelley, Thornton, and Daugherty (2005) connect the 

level of a school’s climate with the principal’s leadership; they contend a principal’s vision 

along the ability to be both an organizational and instructional leader enable a principal to 

create a foster a positive, effective school climate. Skiba, Chung, Trachok, Baker, Sheva, et 

al. (2014) write, “the importance of principal leadership in creating systematic change 

appears to be especially critical when the focus of the change effort is race, culture, or 

equity” (p. 660). Osman (2012) argues it is the principal’s major role to provide 

expectations, support and supervision in order to enable school climate improvement. 

Additionally, Van Der Westhuizen et al. (2005) contend organizational management and 

decisions impacting the school culture should be part of a shared governance model to 

increase buy-in and consistent communication.

School climate has the ability to improve or deprive educational opportunities from 

students (J. Cohen et al., 2009; Gottfredson, Gottfredson, Payne, & Gottffedson, 2005; Marin 

& Filce, 2013). Kelley et al. (2005) identify school climate as one of the most important 

factors leading to a school’s success. Mitchell and Bradshaw (2013) conclude effectively 

managed schools and classrooms led to higher academic achievement and decreased 

behavior problems. On the other hand, Leone et al. (2003) contend schools with lower 

school climate ratings are forced to use a higher rate of exclusionary discipline to maintain 

order among the student body. Further, Bradshaw et al. (2014) argue students have a lower
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ability to learn and be successful in a school environment plagued with social disorder 

including violence and disruption. J. Cohen et al. (2009); Komro et al. (2011) write a school 

built and organized around a caring, safe, and responsive school climate will foster an 

environment conducive for social and academic success.

Bryan et al. (2012); Penner and Wallin (2012) explore school connectedness, the 

extent to which students feel like they are a part of the school community; they link a higher 

degree of school connectedness with better student behavior, higher student achievement, 

lower retention rates, and higher student self-esteem. When measuring student perceptions, 

Bryan et al. (2012) found statements such as “How much I like school” (p. 469) had the 

strongest impact on student achievement.

Van Der Westhuizen et al. (2005) add effective discipline within a school is a product 

several factors including mutual respect between students and faculty and the effectiveness of 

the school culture. Perceptions of school climate are impacted by high levels of classroom 

disruption, minor infractions leading to exclusionary discipline, and school safety (Bosworth 

et al., 2013; Mitchell & Bradshaw, 2013). In their multivariate analysis of over 5,000 ninth 

graders in almost 200 schools, Gregory, Cornell, and Fan (2011) suggest schools who were 

rated by students as having poor structure and limited support services had the highest 

discipline gap among White and African American students. Skiba and Peterson (2000) 

write, “less dramatic, but more frequent school and classroom disruptions may also play a 

part in shaping perceptions” (p. 336). Koth et al. (2008) report students tend have a lower 

perception of the school environment as the number of behavior problems in the classroom 

continue to increase; they also contend these student perceptions have an impact on student 

behavior and academic achievement. Sugai and Homer (1999) identify several factors which
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lead to problem behaviors; they include ineffective instruction, inconsistent and punitive 

instruction, unclear expectations, and lack of differentiated instruction. Further, the 

researchers indicate these problem behaviors contribute to likelihood of negative 

consequences such as school drop-out, suspensions, expulsions, and alternative school 

placements.

Academic Achievement and School Discipline 

Several research studies have correlated improved academic achievement with the 

healthiness and strength of the school’s climate (Brand, Felner, Shim, Seitsinger, & Dumas, 

2003; Bryan et al., 2012; J. Cohen et al., 2009; Dotterer & Lowe, 2011; Esposito, 1999; Fan, 

Williams, & Corkin, 2011; Macneil et al., 2009; Marin & Filce, 2013; Rowe & Stewart,

2009; Van Der Westhuizen et al., 2005) Additionally, researchers have found connections 

between academic achievement and student behavior (Dotterer & Lowe, 2011; Fan et al.,

2011; Gregory & Mosely, 2004). Leone et al. (2003) write, “the well-documented 

relationship between academic failure and disruptive behavior suggest an inevitable 

outcome—these students attempt to escape academic frustration through disruptive behavior” 

(p. 19). Even after controlling for poverty as well as school and student demographics, 

Rausch and Skiba (2004) found out of school suspensions are negatively associated with a 

school’s student achievement scores. Gregory et al. (2010) write, “ .. .it is also possible that 

any relationship between the achievement gap and the discipline gap is the product of [race 

and other factors] such as educational disadvantage” (p. 61). Balfanz, Byrnes, and Fox

(2014) argue one of the many effects racial disparities in discipline practices is the widening 

of the achievement gap.
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Several study have identified correlations between effective instruction and student 

behavior concerns; an inverse relationship exists between the two variables (Skiba, Chung, 

Trachok, Baker, Sheva, et al., 2014; Skiba et al., 2011; Sugai & Homer, 2002). Further, clear 

connections between reading achievement and student discipline have been established 

(Arcia, 2006; McIntosh et al., 2006); therefore, identifying reading deficits may be an 

effective intervention in improving student behavior. Walker and Sprague (1999) write, “an 

intense focus on developing the academics of at-risk youth is an essential part of an strategy 

to address needs and divert from the path leading to antisocial behavior” (p. 71). Skiba, 

Chung, Trachok, Baker, Sheva, et al. (2014) also argue a school-wide focus on student 

engagement in the classroom will positively impact student achievement and reduce student 

delinquency.

School Discipline Approaches 

Sugai and Homer (2002) suggest school management and school discipline approach 

have drawn wide interest from both internal and external stakeholders. Kajs (2006) argues 

discipline can positively impact school climate and culture if applied appropriately and fairly; 

however, Skiba et al. (2011) write exclusionary discipline practices, including suspension 

and expulsion, pose “substantial risk to educational opportunity” (p. 515). Schollengber

(2013); Skiba, Chung, Trachok, Baker, Sheva, et al. (2014) point out suspensions and 

expulsions are still a significant piece of schools’ discipline approaches throughout the 

United States. However, Gonzalez (2012); Penner and Wallin (2012) propose alternative 

approaches such as school attachment strategies, restorative justice, and restitution have the 

likelihood to incur long-term positive changes to student behavior.
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Teske and Huff (2011) contend school systems have implemented “get tough 

approaches” (p. 14) by using suspensions and expulsions to address discipline. Skiba et al. 

(2011) state school leaders embark on risky long-term consequences when they apply 

exclusionary discipline; Morrison and Skiba (2001) write schools contribute to anti-social 

student behavior when they issue suspensions and expulsions as many are based on unclear 

rules, unfair expectations and consequences, and failure to consider the circumstances and 

context of the situation. Skiba and Peterson (2000) report a principal wrote on a workshop 

functional assessment, “you don’t get it.. .we don’t understand these kids.. .we just want 

them out” (p. 340).

Both teachers and school leaders have a role in school student approaches. Penner 

and Wallin (2012) maintain principals are responsible for hiring teachers who create 

classrooms with a caring, warm, and proactive atmosphere. Cartledge et al. (2001) assert 

when a teacher is unable to yield positive, healthy power through their teaching and 

management strategies, students are unlikely to view the teacher as an authority figure.

Rusby et al. (2011) attribute changes in student behavior to the variability in teachers’ ability 

to create a healthy, respectful classroom atmosphere.

Office Discipline Referrals (ODRs) are written when students break a school rule by 

not meeting behaviors outlined in the student code of conduct. Morrison and Skiba (2001) 

define an ODR as a situation where a student has violated a stated behavior expectation, the 

problem behavior was observed by a school faculty or staff member, and the student 

misbehavior resulted in an administrative consequence documented in writing. However, 

some researchers suggest teachers’ implicit basis when issuing ODRS are problematic 

(Nauman, 2012; Theriot & Dupper, 2009). Theriot and Dupper (2009) assert ODRs are
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completely subjective and a question will always exist if the student’s behavior truly 

warranted an ODR and thus an administrative consequence. Further, Nauman (2012) 

contends school leaders reinforce institutionalized racism and stereotypes when they do not 

address teachers’ biases throughout the discipline process.

Schollengber (2013) writes a administrator’s purpose in suspending a student rests 

solely to improve the classroom environment for others and to deter future behavior; 

however, Skiba (2014) argues schools that heavily rely on punishment as a school discipline 

approach waste both time and energy as this approach becomes less effective over time.

Sugai and Homer (2002) contend if schools do not accompany exclusion with a proactive 

discipline approach, then it will prove ineffective. Losen et al. (2015) assert high suspension 

rates and high disparities in suspension rates are inexcusable since viable alternative exist. 

Skiba et al. (2011) state two goals of alternative discipline approaches to reduce suspensions 

and disproportionalities—increase and sustain school safety and create a school climate 

conducive for learning.

Multiple researchers have linked positive consequences to alternative discipline 

practices (Komro et al., 2011; Rusby et al., 2011; Skiba & Peterson, 2000). In fact, Skiba, 

Chung, Trachok, Baker, Sheva, et al. (2014) report that school districts in both California and 

Florida have revised their student codes of conduct to spotlight alternatives to exclusionary 

discipline practices. Hawken and Homer (2003); Metzler et al. (2001); Mitchell and 

Bradshaw (2013); Morrison and Skiba (2001); Sugai and Homer (1999); Van Der 

Westhuizen et al. (2005) all agree proactive approaches which teach expected behaviors and 

communicate clear consequences help to develop a more positive school climate which 

supports both students and teachers.
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Sugai and Homer (1999) are adamant that schools must make intentional changes in 

their discipline approaches—away from the traditional, exclusionary approach. In a 

publication three years later, the researchers continued to question the effects and benefits of 

zero-tolerance policies, security officers, and alternative student placements (Sugai &

Homer, 2002). Greene (2008) argues school discipline programs that advocate for 

consequences exclusively will not see changes in student behavior as consequences do not 

give students much incentive to improve.

Exclusionary Discipline Practices

Fenning and Rose (2007) define exclusionary discipline practices as any discipline

consequences consisting of suspension or expulsion. Arcia (2006); Skiba (2014) conclude

the use of suspension as a discipline technique is both widespread and increasing in the

United States; Skiba further argues these increasing levels of suspensions have failed to keep

our schools safe. The Children’s Defense Fund (CDF) reports 16,244 students were

suspended each day during the 2010 school year in the United States—5,233 were white;

6,191 were African American; and 3,453 were Hispanic (CDF, 2014). Skiba et al. (2011)

write the use of suspension has almost doubled since CDF’s first report in 1973 with some

steeper increases for certain demographic groups. Losen et al. (2015) add,

the number of students suspended in just one school year could fill all of the stadium 
seats for nearly all of the Super Bowls ever played since one in three students will be 
suspended at some point between kindergarten and 12th grade (p. 4)

Skiba (2014) attributes the amount of school discipline to multiple factors including

school climate, school governance structure, faculty and staff attitudes, as well as school

demographics; further, he notes classroom and school characteristics are more predictive of

school suspensions as opposed to student behavior and attitude. Wu, Pink, Crain, and Moles
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(1982) suggest school suspension is a “knee jerk reaction” (p. 246) by school leaders in 

response to student misbehavior; the researchers also claim the misbehavior is not the only 

factor in determining whether the leaders will apply exclusionary discipline practices—other 

variables include poverty, low academic achievement, and school setting (urban, rural, 

suburban). McLoughlin and Noltemeyer (2010) note the number of ODRs a student 

receives, the percent of both African American students and teachers at a school, as well as 

poverty are good predictors of school suspensions, especially in an urban school setting; 

however, the scholars suggest these variables are not good predictors of disproportionalities 

in school discipline data.

While Skiba et al. (2011) contend the odds of a student being suspended or expelled 

for criminal and other severe behaviors such as drugs, weapons, and violence are much 

higher than for disruption or insubordination; Skiba, Chung, Trachok, Baker, Sheva, et al.

(2014) argue most suspensions are given for nonviolent offenses. Skiba, Chung, Trachok, 

Baker, Sheva, et al. (2014) add the chances a school leader uses exclusionary discipline 

“increases in proportion to the perceived seriousness of the offense” (p. 643). A risk index 

(RI) is a unit of measure used to calculate the percentage of suspensions or expulsions for a 

particular group of students (TEP, 2015). A RI is calculated by dividing the number of 

suspended or expelled students in a demographic group by the total number of students in the 

demographic group.

Skiba, Chung, Trachok, Baker, Sheva, et al. (2014) submit principal characteristics 

play a large role in student discipline and the use of exclusionary discipline. Losen et al.

(2015) write, “principals who believe frequent punishments help improve behavior...tend to 

suspend more students than those principals who strongly believe students can be taught how
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to behave and use suspension sparingly” (p. 31). Skiba, Chung, Trachok, Baker, Sheva, et al. 

(2014) agree with Losen et al. and suggest principals who cultivate a positive school climate 

find suspensions and expulsions unnecessary. Greene (2010) argues school discipline has 

become archaic as school leaders are still using traditional discipline approaches that do not 

have a positive impact on students with behavior concerns.

Wu et al. (1982) identify four areas of concern surrounding exclusionary discipline 

practices—due process, racial discrimination, inappropriate use of suspension, and the 

fundamental value of suspension. Morrison and Skiba (2001) suggest up to 40% of 

suspensions are assigned to repeating offenders proving the ineffectiveness of suspensions as 

a behavior intervention. Skiba, Chung, Trachok, Baker, Sheva, et al. (2014) write, .school 

suspension and expulsion is the end point of a complex process that cannot be described as a 

straight line leading from student misbehavior to consequence” (p. 646). However, APA 

(2008); Gonzalez (2012); Skiba et al. (2011) contend exclusionary practices impede 

educational improvement and are ineffective in reducing problem behaviors. Wilson (2014) 

states, “the evidence is clear: policies that seek to exclude students from our schools and the 

educational process are not in the public’s best interest” (p. 52).

The negative impacts of suspensions and expulsions are well documented in 

educational research (Cartledge et al., 2001; Gonzalez, 2012; Leone et al., 2003; Marin & 

Filce, 2013; Mitchell & Bradshaw, 2013; Morrison & Skiba, 2001; Rusby et al., 2011). 

Multiple researchers posit continued use of exclusionary discipline is not effective in 

deterring student behavior; in fact, it leads to intense problems such as negative school 

bonding, academic failure, school dropout, and increase contacts with the juvenile justice 

system (Bohanon & Wu, 2014; Boneshefski & Runge, 2013; Cregor, 2008; Fabelo, 2011;



49

Gregory et al., 2010; Marin & Filce, 2013; Mitchell & Bradshaw, 2013; Rusby et al., 2011;

Skiba, 2014; Skiba et al., 2011; Skiba & Peterson, 1999, 2000; Theriot & Dupper, 2009;

Tuzzolo & Hewitt, 2006). More specifically, Arcia (2006) found students with a history of

suspensions exhibit academic growth substantially lower than their peers who were not

suspended over a period of three years. Suh and Suh (2007) add students with a history of

repeated suspensions are 78% more likely to drop out than their peers who have no history of

suspensions. Greene (2010) writes, “frequent flyer [in school discipline] has a different

meaning...these are the kids who aren’t responding to [ODRs] and suspensions and aren’t

benefiting from school discipline.. .these are the kids we lose.” (p. 29)

Zero Tolerance Policies

Cartledge et al. (2001); Kajs (2006) define zero tolerance policies as any mandate

with stipulated consequences for particular conduct violations. Skiba (2014) writes,

.. .fear for the welfare of our children has led us down a ‘no nonsense’ path of 
increased punishment and school exclusion in responding to school and community 
disruption through an approach that has come to be known as zero tolerance, (p. 27)

Multiple researchers assert communities assume school environments are safer due to harsh

stance provided by zero tolerance policies (Christie et al., 2005; Leone et al., 2003). APA

(2008); Skiba et al. (2011) argue school leaders operate off of the theory that zero tolerance

policies will deter other students from making bad choices; however, Drakeford (2004)

argues against their effectiveness. Further, Gorman and Pauken (2003) assert school and

district leaders use zero tolerance policies as an excuse for the use of exclusionary discipline

practices thus relieving them of the responsibility of interpreting discipline codes in the best

interest of the student. Smith and Harper (2015) write, “We join a chorus of others in

insisting that schools discontinue use of zero tolerance policies and practices—they do not
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make schools safer, but instead annually harm millions of children, a disproportionate 

number of whom are black” (p. 88).

Hatt (2011); Skiba (2014) report zero tolerance was established as national education 

policy with the passage of The Gun Free Schools Act o f 1994 which mandated school 

districts to expel students for one calendar year if they possessed a firearm on school 

grounds. Hatt (2011) affirms that many districts extended this mandate to include drugs, 

fighting, gang activity, and threats. Kim et al. (2010) write, “zero tolerance now applies to 

suspension and expulsion of children from school for everything from weapons to drugs to 

smoking to fights.. .these rules do not permit for case-by-case exceptions” (p. 80). Teske and 

Huff (2011) indicate zero tolerance actually began in the 1980s in the federal government’s 

response to the war on drugs; in fact, Skiba (2014) adds the first zero tolerance legislation 

affecting public school was first introduced by the Regan administration in 1986 but was 

defeated by Congress. Kajs (2006) writes, “...zero tolerance approaches are an excuse for 

school authorities to treat all children in the same manner when corrective measures that 

address a particular student and circumstance would be appropriate” (p. 21).

Nauman (2012) states zero tolerance policies are largely ineffective although they are 

widely upheld in the legal system. Gonzalez (2012); Krezmien et al. (2006); Skiba and 

Peterson (1999) cite these policies continue to dominate the public school system although 

no empirical evidence exists to suggest their effectiveness. Skiba (2014) writes, “the 

philosophy of zero tolerance is based on the broken window theory—communities must react 

to even minor disruptions with relatively strong behavior in order to send a message that 

certain behavior will not be tolerated” (p. 29).
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Gonzalez (2012) links the use of zero tolerance policies to entrance into the juvenile 

justice system as well as disconnection from the community. Skiba, Chung, Trachok, Baker, 

Sheva, et al. (2014) state although many argue these policies should reduce disparities in 

school discipline data, empirical evidence shows zero tolerance policies create racial 

disproportionality. Kajs (2006) also notes these policies obstruct local school administrator 

discretion when making student discipline decisions and suggests school leaders should use a 

“tough as necessary” (p. 22) tactic as an alternative approach. Research suggests zero 

tolerance policies on one hand deprive students from equal protections and due process, but 

on another hand may curb some violent, student behavior (Hanson, 2005). Gorman and 

Pauken (2003) add, “ ...school leaders run a great risk by engaging in a wholesale shift of 

board policy and administrative decision-making toward satisfaction of contractual and legal 

relationships and away from the fulfillment and personal teacher-to-student relationships” (p. 

24).

Some revisions to zero tolerance policies since their first inception have occurred

through the United States. For example, the Georgia legislature passed the “A Plus

Education Reform Act of 2000” in 1999 which allowed local board s of education more

discretion through codes of conduct comprised of student support, progressive discipline and

age-appropriate approaches (Hanson, 2005). However, Hanson (2005) cautiously adds,

while Georgia laws may show some sensitivity and limitations on the harshest aspects 
of zero tolerance policies, what remains of great concern is that its school officials 
still have plenary review of student actions., .they may still resort to ridiculous, 
unnecessary, unfair, and perhaps racist enforcement of zero tolerance policies, (p. 
373)
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School-to-Prison-Pipeline 

Tuzzolo and Hewitt (2006) write, “lack of resources and the failure to provide quality 

education, combined with overly harsh and punitive discipline polices that criminalize and 

exclude youth has created the School-to-Prison-Pipeline” (p. 60). Hatt (2011) cites zero 

tolerance policies and war on drug policies have greatly impacted the growth of the prison 

population; further, she claims the School-to-Prison Pipeline (STPP) illustrates the “patterns 

of school socialization, school discipline policies, and low educational attainment by inmates 

that explain why many youth end up in a jail cell” (p. 477). Nicholson-Crotty, Birchmeier, 

and Valentine (2009) state youth in the prison system were more likely to be victims of 

exclusionary discipline practices through the school system. CDF (2007) write, “reliance on 

punishment and incarceration too often has given the U.S. the largest prison population in the 

world” (p. 78).

Multiple researchers posit the cause and proliferation of the STPP. Gonzalez (2012) 

blames a range of events spanning from school suspensions and expulsions to law breaking 

and probation violations. Hatt (2011) lists multiple factors including under-funded schools, 

less qualified teachers, inappropriate placement in special education, unfair academic 

tracking, and school over-crowding. Leone et al. (2003) write, “the most common 

characteristics among incarcerated individuals are school failure (grade retention, dropping 

out, discipline exclusion) and illiteracy” (p. 15). Wilson (2014) presents startling data 

concerning the STPP—schools greatly contribute to prison population as more than 50% of 

prisoners are high school dropouts. Further, Wilson reports two million children have at least 

one parent in prison, and these students are five times as likely to be incarcerated themselves.
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The Children’s Defense Fund claims states spend almost three times more funding the 

prison population than it would cost to provide quality pre-school experiences; further, the 

target research state spends twice as more on prisoners than K-12 education CDF (2014). 

Leone et al. (2003) estimate it costs states $35,000 to $70,000 per prison bed each year in 

juvenile justice facilities. Aside from financial costs, the STPP has other detrimental effects; 

Wilson (2014) writes, “the very policies that school adopted to manage behavior and increase 

achievement are fostering failure and feeding the STPP” (p. 50).

Hatt (2011) articulates the STPP targets students of poverty and color; an African 

American, male student bom in 2001 has a 1 in 3 chance of going to prison while a Hispanic, 

male student has a 1 in 6 chance. Wilson (2014) attributes this “push out effect” (p. 50) 

impacting minority students to schools’ zero tolerance policies. APA (2008); Hatt (2011) 

also establish a connection between zero tolerance policies and the juvenile justice system.

Tuzzolo and Hewitt (2006) assert school communities are beginning to examine both 

the STPP and zero tolerance policies. Christie et al. (2005) suggest schools provide 

structure, high-quality academic opportunities, and proactive behavior policies to curb the 

risks of the STPP. Coggshall et al. (2013) outlines four ways for schools to avoid 

committing students to the STPP—healthy relationships between faculty and students, 

attitudes of competence, positive conditions for learning, and appropriate responses to 

students behavior. Wilson (2014) adds, “four steps to eliminate the STPP include 

eliminating zero tolerance, personal efficacy and systemic change, community support, and 

youth engagement” (p. 52).
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Historical Background of Race and Education 

Ladson-Billings (1998) argues race is as strong a social construct today as in the past; 

she also asserts whites have been the benefactors of most civil rights legislation and 

landmark Supreme Court decisions. Ladson-Billings (1998) writes, . .racial categories in 

the US census have fluctuated over time, but two categories have remained the same—black 

and white.. .this creates a senses of cultural ranking designed to tell us who is White, but 

more pointedly, who isn’t” (p. 8). Lynn (2006) asserts the school system in the US is one of 

the main structures where this idea of white supremacy is continuously nurtured.

Simson (2014) claims the inception of slavery in the United States began the racial 

stigmas that have lasted until present day; he states, “ .. .it was during this time period that the 

foundation for the unique stigmatization of African Americans in the US was laid—the sense 

that people from West Africa were somehow less than fully human” (p. 536). Ladson- 

Billings (1998) argues the Supreme Court decisions in The Dred Scott Case and Plessy v. 

Ferguson continued to deny African Americans full citizenship rights in order to assert 

White property rights. Skiba (2012) wrote about the court’s opinion in The Dred Scott Case, 

“they [the Negro race] had for more than a century before been regarded as beings of an 

inferior order.. .so far inferior, that they had no rights which the white man was bound to 

respect” (p. 11). Multiple authors also state the United States was bom on the premise of 

property rights; in fact, they contend property rights is exactly how African Americans, 

Native Americans, and women were repressed (Bell, 1987, 1992; Harris, 1993). Ladson- 

Billings (1998) writes, “ ...the significance of property ownership as a prerequisite to 

citizenship was tied to the British notion that only people who owned the country were 

eligible to make decisions” (p. 15).
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Simson (2014) states the three-fifths clause of The United States Constitution 

provides even more evidence that white Americans held African Americans were not equal 

and could be treated inequitably in all aspects of society. Skiba (2012) notes the Supreme 

Court argued in Plessy v. Ferguson neither the US Constitution nor could any legislation put 

races on equal playing fields since the white race was superior in the social realms of society 

thus giving states the approval for continued segregation. Simson (2014) writes significant 

progress was made in the United States after World War II and especially after the Supreme 

Court handed down its decision in Brown v. Board o f Education which overturned the 

decision in Plessy v. Ferguson. However, Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) contend school 

desegregation has only led to white flight in neighborhoods and a loss of both African 

American teaching and educational leadership positions.

Simson (2014) contends, “ ...the longstanding idea that African Americans are 

inferior to white and somehow do not properly belong within this ‘white man’s county’ has 

shown a remarkable staying power” (p. 541). Poulton (2014) asserts we as a society remain 

complacent towards racism which helps to keep it alive. Skiba (2012) adds the relationship 

between social and educational policy has been a cornerstone of racial difference research 

dating back as far as the 18th century.

Disproportionate Representations in School Discipline Data

Fenning and Rose (2007) suggest schools that reply on suspensions and expulsions 

are more likely to have minority overrepresentation in school discipline. Skiba, Michael, 

Nardo, and Peterson (2002) write, “current findings.. .amplify previous findings that the 

disproportionate discipline of minority students appears to be associated with a general 

overreliance on negative and punitive discipline” (p. 334). Disparities in school discipline
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data have been documented for over 40 years (Fenning & Rose, 2007; Gregory et al., 2010; 

McLoughlin & Noltemeyer, 2010; Rausch & Skiba, 2004; Skiba & Peterson, 2000; Vincent 

& Tobin, 2011).

Vincent and Tobin (2011) write, “Evidence of disproportionate exclusion of students 

from minority backgrounds with and without disabilities is not only plentiful but also 

persistent” (p. 218). Finn and Servoss (2014) found both African American and Hispanic 

students were suspended at higher rates than White students even when there were no 

documented differences in behaviors that resulted in ODRs. Further, Balfanz et al. (2014) 

suggest demographic disparities exist in the use of suspensions as a school discipline 

approach. Also, Kaufman et al. (2010) report difference among genders as they found boys 

are significantly more likely to receive disciplinary consequences than girls. Skiba et al. 

(2002) suggest a relationship exists between the overall rate of suspensions and racial 

disparities and these disparities increase as a school becomes more desegregated.

Skiba et al. (2011) trace the official steps taken by the judicial and legislative 

branches to attempt to equalize the educational process for all children beginning with Brown 

v. Board o f  Education to the Civil Rights Act o f 1964 to the Elementary and Secondary 

School Act o f 1965 to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act o f2004. 

However, Nauman (2012) argues courts throughout the United States give school officials 

tremendous amounts of discretion in carrying out due process as well as the discipline 

process as a whole. She writes, “federal and state courts look for extremely strong and 

specific evidence before they are willing to determine that intentional discrimination has 

taken place” (p. 76). Vincent et al. (2011) suggest school leaders today find it difficult to 

provide support and meet the needs of students from many different cultural backgrounds.
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Many studies have concluded African American students have significantly greater 

odds of receiving ODRs and subsequent consequences (Bradshaw, Mitchell, O'Brennan, & 

Leaf, 2010; Kaufman et al., 2010; Nicholson-Crotty et al., 2009; Skiba, Chung, Trachok, 

Baker, Sheva, et al., 2014; Skiba et al., 2002). Rausch and Skiba (2004) report African 

American students are four times more likely than White school to be suspended and two- 

and-one-half times more likely to be expelled. Gonzalez (2012) writes although African 

Americans made up 17.1% of students in 2006, they accounted for 37.4% of total 

suspensions and 37.9% of total expulsions. Gregory et al. (2010) add the rates of 

suspensions and expulsions for African Americans, contrary to other ethnic groups, increased 

between 1991 and 2005. According to documented discipline data for more than forty years, 

students of color have been suspended two to three times more than other students; these 

students are also disproportionately represented in ODRs, corporal punishments, and school 

expulsion (Skiba et al., 2011; Skiba et al., 2002).

While not as severe, disparities in discipline data among Hispanic students also exist 

(Skiba, Chung, Trachok, Baker, Sheva, et al., 2014). Tenenbaum and Ruck (2007) report in 

a meta-analysis of 15 studies a positive effect (r = .31) for race and number and type of 

referrals. According to their study, both African American and Hispanic students received a 

greater number of both office disciplinary and special education referrals than White 

students. Gregory et al. (2010) write, according to parent surveys of seventh through twelfth 

graders in 1999, 20% of Latino students and 35% of African American students had been 

suspended at least once while only 15% of White students had been suspended. Losen and 

Gillespie (2012) show suspensions risks for both African Americans and Hispanics are
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higher than White students—based on latest suspension data, 17% of African Americans and 

7% of Hispanics were suspended at least once compared to 5% of White students.

Although McLoughlin and Noltemeyer (2010) found socioeconomic status to be the 

best predictor for the discipline gap in schools, several studies have proven disparities to still 

exists after controlling for poverty. Fenning and Rose (2007); Skiba et al. (2011); Skiba et 

al. (2002); Skiba and Peterson (2000) all suggest racial gaps exists in discipline data 

independent of student socioeconomic status. However, Skiba et al. (2002) did report 

students who receive free and reduced lunch are more likely to be suspended. But, Skiba 

(2014) adds the discipline gap is as equally likely to occur in affluent school districts as more 

poor school districts.

Fenning and Rose (2007) contend these disparities exist among children of color due 

to fear and anxiety on the part of school administration and staff; their research also points to 

teachers’ perception of minority parents as powerless stakeholders as a cause of the 

inequities. Skiba (2014) adds cultural mismatch among students, faculty, and staff could be a 

contributing factor to the disproportionalities. Boneshefski and Runge (2013) concur by 

writing, “.. .schools should acknowledge that disproportionality may arise as a result of the 

cultural gap between educators and minority students” (p. 155). Further, Poulton (2014) 

argues many educators have “unquestioned assumptions” (p. 167) regarding minority student 

attitudes and abilities. Skiba, Chung, Trachok, Baker, Sheva, et al. (2014) also conclude 

systematic, school-level variables contribute more to racial disparities compared to type of 

behavior and individual student demographics.

Nicholson-Crotty et al. (2009); Schollengber (2013); Skiba et al. (2011); Skiba et al. 

(2002) argue the racial disparities in discipline can be explained by the discrimination in the
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application of discipline by teachers and administrators. Several studies have examined 

behaviors of minority students compared to White students and discipline consequences 

issued by school leaders. Skiba et al. (2011) report African American students typically 

receive harsher punishments for less serious behavior when compared to White students. 

Further, Theriot and Dupper (2009) contend African American students are more likely to be 

disciplined for subjective infractions while White students received consequences for more 

objective misbehavior.

Nicholson-Crotty et al. (2009) posit the unfair treatment of African American 

students may be a contributing factor in the overrepresentation of African Americas in the 

justice system. Nauman (2012) writes, “policies that limit educational opportunities for 

certain groups of students increase the probability that a student within that group will 

engage in activities that are detrimental to their education and lifelong success” (p. 77). 

Nicholson-Crotty et al. (2009) also assert labeling theory suggests youth can become more 

delinquent as a result as the continued to be punished.

Finn and Servoss (2014) propose three different explanations of the disproportionate 

representation of African American and Hispanic students in school discipline data—an 

attempt to re-segregate schools, a desire to reduce the threat posed by minorities and a 

response to different levels of misbehavior among majority and minority students. However, 

Gregory et al. (2010) argue no evidence exists that just demographic factors solely explain 

the discipline gap that exist in school throughout the United States. Instead, the researchers 

posit school resources, faculty and staff perceptions, and racial climate are important 

predictors of disproportionality. Losen et al. (2015) write, “the racial and ethnic disparities



60

we document likely will have an adverse and disparate impact on the academic achievement 

and life outcomes of millions of historically disadvantaged children” (p. 4).

Skiba, Chung, Trachok, Baker, Sheva, et al. (2014) cite several conclusions regarding 

disproportionate representation of African Americans in school discipline—African 

American students do not have higher rates of misbehavior, schools with higher rates of 

African Americans use more punitive consequences, and the assumption that African 

American are at greater behavioral risks may explain a higher rate of punitive measures.

Skiba et al. (2002) write, “ ...reducing the disciplinary gap between black and white students 

may also require attention to broad scale systemic reform whose goal is to equalize 

educational opportunity for all students” (p. 337). Gregory et al. (2010) assert the differential 

selection hypothesis explains why ethnic minorities are more likely to be identified for wrong 

doing. They write, “despite relatively similar rates of disruption, Black, Latino, or American 

Indian students may be more likely to be differentially selected for discipline” (p. 61). In 

their recent study of discipline data among school districts across the southern United states, 

Smith and Harper (2015) add, “the alarming data presented go beyond student misbehavior 

and bad parenting.. .they also are attributable to racist practices and policies in K-12 public 

schools across the South” (p. 1).

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports 

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) was created with the 

reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Act of 1997 (IDEA); the Center on PBIS 

was established to disseminate framework information and implementation strategies (Sugai 

& Simonsen, 2012). Safran and Oswald (2003) add IDEA requires local school districts not 

only use the PBIS framework for students with disabilities, but also for students whose



61

behavior places them at risk for placement in a special education program. Although 

originally designed to provide support for students with behavioral disabilities, the 

framework is used now to implement behavior support for all students (Sugai & Homer,

2009; Sugai & Simonsen, 2012).

Dunlap et al. (2014) cite the growing need for public schools to provide more 

inclusive and less institutionalized treatment of all students as a motivation for the creation of 

PBIS. Fenning and Rose (2007) argue PBIS was developed and endorsed by the federal 

government in response to the failed attempts of zero tolerance policies and exclusionary 

discipline approaches by school leaders. Dunlap et al. (2014) add PBIS has moved away 

from behavior management strategies and more towards behavior support through the years. 

Sugai and Simonsen (2012) define these supports should focuses on prevention, decisions 

based on data, behavior instruction, team-based implementation, and professional 

development.

Bradshaw and Pas (2011) recognized several characteristics which relate to PBIS 

implementation. The results of their study indicate schools with a great need for behavior 

support were likely to be selected by local district to participate in the PBIS framework. 

Further, schools with higher rates of suspension, higher rates of student mobility, and lower 

student achievement scores were more likely to begin training and implementation.

Bradshaw et al. (2008) write, “training in PBIS appears to make a school more friendly 

positive, and collaborative” (p. 469).

PBIS is an international, preventative framework which has been adopted by schools 

and school districts to teach and promote positive behaviors for all students (Clonan, 

McDougal, & Clark, 2007; Sugai & Homer, 2006, 2009). Upreti, Liaupsin, and Koonce
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(2010) identify six hallmarks of the PBIS framework: a pre-implementation agreement by at 

least 80% of the school’s staff, three tiers of support for all students, proactive behavior 

principles based on evidence and data, the use of a student reward system, development of 

community support for the framework, and use of student and school data to make decisions 

about behavior programming and interventions. Sugai and Homer (2002) also ascertain four 

main components of the PBIS framework: outcomes, behavior support provided through 

behavior science research, principles and practices validated by data, and implementation of 

validated behavior practices. Burke, Davis, Hagan-Burke, Lee, and Fogarty (2012) indicate 

negative correlations existed between adherence to PBIS behavior expectations and relative 

risks of behaviors including school problem behaviors (-.77), externalizing behaviors (-.73), 

and internalizing behaviors (-.47), and adaptive skills (-.69).

Several researchers have drawn an analogy between PBIS and Response-to- 

Intervention (RTI), an academic and behavior tiered support pyramid used throughout the 

United States (Sugai & Homer, 2009; Sugai & Simonsen, 2012; Upreti et al., 2010). Sugai 

and Simonsen (2012) also note PBIS is not a packaged program that looks the same in all 

schools; rather schools use empirical data to drive the framework with research-based 

intervention and supports for all students at each individual school. Skiba et al. (2011) write, 

“the framework is intended to restructure discipline practices through a comprehensive and 

proactive approach.. .it is intended to be flexible enough to be responsive to the local needs 

of schools” (p. 519). Bradshaw and Pas (2011) identify the cost-effectiveness and local 

school flexibility of the framework as reasons for the wide-spread support of PBIS.

Mathews, McIntosh, Frank, and May (2014) write, “students spend more than 

14,000 hours in the school environment [throughout their K-12 career]...schools have prime
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opportunities to implement and sustain practices that promote academic, social-emotional, 

and behavior success of their students” (p. 168). Muscott, Mann, and LeBrun (2008) argue 

the strategies of the PBIS framework do exactly this by both increasing student achievement 

and decreasing problem behaviors. Safran and Oswald (2003) add the PBIS interventions 

attempt to change situations by teaching alternatives before negative student behaviors 

escalate possibly requiring exclusionary discipline. The PBIS framework is a three-tiered 

approach—tier one consists of preventative measures for all students (approximately 85% of 

the student population), tier two includes more intensive support for students who are risk for 

behavior problems (approximately 10% of the student population), and tier three provides 

individualized, intense support (approximately 5% of the student population) (Skiba et al., 

2011).

Local schools plan and implement the PBIS framework through a PBIS team which is 

led by the PBIS coach; other team members include general education teachers, special 

education teachers, school counselors, and administrators. The PBIS team is designed to 

make data-based decisions regarding behavior interventions and supports. Sugai and Homer

(1999) write, “the development, implementation, and maintenance of school-wide discipline 

systems is impossible for an individual administrator or teacher” (p. 17). Sugai, Sprague, 

Homer, and Walker (2000) identify seven main components of PBIS implementation— 

clearly defined behavior expectations, processes for behavior expectations to be taught to all 

students, a rewards system for meeting behavior expectations, a range of consequences for 

not meeting behavior expectations, a process for monitoring behavior data, local school 

administrator support, and school district support. Sugai and Homer (2009) categorize 

implementation into three categories—initial adoption and implementation (year 1), full
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implementation commitment (year 2 and 3), and self-sustaining and regenerating (year 4 and 

beyond).

PBIS framework implementation requires the creation and analysis of many data 

points from several different stakeholders (Upreti et al., 2010). Office Discipline Referrals 

(ODRs) provide each local school PBIS team with disaggregated, discipline data which helps 

in planning interventions and identifying needs of school (Clonan et al., 2007). ODRs are the 

unit of measurement for student problem behaviors (Irvin et al., 2004). Schools input ODRs 

into the PBIS School-Wide Information System (SWIS); SWIS produces reports which assist 

the PBIS team in their work (Skiba et al., 2011). Irvin, Homer, and Ingram (2006) write, 

“ODR data from SWIS is used to improve school discipline practices, assist in support 

planning with individual students, report discipline data, and aggregate ODR data” (p. 12). 

Irvin et al. (2006); Irvin et al. (2004); Kaufman et al. (2010); Safran and Oswald (2003) 

report ODRs can be used to measure overall school climate, to gauge the effectiveness of 

behavior interventions, and to differentiate student behavior support.

Safran and Oswald (2003) identify several key ingredients for successful PBIS 

implementation including team planning and problem-solving based on data, research-based 

behavior interventions, and positive interventions to reduce use of exclusionary discipline. 

Several researchers have identified the need for teacher training throughout the framework 

implementation process (Bambara, Goh, Kem, & Caskie, 2012; Bohanon & Wu, 2014; Marin 

& Filce, 2013). Sugai and Homer (2006), however, write, “the train and hope approach will 

fail because emphasis is not directed toward the establishment of system supports needed for 

continued practice over time” (p. 249). Sugai and Simonsen (2012) list five characteristics of 

effective PBIS implementation—at least 80% of students and faculty can identify the
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behavior expectations, high rates of positive rewards, at least 70% of the student population 

have not received an ODR, the PBIS team knows which students need more intense behavior 

support, and a process for regular system review is in place.

Staff resistance to the PBIS framework has been identified as a main barrier to 

success of the PBIS framework (Bambara et al., 2012; Lohrmann, Martin, & Patil, 2012; 

McIntosh, Predy, et al., 2013). Local school administrator support has also been included as 

a key obstacle to successful PBIS implementation (Lohrmann et al., 2012; Muscott et al., 

2008). Muscott et al. (2008) advocate for a staff vote in favor of PBIS before a local school 

makes the decision to begin implementing the framework. Although PBIS requires 80% of 

staff buy-in and 100% staff participation in PBIS professional development, Safran and 

Oswald (2003) write, “when a staff has ownership of the PBIS process and students observe 

teacher and administrator commitment, youngsters should be more motivated to participate 

and change behavior patterns” (p. 370). Lohrmann et al. (2012) found it took on average 

three to five years for PBIS teams to resolve implementation issues and remove barriers to 

success. Muscott et al. (2008) add, “supporting systemic change in behavior support 

practices from an overreliance on punishment to comprehensive, positive approaches is a 

long-term journey requiring considerable support” (p. 192).

The sustainability of PBIS implementation with fidelity is critical for ongoing success 

of the framework. Mathews et al. (2014) write, “fidelity of implementation is the mechanism 

by which valued outcomes are obtained...fidelity becomes critical in sustainability” (p. 169). 

McIntosh, Mercer, et al. (2013) identify several steps to ensure sustainability of the PBIS 

framework within a local school—identification of valued outcomes, identification of 

practices, implementation of practices, and modification of practices as suggested by data.
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They further add sustainability increases as PBIS practices change with the needs of the 

school and community; high fidelity is also achieved as staff and faculty members are 

committed to quality, consistent practice. Coffey and Homer (2012) write, “the areas 

reported as conducive to sustainability were leadership, teacher buy-in, funding, time to 

meet/regularly held meetings, decision-making procedures, and technical assistance 

opportunities” (p. 417). Multiple researchers relate sustainability to use of data to make 

decisions and administrator support during implementation (Coffey & Horner, 2012;

Mathews et al., 2014; McIntosh, Mercer, et al., 2013; McIntosh, Predy, et al., 2013). Sugai 

and Homer (2006) argue sustainable implementation can occur when “a team leads a 

comprehensive action plan and has activities related to achieving organizational capacity for 

political support, funding, visibility, training, coaching, evaluation, and exemplar 

demonstrations” (p. 255).

The effects of the PBIS framework are well documented. Studies have shown 

academic achievement as well as student academic engagement increases as a school moves 

toward implementation with fidelity (Marin & Filce, 2013; McIntosh, Ty, & Miller, 2014; 

Sugai & Simonsen, 2012). PBIS implementation has also been linked to increased 

instructional time as well as reduced use of exclusionary discipline by school leaders 

(Bohanon & Wu, 2014; Bradshaw & Pas, 2011; Marin & Filce, 2013; McIntosh et al., 2014; 

Simonsen et al., 2012; Skiba et al., 2012; Sugai & Homer, 2002; Sugai & Simonsen, 2012; 

Swain-Bradway, Swoszowski, Boden, & Sprague, 2013; Vincent & Tobin, 2011). Studies 

have also associated improved school climate with PBIS implementation (Bradshaw et al., 

2008; Skiba et al., 2011). Nicholson-Crotty et al. (2009) also note, “our findings argue for a
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more aggressive focus on programs such as these [PBIS] in the fight against racial

disproportion in the justice system” (p. 1016).

As of February 2013, almost 400 schools in the target state had been trained on the

PBIS framework; 14 states had over 500 school implementing PBIS. This places the target

state in the top 20 states in the number of schools trained in PBIS. 20% of the schools in the

target state were implementing with fidelity (STATEPBIS, 2014). The research state

recognizes the impact PBIS can have on student academic and high school graduation.

According to STATEPBIS (2014),

An additional 30,000 high school graduates in [target state] would mean $242 million 
in increased earning potential and $191 million in increased spending. This additional 
spending would support a $350 million increase in state gross product and an 
estimated $18 million increase in state tax revenue, (p. 11)

Because the state identifies the power behind the PBIS framework, it has tied implementation

to school’s accountability report. Schools are graded annually, based on a 100 point scale,

using a number of criteria. Schools who are implementing the framework earn an additional

one-half “bonus” point on their annual accountability score (STATEPBIS, 2014).

The state uses the Benchmarks of Quality (BoQ) (Kincaid et al., 2010) to measure the

level of fidelity a school is implementing the framework. The BoQ is also accompanied by

on-site walkthroughs by non-school personnel throughout the year to maintain consistency

and fidelity of framework implementation. The state has created three levels of

implementation that are measured, in part by the BoQ. Level 1, installing, is earned with a

BoQ score of less than 70%. Level 2, emerging, is achieved with a BoQ score of 70% - 79%

and declining suspensions and ODRs. Level 3, operation, is attainted with a BoQ score of

80% or above, evidence of 75% of the student population are on Tier 1 of the framework,

declining or stabilizing suspension rates, and declining or stabilizing attendance rates
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(STATEPBIS, 2015). Sandomierski (2011) concludes from her study of 83 elementary 

schools implementing the PBIS framework no statistically significant relationship exists 

between a school’s BoQ score and the effect of disproportionate discipline data for African 

Americans.

The BoQ was developed in 2005 as a tool to measure the implementation fidelity 

level in schools using the PBIS framework; it was then updated and revised in 2010 (Kincaid 

et al., 2010). Measured on a scale from 0 to 107, schools scoring 70% or higher are said to 

be implementing the framework with fidelity (McIntosh, Mercer, et al., 2013). The BoQ 

contains 53 items related to the PBIS framework; the survey is divided into ten subsections 

which reflect the ten critical elements of PBIS (R. Cohen et al., 2007). The ten critical 

factors are the PBIS team, faculty commitment to the framework, effective discipline 

procedures, data entry, expectations and rules, reward system, lesson plans, implementation 

plans, crisis plans, and evaluation. R. Cohen et al. (2007) write, “ .. .this instrument was 

developed as a self-evaluation tool to allow [PBIS] school teams to review their progress 

toward implementing critical elements of PBIS” (p. 204).

Summary

The literature review began with an explanation of the theoretical framework of the 

study, Bowles and Gintis’ Correspondence Theory. Correspondence Theory is based upon 

Social Cognitive Theory as well as the idea of stratification. Bowles and Gintis propose 

America’s capitalist economy constantly requires stratification between the superior and 

inferior to create the boss to worker relationship. This idea is applied to the disproportionate 

representation of African American and Hispanic students in school discipline data. Because
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our economy requires that we have inferior individuals in less than desirable positions, 

schools work as a sorting ground for these levels.

Following the theoretical explanation of the study, school discipline, as well as legal 

perspectives regarding student discipline, is discussed. Discipline, from Latin roots, means 

to teach; however, most school leaders choose to use discipline as a punitive measure when 

students misbehave. The court system has handed down several rulings which outline 

student rights as well as school leader obligations as discipline consequences are given for 

school rule infractions.

Student discipline and punitive discipline approaches have an impact on the school 

climate as well as student achievement. The literature review discusses the current 

educational research on the power of school culture and its ability to propel a school towards 

its mission and goals. However, toxic school cultures can be a breeding ground for increased 

student discipline and exclusionary discipline. Further, research is presented on the negative 

impacts suspensions and expulsions have on student achievement; it is clear that if students 

are not in classrooms they are not receiving the instruction necessary to meet or exceed the 

curriculum standards.

School leaders have several options when correcting student behaviors; the two most 

popular choices are punitive consequences or positive, proactive measures. The choices 

school leaders make affect the future of individual student as well as the wellbeing of the 

school culture and environment. Exclusionary school discipline approaches, including 

suspensions and expulsions, are typically used by school administrators. Educational 

research is presented which links suspensions and expulsions to the application of zero 

tolerance policies as well as the school-to-prison-pipeline (STPP). The STPP describes the
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relationship between pushing students out of school through suspensions and expulsions and 

introducing them to the juvenile justice system.

Research is also presented which asserts disproportionate representation of minority 

students, mainly African American and Hispanic, increases as the use of suspensions and 

expulsions increase. A historical background of race in education as well as race’s influence 

in school discipline is discussed in the literature review.

Finally, Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS), an international, 

behavior prevention framework is introduced as an alternative to exclusionary discipline.

The number of schools using the framework has grown exponentially over the years, and 

research has shown it can lead to a more positive school climate and fewer office disciplinary 

referrals. The PBIS framework is flexible at each implementing school, but is based on 

establishing behavior expectations for all students, teaching the expectations to all students, 

rewarding students for meeting the expectations, using data to drive the framework, and 

constantly revising the framework based on the needs of the students and the school.



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY

School leaders are held accountable at a high standard for ensuring students are being 

exposed to a healthy school climate and culture conducive to learning (Irvin et al., 2004). 

However, Morrison and Skiba (2001) argue exclusionary discipline approaches applied by 

school leaders in an attempt to curb student misbehavior has ultimately led to antisocial 

behavior. Further, Rusby et al. (2011) write out-of-school suspensions and expulsions as the 

central administrative intervention have had significant, negative effects on students 

including delinquency, school attendance, school dropout, and risky behaviors such as 

alcohol and drug use. Researchers submit schools who regularly practice punitive discipline 

measures are more likely to have an overrepresentation of minority students in their 

discipline data (Fenning & Rose, 2007). Townsend (2000) maintains the phenomenon of 

overrepresentation of minorities in suspension and expulsion can have disastrous impacts on 

the affected groups. The Children’s Defense Fund first reported this disproportionate 

representation in 1975 revealing African American students were two to three times 

overrepresented in school suspension compared to White students (Gregory et al., 2010). As 

late as 2010, national, public school suspension data showed 17% of African American 

students and 7% of Hispanic students were suspended at least once during the school year 

compared to only 5% of White students (Losen & Gillespie, 2012). Skiba and Peterson

(2000) contend schools who implement proactive and preventive measures focused on
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reducing student discipline and improving school climate may avoid these problematic 

effects of exclusionary discipline approaches.

Dunlap et al. (2014) posit the Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports 

(PBIS) framework has emerged as an effective alternative for addressing student 

misbehavior as well as school-wide climate concerns. The Benchmarks of Quality (BoQ) 

(Kincaid et al., 2010) inventory annually assesses the level of PBIS implementation at 

each local school (McIntosh, Mercer, et al., 2013). School leaders are in need of research 

which suggests if PBIS implementation is an effective intervention in reducing racial 

disproportionately in school discipline data among both African American and Hispanic 

students. This research study attempted to provide school leaders with this information.

This chapter includes the research questions and hypotheses as well as the 

research design proposed for the study. Further, the information concerning the 

population, sample, and participants in the study is included. A description of the data 

collection and data analysis procedures is also contained in the chapter.

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

This study sought to answer questions regarding the effect of implementing the 

PBIS framework on closing the discipline gap between African American and White 

students and Hispanic and White students as measured by the school relative risk ratios 

and risk ratio of exclusionary discipline decisions in public, K-12 schools. The first four 

research questions were descriptive and the last four research questions explored the 

impact of the PBIS framework on the discipline gap.

RQ1: What are the risk ratios for exclusionary discipline in the participating PBIS 

schools?
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RQ2: What are the risk ratios for exclusionary discipline in the participating non- 

PBIS schools?

RQ3: What are the relative risk ratios for exclusionary discipline for African 

American and Hispanic students in the participating PBIS schools?

RQ4: What are the relative risk ratios for exclusionary discipline for African 

American and Hispanic students in the participating non-PBIS schools?

RQ5: Is there a statistically significant difference in risk ratios for exclusionary 

discipline of African American students between the PBIS and non-PBIS 

schools?

H0 5 : The risk ratios for African American students in PBIS schools will not be 

significantly different from the risk ratios for African American students in 

non-PBIS schools.

RQ6: Is there a statistically significant difference in risk ratios for exclusionary 

discipline of Hispanic students between the PBIS and non-PBIS schools?

H0 6 : The risk ratios for Hispanic students in PBIS schools will not be

significantly different from the risk ratios for Hispanic students in non- 

PBIS schools.

RQ7: Is there a statistically significant difference in relative risk ratios for

exclusionary discipline of African American students between the PBIS 

and non-PBIS schools?

H0 7 : The relative risk ratios for African American students in PBIS schools will 

not be significantly different from the relative risk ratios for African 

American students in non-PBIS schools.
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RQ8: Is there a statistically significant difference in relative risk ratios for

exclusionary discipline of Hispanic students between the PBIS and non- 

PBIS schools?

Ho8: The relative risk ratios for Hispanic students in PBIS schools will not be 

significantly different from the relative risk ratios for Hispanic students in 

non-PBIS schools.

Research Design

The study used a non-experimental, quantitative, ex-post facto design using 

previously collected archival data. Johnson (2001) writes, “a substantial proportion of 

quantitative educational research is non-experimental because many important variables 

of interest are not manipulable” (p. 3). L. Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2000) argue an 

ex-post facto research design allows the researcher to gather information and explore the 

nature of phenomena when an experimental approach is not possible. Tuckman and 

Harper (2012) also suggest an ex-post facto study allows the researcher to relate an after- 

the-fact treatment to a dependent factor. However, Cohen and colleagues posit several 

weaknesses of ex-post facto studies including a lack of control since the researcher is not 

manipulating a variable, a possibility of reverse causation, and an inability to establish 

causation between the factors in the study.

Neuman (2011) writes, “quantitative [studies] try to verify a relationship or 

hypotheses we already have in mind...they focus on outcomes found across numerous 

cases’ (p. 166). L. Cohen et al. (2000); Johnson (2001); Tuckman and Harper (2012) 

identify the correlational and causal-comparative as two designs under the ex-post facto 

research umbrella. The non-experimental design for the study used an analysis of
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variance (ANOVA) test to compare the risk ratios and relative risk ratios for exclusionary 

discipline for African American and Hispanic students in PBIS and non-PBIS schools. 

The assumptions for the ANOVA test include normality of data, homogeneity of 

variance, and independence of samples. In this study, the researcher considered 

controlling for several variables as PBIS and non-PBIS schools are matched for 

comparison. Controlled variables included school level, school socio-economic status, 

school geographic setting, total student enrollment, percentage of White students 

enrolled, percentage of African American students enrolled, and percentage of Hispanic 

students enrolled.

Setting, Population, and Sampling Procedures 

The setting of the research study was situated in a southeastern state with a 

population greater than 10 million. The target state contains more than 100 school 

districts and demonstrates both an academic and discipline gap among African American 

and White students as well as Hispanic and White students. Further, this state was 

ranked higher than forty other students in the total number of students being suspended 

from school in 2010.

The more than 19,000 schools in the United States are implementing the PBIS 

framework represent the population in this study. The 158 schools in the target state that 

have been implementing the PBIS framework with fidelity for at least three years 

constituted the study’s sample (STATEPBIS, 2015).

The 158 schools implementing the PBIS framework used in the research study 

were categorized by the state’s PBIS office as emerging or operational as defined by the 

Benchmarks of Quality (BoQ) (Kincaid et al., 2010) scores among other factors. Schools
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their BoQ as emerging, and above 79% on their BoQ as operational (STATEPBIS,

2015). These sample schools were chosen since they have submitted a current BoQ score 

of 70% or higher to the state’s PBIS office and their corresponding, disaggregated 

discipline data were available through the state’s Department of Education. BoQ data, 

years of PBIS implementation data, and risk ratios and relative risk ratios of suspensions 

and expulsions for African American and Hispanic students were collected and analyzed 

for all schools in the research sample.

Instrumentation, Validity, and Reliability 

The Benchmarks of Quality (BoQ) is an annual evaluation tool used by local 

school PBIS teams to measure the extent of PBIS framework implementation fidelity at 

the local school site (Kincaid et al., 2010). The final BoQ inventory score is derived 

from the PBIS Team Summary Report which is a consensus of the local school PBIS 

coach’s Coach Scoring Form and the Team Member Rating Form completed by all local 

school PBIS committee members each school year (R. Cohen et al., 2007). The PBIS 

coach uses a scoring guide to complete the Coach Scoring Form while the PBIS team 

members use a Likert-scale consisting of not in place, needs improvement, or in place (R. 

Cohen et al., 2007). The BoQ consists of ten subscales representing the ten critical 

elements of the PBIS framework, and each subscale consists of three to eight items— 

each item has a minimum value of 1 (not in place) and a maximum value of 3 (in place) 

(R. Cohen et al., 2007). McIntosh, Mercer, et al. (2013) report the total BoQ score is 

calculated by adding the points for each item in each subscale; the threshold for adequate 

implementation is set at 70 points with the maximum total point is set at 107 points.
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R. Cohen et al. (2007) established the psychometric properties of the BoQ 

(Kincaid et al., 2010) including internal consistency (a = .96), test-retest reliability (r = 

.94), inter-rater reliability (r = .97), and concurrent validity with the School-wide 

Evaluation Tool (r -  .51). The researcher did not administer the instrument during the 

study; alternatively, the researcher accessed BoQ inventory scores from the participating 

schools by obtaining archived data from the target state’s PBIS office.

Data Collection

The data needed in the study were archived by the target state’s PBIS office as 

well as the state’s Department of Education; these data were available through an open 

records data request. The data obtained from the state’s PBIS office included the school 

name, school level, 2014-2015 BoQ inventory score, and the number of years the school 

implemented the PBIS framework. The 2014-2015 school year was selected for the 

research study as this was the most current discipline data available from the research 

state. The data obtained from the state’s Department of Education (DOE) included the 

school name, school level, school level socio-economic status, total student enrollment, 

number of White students enrolled, number of African American students enrolled, 

number of Hispanic students enrolled, number of students suspended for at least one day, 

number of students expelled, number of White students suspended for at least one day, 

number of African American students suspended for at least one day, number of Hispanic 

students suspended for at least one day, number of White students expelled, number of 

African American students expelled, and number of Hispanic students expelled. The 

state’s DOE redacted school-level data which included fewer than ten students to protect 

student privacy; therefore, some data was missing from the DOE archived discipline data.
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Institutional Review Board 

The researcher submitted a signed Institutional Review Board (IRB) for Social 

and Behavioral Sciences at Mercer University application as a request for approval to 

begin data retrieval. After receiving approval of the IRB application, the researcher did 

not deviate from the approved plan. The target state Department of Education nor PBIS 

office required IRB approval. While the data obtained for the study was public record, 

the researcher omitted the names of the school districts and schools that are used in the 

study.

Data Analysis

After all data were retrieved, the researcher entered the data in the Statistical 

Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) to complete all data analysis. The researcher used 

the explore data feature in SPSS to determine distribution, presence of outliers, and 

assumption violation. The descriptive statistics that describe the characteristics of the 

participating schools are included in Chapter 4.

Risk ratios and relative risk ratios were used to describe the level of 

disproportionality in the student discipline data. McLoughlin and Noltemeyer (2010) 

write,

A risk ratio of 1.0 indicates that African American students and White students in 
the school are equally likely to receive an out-of-school suspension; in contrast, a 
risk ratio of 2.0 indicates African American students were twice as likely as White 
students to receive an out-of-school suspension, (p. 6)

Scanlan (1994) argues means should be used in conjunction with relative risk ratios as the

ratio can be misinterpreted and thus misleading. Scanlan writes, “ .. .appraising changes

in the relative status of two groups to a dichotomous variable would likely result in

different conclusions...reference to changes in continuous measures such as mean would
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likely be more useful” (p. 48). Since this research was focused on suspensions and 

expulsions for one particular school year and was not focused exclusionary discipline 

practices over time, risk ratios and relative risk ratios are a statistically appropriate tool.

The first step in data imputation was to normalize the variables for the following 

reasons. Data counts tended to be strongly positively skewed. The correlations 

obtainable between any two variables are partially determined by differences in their 

distribution shapes. The SPSS imputation process for estimating missing data assumes 

that the variables involved are normally distributed. Hence, it was desirable to transform 

the variables so that, to the degree possible, the transformed data approximate univariate 

normality. The normalized scores were used in the estimation of missing data.

The normalized scores were computed as follows. The cumulative percentiles 

were computed for a variable. The normal z-score, which defines the normalized version 

of the variable and which corresponds to each such cumulative percentile, was 

computed. The normalized scores were used in the estimation of missing data.

The default SPSS missing data imputation process was used on the normalized 

variables. Missing data in variables with up to 70% missing data were automatically 

estimated. Total expulsions, Hispanic expulsions, White expulsions, and Black 

expulsions counts and rates as well as Hispanic suspensions were estimated by multiple 

regressions, subject to the constraint that the count or rate could not exceed the count of 

number of such students in each school. The estimated normalized variables were 

transformed to their raw score versions by piecewise regression for each variable.

The researcher analyzed the research data by research question.
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RQ1: What are the risk ratios for exclusionary discipline in the participating PBIS 

schools?

The researcher calculated the risk ratio of exclusionary discipline for African 

Americans at each PBIS school in the study by tallying the number of African American 

students suspended or expelled during the 2014-2015 school year and dividing by the 

total number of African American students enrolled at the school during the 2014-2015 

school year.

Next, the researcher calculated the risk ratio of exclusionary discipline for 

Hispanics at each PBIS school in the study by tallying the number of Hispanics students 

suspended or expelled during the 2014-2015 school year and dividing by the total number 

of Hispanic students enrolled at the school during the 2014-2015 school year.

RQ2: What are the risk ratios for exclusionary discipline in the participating non- 

PBIS schools?

The same analysis used in RQ1 was applied in RQ2; however, data from non- 

PBIS schools was used in RQ2.

RQ3: What are the relative risk ratios for exclusionary discipline for African 

American and Hispanic students in the participating PBIS schools?

The researcher used the SPSS software package to organize the suspension and 

expulsion data provided by the state Department of Education. Again, the multiple 

imputation model within SPSS was used to estimate the values of missing data. The risk 

ratio of discipline decisions for the schools implementing in the PBIS framework were 

calculated using SPSS.
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The researcher calculated the risk ratio of exclusionary for discipline for White 

students at each PBIS school in the study by tallying the number of White students 

suspended or expelled during the 2014-2015 school year and dividing by the total number 

of White students enrolled during the 2014-2015 school year. Finally, the researcher 

calculated the relative risk ratio of exclusionary discipline for African American at each 

PBIS school in the study by dividing the African American risk ratio by the White risk 

ratio.

Then, the researcher calculated the relative risk ratio of exclusionary discipline for 

Hispanic students at each PBIS school in the study by dividing the Hispanic risk ratio and 

the White risk ratio.

RQ4: What are the relative risk ratios for exclusionary discipline for African 

American and Hispanic students in the participating non-PBIS schools?

The same analysis used in RQ3 was applied in RQ4; however, data from non- 

PBIS schools will be used in RQ4.

RQ5: Is there a statistically significant difference in risk ratios for exclusionary 

discipline of African American students between the PBIS and non-PBIS schools?

The researcher used ANOVA to compare the risk ratios for exclusionary 

discipline of African American students in PBIS and non-PBIS schools. The dependent 

variable was the risk ratios for African American students while the independent 

variables were the implementation of the PBIS framework, the BoQ score, and the 

replicated variable from the estimation procedure (a nuisance variable). The researcher 

used the SPSS software package, and a = .05 was used to test the hypothesis of Research 

Question 5.
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RQ6: Is there a statistically significant difference in risk ratios for exclusionary 

discipline of Hispanic students between the PBIS and non-PBIS schools?

The researcher used ANOVA to compare the risk ratios for exclusionary 

discipline of Hispanic students in PBIS and non-PBIS schools. The dependent variable 

was the risk ratios for Hispanic students while the independent variables were 

implementation of the PBIS framework, the BoQ score, and the replicated variable from 

the estimation procedure (a nuisance variable). The researcher used the SPSS software 

package, and a = .05 was used test to the hypothesis of Research Question 6.

RQ7: Is there a statistically significant difference in relative risk ratios for 

exclusionary discipline of African American students between the PBIS and non-PBIS 

schools?

The researcher used ANOVA to compare the relative risk ratio of exclusionary 

discipline decisions involving African American students in PBIS and non-PBIS schools. 

The dependent variable was the relative risk ratios of exclusionary discipline decisions 

for African American students while the independent variables will be implementation of 

the PBIS framework, the BoQ score, and the replicated variable from the estimation 

procedure (a nuisance variable). The researcher used the SPSS software package, and a 

= .05 was used to test the hypothesis of Research Question 7.

RQ8: Is there a statistically significant difference in relative risk ratios for 

exclusionary discipline of Hispanic students between the PBIS and non-PBIS schools?

The researcher used ANOVA to compare the relative risk ratio of exclusionary 

discipline decisions involving Hispanic students in PBIS and non-PBIS schools. The 

dependent variable was the relative risk ratios of exclusionary discipline for Hispanic
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students while the independent variables were implementation of the PBIS framework, 

the BoQ score, and the replicated variable from the estimation procedure (a nuisance 

variable). The researcher used the SPSS software package, and a = .05 was used to test 

the hypothesis of Research Question 8.

Table 5 provides a list of the eight research questions, the source of data for each 

question, and the type of analysis used to answer the research question.
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Table 5

Research Questions, Source, and Data Analysis

Research Question Source Analysis

RQ1: What are the risk ratios for 
exclusionary discipline in the participating 
PBIS schools?

RQ2: What are the risk ratios for 
exclusionary discipline in the participating 
non-PBIS schools?
RQ3: What are the relative risk ratios for 
exclusionary discipline for African 
American and Hispanic students in the 
participating PBIS schools?
RQ4: What are the relative risk ratios for 
exclusionary discipline for African 
American and Hispanic students in the 
non-participating PBIS schools?
RQ5: Is there a statistically significant 
difference in risk ratios for exclusionary 
discipline of African American students 
between the PBIS and non-PBIS schools? 
RQ6: Is there a statistically significant 
difference in risk ratios for exclusionary 
discipline of Hispanic students between 
the PBIS and non-PBIS schools?

RQ7: Is there a statistically significant 
difference in relative risk ratios for 
exclusionary discipline of African 
American students between the PBIS and 
non-PBIS schools?

RQ8: Is there a statistically significant 
difference in relative risk ratios for 
exclusionary discipline of Hispanic 
students between the PBIS and non-PBIS 
schools?

State DOE discipline 
data

State PBIS office

State DOE discipline 
data

State PBIS office
State DOE discipline 

data
State PBIS office

State DOE discipline 
data

State PBIS office

Calculated risk 
ratios for African 

American students

Calculated risk 
ratios for Hispanic 

students

Calculated relative 
risk ratios for 

African American 
students

Calculated relative 
risk ratios for 

Hispanic students

Calculation of risk ratios

Calculation of risk ratios

Calculation of relative risk 
ratios

Calculation of relative risk 
ratios

ANOVA (a = .05) 

ANOVA (a = .05)

ANOVA (a = .05)

ANOVA (a = .05)
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Reporting Results

Results of the study will be reported in Chapter 4. The researcher will include an 

analysis of the results as they related to the eight research questions. Further, the 

researcher will present the retrieved data used in study in table and narrative form. The 

results of the study will be presented alongside the research questions.

Summary

Chapter 3 begins with a brief synopsis of the literature presented in Chapter 2 

including research on school climate, student discipline, the effects of exclusionary 

discipline practices by school leaders, the problem of disproportionate representation of 

both African American and Hispanic students in school discipline data, and the use of 

proactive measure such as the Positive Behavioral Interventions and Support framework 

(PBIS). Van Der Westhuizen et al. (2005) contended when school leaders implement an 

effective school and culture an “orderly, disciplined, and safe atmosphere” (p. 106) will 

result. Further, Mitchell and Bradshaw (2013) argue students who are exposed to well- 

managed school environments behave more positively and perceive their school climate 

to be healthy. However, Teske and Huff (2011) report school leaders have turned to “get 

tough” (p. 14) policies such as suspensions, expulsions, and arrests to address student 

misbehavior. The use of exclusionary discipline practices has been linked to minority 

overrepresentation in school discipline data (Fenning & Rose, 2007). Nicholson-Crotty 

et al. (2009) state this overrepresentation of minorities, especially African American 

students, may be a factor in the racial disparities in the justice system as well as other 

negative outcomes such as academic failure and high school dropout. Researchers
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continue to question and explore ways the PBIS framework could have an impact on 

these racial disparities (Boneshefski & Runge, 2013); Cregor (2008).

After the researcher presents a brief overview of the literature used to ground the 

current study, research questions with corresponding hypothesis are offered. The 

questions of the study will calculate risk ratios and relative risk ratios of exclusionary 

discipline for both African American and Hispanic students in the participating schools. 

Further, the research questions will compare the risk ratios and relative risk ratios of 

exclusionary discipline for both African American and Hispanic students in PBIS and 

non-PBIS schools using a t-test for independent samples. The research design for this 

study is ex-post facto as the data used in the study will be retrieved from an archival 

database at the target state’s Department of Education and PBIS office.



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS

Chapter 4 discusses the results and findings based on the data collected and 

analyzed on school suspensions and expulsions of White, African American, and 

Hispanic students in two types of schools—schools that have implemented the Positive 

Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) framework with fidelity and those schools 

who have not implemented the framework. This chapter will recap the eight research 

questions which guided the study, describe the schools used in the research study, and 

present the findings based on quantitative analysis.

The purpose of the research was to determine if a difference existed in school 

discipline data between the PBIS and non-PBIS schools among three specific racial 

groups—Whites, African Americans, and Hispanics. The study was centered on the 

problem of an increasing discipline gap between both African American and Hispanic 

students compared to White students; this problem has been documented since 1975 and 

continues to plague school leaders today (CDF, 2014; Losen et al., 2015). Relative risk 

ratios, which describe racial disproportionality, continue to be reported at levels greater 

than one for both African Americans and Hispanics as compared to White students.

Respondents

158 PBIS schools were identified as acceptable schools for the implementation as 

prescribed by the researcher’s delimitations (BoQ score and number of years of 

implementation). However, during the pairing of non-PBIS schools in the comparison

87
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group to PBIS schools in the treatment group to control for extraneous variables, the 

researcher eliminated 30 PBIS schools, as no non-PBIS school existed to make an 

appropriate match. Therefore, the study included 128 PBIS and 128 non-PBIS schools 

matched according to multiple variables.

Before statistical calculations could be made, the researcher examined the 

discipline data for missing values and then used SPSS to estimate summary data and 

impute the missing data by using the multiple imputation model. Data counts, means, 

and standard deviations for each variable, before imputations, among both PBIS and non- 

PBIS are presented in Tables 6 and 7.
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Table 6

Descriptive Statistics, PBIS Schools*

N Minimum Maximum Mean
Std.

Deviation
Benchmarks of Quality 
(BoQ) Score 158 71.0 101.0 91.557 7.0589

Total Student Count 158 201.0 2767.0 838.139 453.1695
Total Hispanic Student 
Count 158 0 1221 145.55 222.382

Total African American 158 0 1658 253.02 265.776Student Count
Total White Student Count 158 1 1109 375.36 233.570

K-12 Free/Reduced-Price 158 75 1779 520.28 332.641Count
Total Suspensions
Total Hispanic Suspensions*

158 0 898 81.67 123.171

Total African American
Suspension*
Total White Suspensions* — — — — —

Total Expulsions
Total Hispanic Expulsions*

23 1 19 4.61 5.025

Total African American 18 18 18.00 0.000Expulsions 2

Total White Expulsions 158 0 1 .18 .388
*  The state Department o f  Education would not give data where there were so few cases that individuals 
might become identifiable. Therefore zero (or missing) observations arose for some schools in some 
variables.
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Table 7

Descriptive Statistics, Non-PBIS Schools

N Minimum Maximum Mean
Std.

Deviation
Total Student Count 128 195.0 2162.0 795.938 392.4132
Total Hispanic Student 
Count 128 0 1406 127.84 190.478

Total African American 128 0 1439 247.40 246.880Student Count
Total White Student Count 128 4 1146 369.98 233.348

K-12 Free/Reduced-Price 128 1866 482.40 295.933Count 3

Total Suspensions
Total Hispanic Suspensions*

128 0 589 66.85 97.966

Total African American
Suspension*
Total White Suspensions* — — — — —

Total Expulsions
Total Hispanic Expulsions*

21 1 19 4.19 4.905

Total African American 1 15 15 15.00Expulsions ----------

Total White Expulsions 128 0 1 .19 .392
* The state Department o f  Education would not give data where there were so few cases that individuals 
might become identifiable. Therefore zero (or missing) observations arose for some schools in some 
variables.

Tables 8 and 9 summarize key demographic information about the participating 

schools such as the setting, socioeconomic status, school level, and size.
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Table 8

Descriptive statistics, PBIS Schools (N = 128)

N %

Setting

Rural 5 3.9%

Micropolitan 8 6.3%

Small Metropolitan 51 39.8%

Medium Metropolitan 15 11.7%

Metropolitan 49 38.3%

Level

Elementary 82 64%

Middle 31 24.2%

High 15 11.8%

Size of School

<500 students 24 18.8%

500 -  1000 students 81 63.3%

1000 -  1500 students 14 10.9%

> 1500 students 9 7%

Socioeconomics

< 25% Free-reduced lunch 1 0.8%

25% - 50% Free-reduced lunch 26 20.3%

50% - 75% Free-reduced lunch 58 45.3%

> 75% Free-reduced lunch 43 33.6%
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Table 9

Descriptive statistics, Non-PBIS Schools (N = 128)

N %

Setting

Rural 21 16.4%

Micropolitan 8 6.3%

Small Metropolitan 15 11.7%

Medium Metropolitan 14 10.9%

Metropolitan 70 54.7%

Level

Elementary 82 64%

Middle 31 24.2%

High 15 11.8%

Size of School

<500 students 25 19.5%

500 -  1000 students 80 62.5%

1000 -  1500 students 15 11.7%

> 1500 students 8 6.3%

Socioeconomics

< 25% Free-reduced lunch 1 0.8%

25% - 50% Free-reduced lunch 29 22.7%

50% - 75% Free-reduced lunch 55 42.9%

> 75% Free-reduced lunch 43 33.6%
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Findings

The research findings for the eight research questions that guided this study are 

presented and discussed in this section. The research questions and corresponding null 

hypotheses (if applicable) will be presented followed by a summary and table of results 

based on the analysis for each research question.

Research Question 1 

What are the risk ratios for exclusionary discipline in the participating PBIS 

schools?

Table 10 includes the descriptive statistics related to risk ratios for exclusionary 

discipline in the participating PBIS schools. The risk ratios are given for African 

Americans Hispanics, and Whites.

Table 10

Descriptive statistics, Risk ratios, PBIS Schools (N = 128)

Mean
Std. Deviation Std. Error 

Mean

African American Suspensions .0347 .05683 .00498

Hispanic Suspensions .0360 .02847 .00252

White Suspensions .0145 .02295 .00203

African American Expulsions .0007 .00085 .00008

Hispanic Expulsions .0032 .00536 .00047

White Expulsions .0002 .00040 .00004
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Research Question 2 

What are the risk ratios for exclusionary discipline in the participating non-PBIS 

schools?

Table 11 includes the descriptive statistics related to the risk ratios for 

exclusionary discipline in the participating non-PBIS schools. The risk ratios are given 

for African Americans Hispanics, and Whites.

Table 11

Descriptive statistics, Risk ratios, Non- PBIS Schools (N = 128)

Mean
Std. Deviation Std. Error 

Mean

African American Suspensions .0402 .06728 .00595

Hispanic Suspensions .0375 .02938 .00260

White Suspensions .0163 .02581 .00228

African American Expulsions .0007 .00084 .00007

Hispanic Expulsions .0375 .02938 .00260

White Expulsions .0002 .00039 .00003
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Research Question 3 

What are the relative risk ratios for exclusionary discipline for African American 

and Hispanic students in the participating PBIS schools?

Table 12 includes the descriptive statistics related to the relative risk ratios of 

exclusionary discipline decisions in the participating PBIS schools. The relative risk 

ratios are given for African Americans and Hispanics.

Table 12

Descriptive statistics, Relative Risk Ratios, PBIS Schools (N = 128)

Std. Deviation Std. Error

African American Suspensions 6.2469 17.22712 1.75458

Hispanic Suspensions 5.8519 6.93272 .70610

African American Expulsions .6842 .88523 .20308

Hispanic Expulsions 2.7942 3.76005 .86261
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Research Question 4 

What are the relative risk ratios for exclusionary discipline for African American 

and Hispanic students in the non-participating PBIS schools?

Table 13 includes the descriptive statistics related to the relative risk ratios of 

exclusionary discipline decisions in the participating non-PBIS schools. The relative risk 

ratios are given for both African Americans and Hispanics.

Table 13

Descriptive statistics, Relative Risk Ratios, Non-PBIS Schools (N = 128)

Std. Deviation Std. Error

African American Suspensions 6.6409 19.43915 1.97988

Hispanic Suspensions 6.2644 7.38469 .75213

African American Expulsions .6316 .68399 .15692

Hispanic Expulsions 2.2184 3.21032 .73650
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Research Question 5 

Is there a statistically significant difference in risk ratios for exclusionary 

discipline of African American students between the PBIS and non-PBIS schools?

H0 5 : The risk ratios for African American students in PBIS schools will not be 

significantly different from the risk ratios for African American students in non-PBIS 

schools.

The risk ratios for African American students in PBIS schools are not 

significantly different from the risk ratios for African American students in non-PBIS 

schools for both suspensions and expulsions; the researcher did not have enough evidence 

to reject the null hypothesis. The paired samples analysis of variance (ANOVA) test 

results shown in Table 14 demonstrate no significant difference.

Table 14

ANOVA, African American Risk Ratios

t
df Sig. (2- 

tailed)

African American Risk Ratios - -1.125 127 .263
Suspensions

African American Risk Ratios - 1.206 127 .230
Expulsions



Research Question 6 

Is there a statistically significant difference in risk ratios for exclusionary 

discipline of Hispanic students between the PBIS and non-PBIS schools?

Ho6: The risk ratios for Hispanic students in PBIS schools will not be 

significantly different from the risk ratios for Hispanic students in non-PBIS schools.

The risk ratios for Hispanic students in PBIS schools are not significantly 

different from the risk ratios for Hispanic students in non-PBIS schools for both 

suspensions and expulsions; the researcher did not have enough evidence to reject the 

null hypothesis. The paired samples analysis of variance (ANOVA) test results shown 

Table 15 demonstrate no significant difference.

Table 15

ANOVA, Hispanic Risk Ratios

t df Sig. (2- 
tailed)

Hispanic Risk Ratios - -0.564 127 .574
Suspensions

Hispanic Risk Ratios - -0.317 127 .752
Expulsions
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Research Question 7 

Is there a statistically significant difference in relative risk ratios for exclusionary 

discipline of African American students between the PBIS and non-PBIS schools?

H0 7 : The relative risk ratios for African American students in PBIS schools will 

not be significantly different from the relative risk ratios for African American students 

in non-PBIS schools.

The relative risk ratios for African American students in PBIS schools are not 

significantly different from the relative risk ratios for African American students in non- 

PBIS schools for both suspensions and expulsions; the researcher did not have enough 

evidence to reject the null hypothesis. The paired sample analysis of variance (ANOVA) 

test results shown in Table 16 demonstrate no significant difference.

Table 16

ANOVA, African American Relative Risk Ratios

t
df Sig. (2- 

tailed)

African American Relative Risk Ratios 
-  Suspensions

.200 95 .842

African American Relative Risk Ratios 
-  Expulsions

-.567 18 .578
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Research Question 8 

Is there a statistically significant difference in relative risk ratios for exclusionary 

discipline of Hispanic students between the PBIS and non-PBIS schools?

Hos: The relative risk ratios for Hispanic students in PBIS schools will not be 

significantly different from the relative risk ratios for Hispanic students in non-PBIS 

schools.

The relative risk ratios for Hispanic students in PBIS schools are not significantly 

different from the relative risk ratios for Hispanic students in non-PBIS schools for both 

suspensions and expulsions; the researcher did not have enough evidence to reject the 

null hypothesis. The paired samples analysis of variance (ANOVA) test results shown in 

Table 17 demonstrate no significant difference.

Table 17

ANOVA, Hispanic Relative Risk Ratios

t df Sig. (2- 
tailed)

Hispanic Relative Risk Ratios - .524 95 .602
Suspensions

Hispanic Relative Risk Ratios - -.950 18 .355
Expulsions
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Summary

The growing discipline gap between African American students and White 

students as well as between Hispanic and White students led to this study, which focused 

on the relationship between the Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) 

framework and the racial disparity in school discipline data. The researcher compared 

both risk ratios and relative risk ratios among pairs of 128 schools in the research state. 

One school in the pair had implemented the PBIS framework with fidelity for at least 

three years while the other school in the pair had never implemented the PBIS 

framework.

The researcher used SPSS to enter, organize, and analyze the suspension data. A 

series of descriptive statistics as well as a series of analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests 

were completed to answer the eight research questions that guided the study. The 

ANOVA tests were used to determine if the risk ratios and relative risk ratios for both 

African American and Hispanic students were statistically and significantly different 

between PBIS and non-PBIS schools.

Research questions 1 through 4 focused on descriptive statistics related to risk and 

relative risk ratios. Those descriptive statistics were presented in tables for African 

American, Hispanic, and White students for both suspensions and expulsions.

Research questions 5 and 6 centered on determining if the risk ratios for 

exclusionary discipline practices of African American and Hispanic students were 

significantly statistically different between PBIS and non-PBIS schools. The data 

revealed no statistically significant difference in the risk ratios.
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Research questions 7 and 8 concentrated on determining if the relative risk ratios 

for exclusionary discipline practices of African American and Hispanic students were 

significantly statistically different between PBIS and non-PBIS schools. The data 

revealed there was no statistically significant difference in the relative risk ratios.

Chapter 5 summarizes the findings of the study in relationship to the current 

literature presented and discussed in the Chapter 2. The researcher will include 

conclusions as well as implications as they related to the problem statement and 

background of the problem. Further, the chapter will conclude with recommendations for 

future study so that other research may continue to deepen the body of literature as well 

as to offer potential solution regarding racial disproportionality in school discipline data.



CHAPTER 5

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 

The problem of the continued use of exclusionary discipline practices and the 

existence of the discipline gap between both African American and White students and 

Hispanic and White students led to a research study to investigate the relationship 

between the implementation of the Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports 

(PBIS) framework and racial disparities in school discipline practices. 128 schools in the 

comparison group (schools who had not implemented the PBIS framework) and 128 

schools in the manipulation group (schools who had implemented the PBIS framework 

for at least three years) were matched based on multiple variables. The participating 

schools’ discipline data were collected and analyzed. This chapter will include an 

overview of the entire study, which will include the problem, purpose, procedures, and 

research findings. The major findings for each of the eight research questions as well as 

the conclusions, implications, and recommendations for future research will be discussed.

Summary of Study

The purpose of this study was to determine whether the implementation of the 

PBIS framework made a statistically significant difference on schools’ suspension and 

expulsion risk ratios and relative risk ratios for both African American and Hispanic 

students. If the PBIS framework reduces the overall number of suspensions and the 

racially disproportionate suspensions within a school, then a greater number of students 

have a greater chance to avoid prison, successfully complete high school, and be
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successful citizens; thus, leading to a potential explanation of the research problem. This 

study’s ex-post facto research design utilized analysis of variance (ANOVA) to test 

archival student discipline data, after controlling for several extraneous variables.

Schools in the research state were grouped into the PBIS (treatment) group and the non- 

PBIS (comparison) group. The student discipline data for all schools were provided by 

the state’s Department of Education (DOE); the data included total suspensions and 

expulsions as well as the ethnic breakdowns for exclusionary discipline practices by 

school. Because the DOE redacted portions of the student data to protect privacy, the 

researcher used a regression model to estimate the values of missing data. Schools were 

selected for the PBIS group if they had implemented the PBIS framework with fidelity 

for at least three years. The Benchmarks of Quality (BoQ) (Kincaid et al., 2010) score 

was used to determine the level o f fidelity at which schools implemented the PBIS 

framework; schools must have scored 70 or higher on the 2014-2015 BoQ to be selected 

for the treatment group. The state’s PBIS office provided the information on PBIS 

schools including the number of years of implementation as well as BoQ scores. Once 

PBIS schools were selected, the researcher matched PBIS schools to non-PBIS based on 

numerous variables including school level, geographic location, total student population, 

ethnic breakdowns for the entire school, and free-reduced lunch percentage.

A total of eight research questions guided the study. Descriptive statistics were 

used to answer research questions 1 through 4 which described risk ratios and relative 

risk ratios for both African American and Hispanic students in relation to exclusionary 

discipline decisions. An ANOVA was performed to test the hypotheses attached to 

research questions 5 through 8. Research questions 5 through 8 asked whether the PBIS
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framework had any statistical significance on the risk ratios and relative risk ratios of 

both African American and Hispanic students for school suspensions and expulsions.

The null hypotheses for each question stated there was no difference between the PBIS 

and non-PBIS groups in relation to the risk and relative risk ratios.

Summary of Major Findings 

Major findings of the study are discussed in this section; the findings provide 

additional research surrounding racial disproportionality in school discipline data, the 

implementation of the PBIS framework, and the relationship between the two.

The study focused on whether the PBIS framework had a statistically significant 

difference on both the suspension and expulsion risk ratios and relative risk ratios for 

both African American and Hispanic students. Most of the suspension and expulsion 

data had to be estimated given the redaction of the data provided by the Department of 

Education. The estimation process added unwanted error to the suspension and expulsion 

rates used in the study; hence this limitation affected the results and conclusions. Further, 

there were no white students suspended or expelled from many of the schools. An 

average of 41 schools, based on the estimates, did not suspend any white students; this 

accounts for 16% of the schools in the study. Further, an average of 208 schools did not 

expel any white student; this accounts for 81% of the schools in the study. This is a 

critical explanation for why the findings of the research study may have been skewed; 

some comparative calculations were impossible to make where the differences in 

suspension and expulsion rates were most extreme.

The average risk ratios for African American, Hispanic, and White students for 

suspensions were lower in the participating PBIS schools than the schools not
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implementing the PBIS framework. The average risk ratios for Hispanics for expulsions 

were lower in the treatment (PBIS) group when compared to the comparison (non-PBIS) 

group. The average risk ratios for expulsions for White and African American students 

were same between the two groups in the study. Likewise, the relative risk ratios for 

African American and Hispanic students were lower in the PBIS group; however, the 

relative risk ratios in both groups still illustrated large racial disproportionalities in the 

discipline data as the ratios exceeded 6. The relative risk ratios for expulsions were 

higher in the PBIS group than the non-PBIS group for both African Americans and 

Hispanics.

The researcher failed to reject the null hypotheses for all of the research questions 

that tested the differences of risk ratios and relative risk ratios among the two research 

groups. Based on a = 0.5, the researcher did not have enough evidence to suggest the 

implementation of the PBIS framework had a statistical significance on the suspension 

and expulsion risk and relative risk ratios for African American and Hispanic students.

Discussion of Findings 

The findings of the research study confirmed points already supported by 

documented research while adding to the research on the implementation of the PBIS 

framework and its relationship to the discipline gap between African American and 

Hispanic students compared to their White peers. The major themes of the literature 

review, which were reflected in the research study, were the continued use of suspensions 

and expulsions among school leaders in response to student misbehavior, the presence of 

a persistent discipline gap, and the implementation of the PBIS framework.
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Greene (2008, 2010, 2011) contends suspensions and expulsions are ineffective in 

curbing student misbehavior as these consequences do not actually teach students the 

skills they lack. Komro et al. (2011) conclude that these punitive discipline strategies 

increase problem behaviors and negative interactions between students and teachers. 

Further, Rausch and Skiba (2004) cite schools’ reliance on exclusionary discipline 

practices place minority students at risk for disproportionality in school discipline data.

The research study centered on the problem of the growing discipline gap among 

African American and Hispanic students compared to White students (CDF, 2014).

Arcia (2006); Boneshefski and Runge (2013) argue the seriousness of the problem of the 

gap rests in fact removal from school through suspensions and expulsions impacts 

students’ ability to succeed academically thus affecting lifelong achievements.

Continued use of suspensions and expulsions have an overall negative cost to society as 

students who are continuously suspended have a higher likelihood of either entering the 

prison system or relying on social welfare and government assistance (APA, 2008).

Killu et al. (2006) describe the PBIS framework as a system that provides 

students with interventions that teach both positive behaviors so that they can function 

successfully in the school environment. Safran and Oswald (2003) reiterate the 

framework is designed to be proactive by teaching alternatives to negative behaviors 

before they arise. Mathews et al. (2014) contend school personnel spend so much time 

with students throughout their educational career that the school environment is the 

perfect place to instill positive and functional behavior skills in all students. Marin and 

Filce (2013) suggest when school leaders and teachers have been trained on the PBIS 

framework and they implement it with fidelity, the student and school benefits are
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outstanding. However, Lohrmann et al. (2012) state many schools that implement PBIS 

experience barriers such as faculty buy-in and philosophical opposition which diminish 

the impacts of the framework.

Skiba et al. (2012) point out the lack of research on the effectiveness of behavior 

interventions as a whole in combating the discipline gap among minority students. 

Further, Skiba et al. (2011); Vincent and Tobin (2011) argue few studies have explored 

the effectiveness of the PBIS framework in reducing racial disproportionality in school 

discipline data and the continued exclusion of minorities from United States’ public 

school classrooms. While Vincent et al. (2011) support the PBIS framework has been 

shown to reduce overall school discipline and increased academic performance, research 

has failed to show how it might impact the discipline gaps among minority populations.

The current research study is consistent with previous findings in that the 128 

PBIS schools in the study reported lower suspension risk ratios for both African 

American and Hispanic students than the 128 schools in the study that did not implement 

the PBIS framework. However, the study failed to yield a statistically significant 

difference among the relative risk ratios that compare suspension and expulsion data of 

African American and Hispanic students against White students across the PBIS and non- 

PBIS schools. The researcher did not have enough statistical evidence to suggest the 

PBIS framework had a significant impact on the discipline gap among the schools in the 

study.

The lack of statistical significance could be linked to the number of missing data 

points that had to be estimated during the data collection and analysis phase of the study; 

this certainly limited the study and thus its results and findings. Perhaps a more complete
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data set with the exact same schools and variables would present a completely different 

set of results and conclusions.

Conclusions

The research study was grounded in Karl Marx’s Conflict Theory that is based on 

class struggles. Marx (2008); Marx and Engels (2002)contend a constant battle existed 

between the bourgeois and proletariat—the upper and lower class. The struggle not only 

centered on the bourgeois maintaining control over the proletariat but also the higher 

class convincing lower class the hierarchal structure was just and appropriate—thus the 

exploitation of the lower class by the upper class. Marx’s theory concludes the 

reproduction of the current social structure is made possible through this class 

exploitation.

Bowles and Gintis’ Correspondence Theory is bom out of Marx’s Conflict 

Theory (Bowles & Gintis, 1976, 2002). They contend schools act a breeding ground for 

this competition between the social classes. Further, the researchers argue schools exist 

to maintain the balance of power between the classes; for instance, the educational 

system in the United States is structured to produce those who lead and control as well as 

those who work and follow. Bowles and Ginitis would claim educational leaders use the 

proven, negative impacts of suspensions and expulsions to build and foster this societal 

hierarchy.

Ladson-Billings (1998); Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) maintain racism in the 

United States is the norm and will also exist even in the public school setting. Lynn 

(2006)states the United States was founded on white supremacist principles, and Simson 

(2014)argues a hierarchy was developed early in the development of American society
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where white were privileged and minorities, specifically African Americans, were 

subordinate.

The results of the research study certainly conclude a discipline gap exists 

between African American and Hispanic students in both PBIS schools and non-PBIS 

schools although the actual average number of suspensions of African American and 

Hispanics was less in schools implementing the PBIS framework. The researcher did not 

have enough evidence to suggest that the PBIS framework could possibly offer an 

exception to both Conflict and Correspondence Theory.

Implications

Educational leaders are charged with many tasks—one of which is developing 

and sustaining a positive school culture. The school culture is negatively impacted by the 

use of exclusionary discipline, but also by the unequal treatment of ethnic groups in the 

discipline decision-making process. School leaders are challenged with closing several 

gaps in school; one of the most significant is the discipline gap among African American 

and Hispanic students compared to White students.

School leaders and researchers committed to behavior interventions must identify 

systems and frameworks that build teacher-student relationships, encourage proactive and 

appropriate behaviors, and afford the same opportunities for all students. The 

significance of this study was to provide such a framework with the PBIS framework. 

While the current research study did not suggest a statistical difference in the discipline 

gap when comparing PBIS and non-PBIS schools, a study without the resulting data 

limitations may be able to make such a claim. Because the study suggests PBIS lowers
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risk ratios for minority groups, there is potential validity in the framework reducing racial 

disproportionality in discipline data.

The current research study might also suggest implications on the implementation 

of the PBIS framework within a local school and how the local PBIS team judges the 

level of fidelity of implementation. Perhaps schools who rated themselves high in 

implementation through the Benchmarks of Quality (BoQ) really did not implement the 

framework to the fullest extent thus causing little change in discipline practices within the 

school.

Recommendations for Future Research

Researchers conducting similar research in the future must ensure the discipline 

data collected and analyze is not redacted; the collected data must be free from large gaps 

of missing data. The estimation of data was a huge limitation of the study; this limitation 

must be minimized as much as possible in future studies. In order for researchers to 

collect data that is not based on estimations, researchers must identify another 

organization who can supply current suspension and expulsion data by schools by ethnic 

groups. Another alternative would be to request percentages instead of raw data from the 

Department of Education; perhaps the DOE would not redact data if it were reported as 

proportions.

Secondly, future research should expand to additional states that have similar 

reported problems with the discipline gaps among minority groups. This 

recommendation will increase the sample size of both PBIS and non-PBIS schools in the 

study and may lead to more significant results.
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Lastly, additional research should be completed on the relationship between the 

Benchmarks of Quality (BoQ), number of year of implementation, and suspension rates 

among different ethnic groups. This research would help to determine whether there is 

relationship between the BoQ score and the discipline gap of schools that implement 

PBIS. Further, it would be helpful to determine if a BoQ score could determine the level 

of disproportionality in discipline data within a school.

Summary

The overall purpose of this research study was to determine if the Positive 

Behavioral Interventions and Supports framework has a statistically significant difference 

on both risk and relative risk ratio for African American and Hispanic student in relation 

to school suspensions and expulsions. A total of 256 schools across the research state 

were included in the study— 128 schools who had implemented the PBIS framework with 

fidelity, as measured by the Benchmarks of Quality (BoQ) assessment, for at least three 

years and 128 school who had never implemented the PBIS framework. The findings 

and conclusions of the study not only added to the body of literature on school discipline, 

alternatives to exclusionary discipline, and racial disproportionality in school discipline, 

but it also provided potential implications for school leaders in implementing the PBIS 

framework. Data analysis revealed there was no significant statistical difference between 

PBIS and non-PBIS schools when risk and relative risk ratios for African American and 

Hispanics were compared across the comparison and treatment groups.

The largest conclusion and implication for school leaders is a possibility still 

exists for PBIS to be an effective intervention to not only reduce overall discipline, but to 

only reduce the discipline gap. By removing the large limitation of missing data through
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the data collection process, a future research study may be able to claim greater statistical 

difference among PBIS and non-PBIS schools. If states would report percentages of 

suspensions and expulsions by school by ethnic group, data redaction could be avoided. 

Further, the current research study suggests additional research may be needed to 

determine the level of fidelity of BoQ scores; a qualitative study could reveal if local 

PBIS teams are reflecting their true level of implementation through the BoQ instrument.
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